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DELPHI, ACHAEA: 710 AB URBE CONDITA (31B.C)

The Greek woman raised her arms and her face, pale and regal, was revealed as the purple silk veil fell away.
Deep-blue eyes flickered in the dimness of the narrow room. A mass of raven hair cascaded down over her pale
shoulders. The smokes of the crevice rose up around her as she stood in supplication. Far away, behind her, the low
beat of a drum echoed in the sun-baked little plazain front of the temple. She waited, patient and calm.

Finally, astheirregular drumming settled into her blood and she grew light-headed in the haze of bitter-flavored
smoke, afigure stirred in the darkness beyond the glow of the brazier. Strands of long white hair gleamed. Withered
fingers brushed against the lip of the corroded bronze tripod. A face appeared in the smoke, and the queen barely
managed to keep from flinching back. Unlike the gaudy display at Siwa, here there was no grand chorus of priestsin
robes of gold and pearl, no vaulting hallway of stupendous granite monoliths, only adark narrow room in atiny
building on a steeply slanted Grecian hillside. But at Siwa, when the oracle spoke, there had been no
stomach-tightening fear.

Here the Syhil was ancient and wizened, her eyes empty of all save a sullen red echo of the flames now leaping in
the pit below. The mouth of the crone moved, but no sound emerged. Y et the air trembled and the queen, to her utter
horror, felt words come unbidden to her mind, forming themselves pure and whole in her thought. She flinched and

staggered back, her hands now clawing at the air in afruitless attempt to stop the flood of images. She cried out in
despair. The empty face faded back into the darkness beyond the tripod and the crevice. The fire sputtered and
suddenly died.

The Queen lay, weeping in bitter rage, on the uneven flagstones as her guardsmen entered the chamber to see what
had befallen her. The vision had been all that she desired, and more.
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SOUTH OF PANOPOLIS, THEME OF EGYPT: 1376 AB URBE CONDITA

A boy walked in darkness, his head outlined against the sky by the dim radiance of the River of Milk. His skinny
legs were barely covered by a short kilt of rough cotton homespun. He scrambled to the crest of the dune. Beyond it
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the western waste spread before him cold and silver in the moonlight. A chill wind, fresh with the bitter scent of the
desert, ruffled his shirt and blew back the long braids from his face. Breathing deep, he felt his heart fill with the
silence. He smiled, broad and wide, in the darkness. Laughing, he spread his arms and spun, letting the huge vault of
heaven rotate above him. The great moon, a dazzling white, filled the sky. The river of stars, undimmed by clouds,
coursed above him, the Zodiac forming in its eddies and currents.

He sighed deep and laughed again. He sprinted along the ridge, feeling his muscles surge and thrust as he hurtled
forward. Gaining speed, he lengthened his stride and kicked off hard as he reached the curling lip of the dune. For a
moment, the wind rushing past, he was suspended in the

starry dark. Hislong braids lashed back as he fell through deep shadow.

The water was a dapping shock as he struck the surface. He plunged through broiling murk and felt his feet strike
against the sandy bottom. Surging upward, he breached, throwing his head back. The stars glittered down through the
arching palms, and Dwyrin rolled over and stroked easily to the reed-strewn shore. Gripping alow branch, he pulled
himself from the inlet of the Father Nile. He squeezed muddy water from his braids and coiled them at his shoulder. His
tunic, sodden and caught with long trails of watercress, he stripped off. Cold wind brushed over him but he did not
fed it.

Pushing through the tall cane break at the edge of the inlet, he looked for a moment out across the broad surface of
the Nile. Near a half mile of open water, running silent under the moon, to the far bank. There he could pick out the
lights of the village, dim and yellow in the night. His right hand checked absently to seeif the oranges were still secure
in his cord bag. They were and he took to thetrail leading south along the margin of theriver.

Beyond the narrow strip of fields and palms, stones and boulders rose from along tongue of hills that arrowed out
of the waste into the Nile. Here, where the river had long ago curved about an outcropping, men of the Old Kingdom
had raised a siege of pillars and great monoliths. Dwyrin clambered up through the debris that marked the fallen
northern wall of the temple. A looming shape hung over him, ancient face blurred by the desert wind. Swinging over
the massive stone forearm, Dwyrin squeezed through a small space beneath the fallen statue. Within the ancient
temple, long rows of pillars arched above him. The wide stone passages between them were littered with blown brush
and sand. Dwyrin picked hisway to the great platform that fronted the temple. From it three great seated figures stared
north, down the Nile, to the distant delta and their realm of old.

At the center reigned the bearded king, his arms crossed upon his chest, broken symbols of divinity and rule held
in massive sandstone hands. His eyes were dark as he looked to the north and the havens of the sea. To hisleft sat
the languid cat-queen, his patroness, her face still and silent in an ancient smile. One great pointed ear was sheared off,
showing dark-grained stone beneath the smooth carving.

Her, Dwyrin avoided, for her long hands were tipped with claws and she always seemed cool and aloof. Instead, he
turned to the rightmost statue, that of the mightily thewed man with the head of a hawk. He climbed up, over the pleats
of the old god’ s kilt, and sat in the broad curving lap, hislegs swinging over the edge. Beneath him the Nile gurgled
quietly.

He sat and peeled his oranges, one by one, and waited for the return of Ra from the underworld. He ate them all,
juices staining his fingers and lips. They were tart, and sharply sweet.

Dwyrin reached the edge of the school grounds with his breath coming in long ragged gasps. His sandals, tied
around his neck by their thongs, bounced against his back. He vaulted the low fence bordering the vegetable plots
without breaking stride and rounded the corner into the sta-bleyard. Distantly, over the whitewashed rooftops of the
school, he could hear the morning chanting of the monks. Rawas only just over the horizon, but he had lingered too
long at the old temple, skipping broken pieces of shale from the platform into the dark green-brown waters. The stable
boys looked up in amusement as he ran across the hard-packed mud of the yard to the rear garden gate.

Sprinting to the wall, he leapt up and caught the top of the bricks with both hands. With a heave, he swung up and
over, landing hard on the low grass inside and rolling up. He dodged through the long row of columns that skirted the
garden, dliding to a stop at the door to the junior students' dormitory. Within he heard faint grumbling and the

snores of the Nubian boy at the end of the bunk line. Glancing both ways down the colonnaded breezeway, he
eased the door open and slipped inside. He stripped off the tunic, now dry, and hung his sandals on the pegs by the
door.

The thick woven cane door at the far end of the hall swung open and the sharp clack of the journeyman master’s
cane rapped on the pale rose tiles. Dwyrin froze by the doorway. Master Ahmet, he saw, had turned back to say
something in passing to the master of the older boys' section. He had not yet looked fully into the room.

Dwyrin doveto the floor and rolled under the nearest bunk. In it, one of the Galatian students turned over in his
dleep. The rapping of the master’ s cane resumed and the first sharp slap of cane stick on bare foot resounded from the
end of the hall. The boy nearest the far door woke, groggily, and rolled out of bed. Dwyrin dlid forward under the bunk
and on to the next.

Unfortunately, his bed was on the far side of the hall, across the walkway, and halfway down. He dlithered forward
on his belly, checking the progress of the master’ s broad feet through the bedposts. Opposite his own bunk, he stole a
look down the walkway. The master had turned away from the line of bunks where Dwyrin hid. Dwyrin reached into his
rolled tunic and dragged out the rinds of orange within. Heart beating furiously and hands shaking just alittle, he
waited until the master had turned away again. With aflick of his hand, he skated the rinds down the row of bunksto



lodge nearly soundlessly against Kyl-lun's bunk, where the ball popped apart and spilled its remainsin an unsightly
pile by the head of the bed.

Dwyrin drew his feet up under him and edged out into the space between the beds. The master reached Kyllun's
bunk and gave him a sharp switch on his exposed foot. Then the master paused, dark eyes narrowed, spying the
rubbish by the side of the bed. His hand was quick as he turned and grasped the sleep-befuddied Kyllun by one large
sun-browned ear.

“Sol You are the rascal who has been into the orchards of the holy monks!” Kyllun barely had time to yelp before
the cane swatted him sharply across the buttocks. “ Y ou’ll not be doing so again, my lad!” the master cried, and
sharply marched him to the far end of the room, giving him the cane as he went. Kyllun was wailing by the time he and
the master reached the end of the room. While the master was turned away, Dwyrin scooted across the gap and into
his own bed. Safe.

Kyllun’s wailing had roused the rest of the boys now, including Patroclus, whose bunk was next to Dwyrin’'s. The
Sicilian boy eyed Dwyrin with distaste as the Hibernian slid under the thin cotton sheets of his bed and assumed a
peaceful expression of deep.

“Y ou owe me your sweet at dinner,” Patroclus hissed as he cast back his own sheets and ran long, thin boned
hands through his lank black hair.

“Y ou might aswell get up now, everyone elseis,” he whispered at Dwyrin, who responded with a semi-audible
snore and rolled over artistically, his sheets askew and one bare white leg sticking out. Patroclus shook his head and
rubbed sleep from hislong face with both hands.

The master returned and paused by Dwyrin's bunk, eyeing the Hibernian's recumbent form. One almond-shaped
eye, keen and dark, widened alittle at the sight of the boy’ s foot and the cane twitched in his olive hand.

“Lord Dwyrin,” he cooed, “it istimeto rise and greet holy Ra as he begins his long journey through the heavens.”
Dwyrin snored again and buried his head underneath the thin straw pillow. “Oh, Dwyrin... Get up, you lazy, thieving,
treacherous, duplicitouslout!” the master shouted, and caned the backs of Dwyrin’s legs fiercely. Dwyrin shot up out
of the bed like a porpoise sporting in the Aegean waves. The quick dark hand of the master secured his protruding red,
freckled ear and dragged him into the walkway. Dwyrin yelled as the cane was sharply laid across his bottom.

“Y oung men who sneak out at night,” the master growled, “ should take pains to clean the grass stains from their
feet before they reenter the dormitory!”

“Ow! Ow! Ow!” Dwyrin wailed, as he too was frogmarched to the end of the long room. The other boys stared in
amazement as the red-headed boy was dragged into the master’ s cubicle at the end of the dormitory. The master
dismissed Kyllun with a quick motion and the Cilician went quickly, rubbing his ear and glaring sheer hate at the
unrepentant Dwyrin.

“Now, young master Dwyrin,” the dorm master said as he closed the door behind him, “let me seeif | can remember
the punishments for stealing, breaking curfew, and causing the unjust punishment of another student.”

Dwyrin gulped as the door sammed shut.

Day’s end came at last, the ship of Ra dropping once more beyond the western hills to begin its journey through
darkness. Dwyrin looked up from the basin at the back of the kitchens to see the sky turn gold and purple, then fade
into deepest blue. Two of the cooks came out of the low door, bearing another heavy tray of bowls and cups. Bone
weary, his hands red and sore, Dwyrin heaved the copper bucket onto his shoulder and stumbled to the well at the end
of the rear court. His hands throbbed as he cranked the wheel around, dropping the bucket and its corded hemp line
into the cool darkness below. There was a distant splash and the too-familiar gurgle of the bucket tipping over and
filling. Dwyrin leaned on the wheel against the growing weight. His bronze-red hair was gilded by the setting sun.
There was laughter from the court within; the junior boys were leaving dinner and going to the night studies. “Ho!
Dwyrin! Thanks for doing the dishes!” Patroclus and Kyllun leaned over the top of the wall, smug smiles broad upon
their faces. Each held an extra sweet, dripping with honey and crumbs. Their self-satisfied faces, Dwyrin thought, were
loathsome to look upon. He

made the horns at both of them and cranked the wheel back around. The bucket dragged heavy, even against the
whedl and its pulleys. The two, hooting with laughter, disappeared from the wall and ran off, sandals slapping on the
tiled walkway. Dwyrin cursed silently as he winched the heavy bucket out of the well.

/ could have stayed home and done this, he thought bitterly. Learning to be a thaumaturge sure takes a lot of
lifting and carrying ...

The curled edge of the bucket bit into his shoulder as he stumped back to the basin. The monks had come again
and the basin was filled with cups and bowls and broad wooden serving platters. Dwyrin groaned as he leaned over
the edge, spilling fresh water into the curved marble trough.

Holy monks and priests, particularly ones who can call the wind or summon lightning, should be able to clean
their own bowis!

The moon was high and clear, well into the sky, when Dwyrin staggered through the corridor to the dormitory. His
bed, he thought, would be most sweet. He washed in the cubicle at the end of the dorm, farthest from the master’s

guarters. His hands were shaking with fatigue, his mind dulled. At last his bed was there and he could slide under the
sheets, pulling them up over his head. Buried under the pillow, he allowed himself awhimper. But only one; Pa-troclus



was doubtless listening from the next bunk.

Hisleg itched. He scratched it. Hisleft side itched. He scratched it. There was something tickling at hisbelly. He
rolled out of bed, hislegs beginning to prickle. Turning back the sheets, he grimaced at the nettles and cockleburs
liberally strewn within.

Patroclus laughed softly in the next bunk. Dwyrin, after a struggle, mastered himself and did not fall upon the
Sicilian with knotted fists. He gathered up the bedding, trying hard not to spill any of the burrs or thistles within, and
quietly crept out of the dorm. His hands and shoulder were already throbbing at the thought of drawing another
bucket

of water. Things, he thought as he bent over the washboard at the laundry, would have to change.

The masters barely teach us enough to summon a fly, he grumbled to himself. How can ...

He stopped, a dlow wicked smile creeping onto hisface. Suddenly he didn’t feel so tired.
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ROMA MATER, ITALIA

A thin dlat of daylight filtered down from above to cast a pall on the face of the young woman in the stained blue
robe. Unconcerned with the thick crowd thronging the narrow alleyway, she pushed through mendicants, draymen,
butchers with hogs' heads slung over their shoulders, and off-duty aediles to finally reach the end of the sweetmesat
lane. At the corner, she sneezed in the dust of the wider city street and then quickly crossed between two crowds of
chanting priests. Each troupe bore a profusion of banners, small figurines on stands, and a cacophony of drums,
trumpets, and rattles. The faithful moved slowly along the street, chanting and singing at the direction of their priests.
On the far side, under the awning of a pastry shop, she tucked aloose curl of deep red-gold hair back into the patched
hood of the threadbare robe and idly glanced up and down the street.

A half block away, Nikos was looking in her direction, his stubbly face turned up under a broad straw hat. He
caught her eye and nodded, then touched the brim of the hat with athick finger.

From her great height of almost six feet, she could pick him out as he melted into the flow of traffic, pushing stead-

ily in her direction. Distantly, there was a trumpeting sound and the rattle of gongs. It was hot in the Subura district
and the air was heavy with along familiar stench. Thyatis turned the other direction, casting her eye to the opposite
side of the avenue. The crowds continued to spill in their disorderly way into the street, blocking traffic and causing
the girl to weave her way sowly forward.

The crowd thinned as the road made an inelegant turn into the dye-makers' district. Her sharp nose flared, catching
the wretched smell of old urine. She trembled alittle, though the sun was hot in the lane, as bitter memories picked at
her thoughts. She snorted in disgust and mentally pushed them away. Then her clear gray-blue eyes widened as she
caugli®ight of the Persian.

He stood in the doorway of atannery, oblivious to the noxious reek that was billowing from the arched windows
piercing the wall above the door. He was of a moderate height, only four feet and odd inches. A beaded round
brim-less hat clung to his head, and a fine watery green robe, bordered with a dull crimson, was draped around his
shoulders. He was speaking to a brown-faced man in a brown leather apron, brown cowhide boots, and a sullen brown
disposition. As he spoke, the Persian repeatedly pointed across the street to the closed door of alinen shop. Gold
bracel ets wrapped the Persian’ s wrists and held back the cuffs of an immaculate white linen shirt.

One of the Roman girl’ s eyebrows crept up unconsciously as she took in his supple silk pants. She was surprised
that the tanner, obviously of old Roman stock, would even trade words with such an obviously decadent Easterner.
She turned and pulled back the hood of her robe. A cascade of deep gold-red curls spilled down her back, only barely
constrained by two dingy ties of cotton cloth.

Consciously forcing herself to look to the right as she crossed the street, away from the Persian to her |eft, she
loosened the cheap copper clasp of the robe. The robe fell back from her lightly tanned shoulders, drawing the eyes

of the tannery workers in the immediate vicinity. She smiled briefly at the nearest one, but the quirk of her plush red
lips did not reach her eyes and the young man averted his gaze.

Unseen beneath the robe, one hand loosened the short stabbing sword in the sheath tied to her right leg. Her left
hand rose, bunching the flap of the cloak and drawing it across her front. It slid away from her right thigh, revealing a
short cotton kilt, a generous expanse of smooth golden-tan leg, high doeskin boots coming almost to her knee, and the
loosed sword, clasped lightly in the thumb and forefinger of her right hand. With unhurried steps, she walked up the
narrow brick walkway to the front of the tannery. The Persian, gesticulating with his left hand and raising an
exasperated voice to the tanner, was utterly unaware.

Something nickered at the edge of her vision.

Only feet from her victim, Thyatis leapt to the |eft, crashing sideways into two slaves carrying great bales of raw
Egyptian cotton. A javelin shattered against the tannery wall, causing the Persian and the tanner to turn in surprise.
Snarling, Thyatis surged to her feet, her cloak falling away behind her, the sword darting out like a stedl tongue. The
Persian, his eyes wide with astonishment over a small mustache and a neat goatee, screamed loudly and bolted past
the tanner into the building.

Without sparing a glance for Nikos or her other backup, Thyatis bounded after him. For a moment she rushed




forward blind, but then her eyes adjusted and she caught sight of the Persian’s green robe fluttering around a corner
on alanding at the end of the narrow work-hall. She took the stairs three at atime, then skidded around a corner into a
whitewashed room filled with tables, surprised clerks, and clattering shutters as the Persian exited the other side
through the window.

Beyond the window, she found a narrow brick balcony looking out over the sprawling yard of the tannery. The
space between the buildings was crammed with vats, tres-

ties, and brawny half-naked men laboring to raise stinking hides on long iron-hooked poles from the great barrels.
An acrid stench billowed up from the hundreds of vats. She ran lightly aong the bal cony, ducking under twisted hemp
lines strung across the space to hold laundry and rugs. At the far end of the balcony, the Persian staggered to a stop,
looked both directions, and then sprang outward, arms outstretched.

The Roman woman sprinted to the end of the balcony and kicked off, her legs flashing in a brief passage of sunlight
that had worked its way down between the haphazard brick tenements. Like the Persian, her reaching hand caught a
heavy guy-line that was holding up a decrepit banner between the back of the tannery and the building across the
alley. For amoment a sea of marveling faces flashed past below her, then she was through a poorly scraped sheepskin
window with aloud ripping sound and crashing through a light framework of slats into the room beyond.

She went down in awelter of rough parchment, filthy sheets, and the crushed remains of aflimsy bed. Thyatis
rolled up, slashing with the shortsword, but her blade caught nothing. The enormous ebony man that had sprung up
from the bed wailed with fear and scuttled backward, toppling a bedside table and an amphora of water. The hanging
that served as a door had been ripped from the rod that held it, and Thyatis rolled up and darted through it without a
second thought. The dingy walls and reed-scattered floor receded as the edges of her vision clouded with gray. A
fierce grin stretched her face, but she was unaware of her appearance.

A hallway filled with tiny doorways flashed past. At the end, a narrow flight of stairs rose up into smoky gloom.
Thyatis bounded up the crumbling steps but found them blocked by old chests and empty grain jars. Cursing, she
leapt back down the steps four at atime and ran to the one doorway where the hanging was pushed aside. A room
occupied by a puzzled-looking naked legionnaire and an irate

lupa blurred past before she slid the sword back into its sheath and |eapt up to grab the sides of the window
casement in her hands. With a heave, she hauled herself up and leapt out through the window.

A doping tile rooftop met her as she spilled out onto it. She tried to get to her feet, but the tiles cracked with a
sound like ice breaking and she dlithered down the slope of the roof. Flailing wildly, she managed to grab the cornice
before pitching off into the garden below. For a moment she swung by one arm, suspended fifteen feet above a
confusion of squatters’ tents, then managed to hook her foot on the edge of the roof and dragged herself back onto
thetiles. Levering herself up, she glanced about. There was no sign of the Persian. Below her, the old widows and
immigrant familiesliving in the courtyard of the building stared up at her in amazement.

“Hecatel” she cursed. Teetering, she stood up on the tiles, her eyes running along the windows, rooftops, and
disreputable roofs of the nearest buildings. Nothing. She turned back to the window, finding it occupied by the
amused faces of the young soldier and the younger prostitute. She grimaced.

The sound of cracking tiles snapped her head around. At the far end of thetile roof, near the back wall of the
garden, the Persian had crawled out of a similar window, now without either his hat or his expensive silk robe. He
scuttled down thetiles to land heavily on the edge of the garden wall. Thyatis whistled, along piercing sound that
drew the attention of every facein the garden below.

“A handful of denarii for his head,” the Roman shouted as she flexed her knees and jumped down into what little
clear space was below her. “He cheated me at dicel!”

A shout went up in the garden and there was a sudden flurry of movement as out-of-work animal tamers, lazy day
laborers, paid mourners and their wives began running toward the back wall. Thyatis sprinted at an angle acrossthe
garden. The Persian, knowing his own business, had ig-

nored her imprecations and was quickly walking along the top of the crumbling mud-brick wall, hisarms
outstretched for balance. Thyatis reached the corner of the garden wall only an instant behind the Persian. She
scrambled, up a squishy pile of offal and broken pots to snatch at his heel.

He skipped aside and swung around the side of the building, his hands catching at a series of knock-off Etruscan
bas-reliefs that studded the brickline between the floors. Thyatis hissed in rage at missing him and swung up onto the
roughly finished wall-top, cutting along scratch in her leg. Nimble fingers did aflat-bladed, hiltless knife from her belt,
and for amoment she leaned out over thetiny alleyway between the garden wall and the warehouse beyond, gauging
the distance for athrow. A shout from behind her caught her attention and she glanced over her shoulder.

A burly man in astriped black and yellow shirt had clambered up onto the wall behind her, and with a start she
realized that he was one of the Persians' confederates. He lunged toward her, his knuckles wrapped in leather
bindings. The sun glittered off the hooks set into the leather, She swung away out over the alleyway, her left foot
wedged against the corner of the wall, her left hand clinging to the embrasure, as hisfist flashed past. Her right foot hit
the opposite wall of the alley and she pushed off, levering against her grip on the wall to the left. There was a
snapping sound as the bronze-shod tip of her boot flashed into the wrestler’ s throat. Her leg whipped back into a half
flex and then she kicked him again in the stomach. Slowly he crumpled at the waist and then pitched backwards off the
wall into the refuse pile.



When Thyatis turned, the Persian had almost reached the far end of the tunnellike space between the buildings.
Biting back a stream of lurid curses, she reached out for the next bas-relief, praying that the cheap pressed-concrete
statuette would hold her weight.

Two streets over, the stocky bald Illyrian, Nikos, dumped the body of the javelin thrower back behind a great pile of
crates and other rubbish. Wiping sweat and blood from his hands on ill-treated leggings, he peered out into the
crowded street. He had seen Thyatis vanish into the tannery, though he had been preoccupied with rushing the
gladiator who had tried to skewer her from behind. Quietly he joined the flow of traffic on the street.

Within minutes he had jogged into the alleyway behind the tannery, seen no sign of either his team leader or the
quarry, and then rejoined the bustle on the street of coppersmiths.

Fugitivesrun in a straight line, he worried as he pushed his way through the throng. / hope this one knows what
he's supposed to do.

The street ran into around plaza where it met with two other roads coming in at odd angles. A great religious
procession was clogging the intersection, trying to reach the temple of Helios that stood three and a half blocks up the
hill to the left. Nikos hissed in fury; there were hundreds of supplicants, priests, and a whole cavalcade of mules,
horses, litters, and no less than three elephants. The din was tremendous, between the braying of the animals, the
trumpeting of unhappy elephants, and the clashing of gongs and cymbalsin the hands of the priests.

The crowd surged and Nikos found himself ground into the brickwork front of a wineshop by the press of bodies.
Gasping forbreath in the throng, he grasped an awning pole and swung himself up onto the sheet of taut canvas.
Sweat ran off his bald pate, stinging his eyes. Standing the heat in the densely packed city was not hisforte.

See the greatest city in the world, they said, have an exciting life, they said.

Shaking his head, he scrambled along the narrow lintel over the awnings. From this new height, he could see that
there was a commotion halting the procession.

The Persian’ s booted foot slammed against the side of Thyatis' head and she slid back afoot or more on the back
of the elephant. Her feet dangled over the heads of a crowd of angry, shouting priests. The blur of white sparks that
clouded her vision passed and she dug in with her boots to climb back up. The Persian staggered in the howdah as the
elephant, distressed by Thyatis climbing up histail, heaved against the heavy iron manacles that bound its feet. The
driver, screaming imprecations, lashed at the Persian with his prod, cutting along gash in the man’s arm. The Easterner
hauled himself back into- the little platform and snatched at the darting metal hook. Seizing it, he slammed it back into
the driver’ s face. There was the crunch of bone and the driver howled in pain before disappearing off the front of the
elephant.

Thyatis swung over the side of the howdah and crashed into the Persian, her leg lashing out to cut his feet out from
under him. The elephant, frantic, reared up, and the Persian and the Roman were thrown into a tumble at the back of
the fragile wicker box. The dats broke away and both spilled out onto the street. Almost unmarked amid al the
commotion was the sound of the iron links on the elephants’ manacles snapping.

The Roman girl hit the cobblestonesin a half crouch and was only partialy stunned by the shock. The Persian was
not so lucky, falling heavily on his side with a sickening thud. The Helian priests scrambled back, leaving awidening
circle around the two and the elephant. Thyatis struggled shakily to her feet and slipped along knife out of her girdle.
The Persian, cradling a broken and bleeding arm, eased up into a crouch, his face streaming with tears of pain. Thyatis
started to circle, crouched, the knifein her right hand.

“ *Ware!” came a shout from above, and the sound of afrenzied elephant bellowing cut through Thyatis's
concentration. Alarmed, she sprang to the side as the elephant,

now berserk, suddenly stampeded in the street. The driver, thrown from his perch, was crushed under massive feet
with a despairing scream. The other elephants, hearing the distress of their fellow, aso began rearing and trampling.
Thyatis, her eyes wide with fear, was frozen for an instant. Then she saw the Persian crawling away from the street,
heading for a taverna door.

The rampaging elephant now shed the howdah in a cloud of splinters, wicker, and rope and was dancing in an odd
circle. It smashed into the shopfronts and hurled supplicants and priests this way and that. Thyatis dodged across the
street to snatch up the Persian from the doorway. Grunting with the strain, she hauled him up over her head and into
the waiting arms of Nikos.

A moment later Nikos punched in the window of a second-floor room with the Persian’s head and tumbled the
fugitive and himself into a storeroom filled with baskets, pots, and old cheese wheels. Thyatis followed only moments
later. Outside, the screams of the elephants rose and rose, blotting out the din of the city.

In the darkness, Thyatis dragged the Persian up and dammed his broken arm into the wall, raising a cloud of plaster
dust. The Easterner started to scream but was cut off by Nikos' scarred fingers closing off his windpipe like a
vise-clamp. ,

The woman's face leaned close to the Persian’s, blood trailing down from the cut on her scalp. She smiled, al white
teeth in the dim light of the little room. Her fingers dug into his thick dark hair and pulled his head back.

“No man could capture V ologases the Persian,” she whispered, “and none did. But / did.”

A sense of deep contentment filled Thyatis as she stared down at the Persian agent. Nikos' broad hands were



busy, binding the Easterner’ s wrists behind his back. She smoothed her hair back and smiled again. Well done, she
thought, very well done.
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THE SCHOOL OF PTHAMES

H

Dwyrin sguatted in the last row of boysin the dim room, his back against a plastered wall. He smirked to himself,
watching Kyllun and Patroclus out of the corner of his eye. They had comein late, heads together, and had not
noticed him among the other boys.

“Attend me,” came acurt voice, cutting across the murmur of the boys talking among themselves. “Today we will
consider the ways of seeing.”

Dwyrin looked up, his hands palm down on his knees. Master Fenops stood in a clear space before the score of
boys. He was their instructor in the matter of simple thau-maturgy. His deep voice was out of proportion to his body,
which was thin and shriveled with age. Bushy white eyebrows crawled over deepset eyes. Dwyrin paid him close
attention, for this was the one thing that brought him joy in this dusty old place.

“Yesterday | discussed the nature of this base matter that is al around us.” The teacher stamped a sandaled foot on
the packed-earth floor. “1 said that it was impermanent, having only the appearance of solidity. Y ou did not believe me,
that | saw in each and every face!”

Fenops smiled, briefly showing broad white teeth in beetle-dark gums. “Today | will provide you with a
demonstration of the porosity of matter.

“But firgt, let us consider the nature of man and the nature of animals. What sets a man apart from an animal?’

Fenops' old eyes swept across the boys, seeing their dis-

interest, their boredom, their incomprehension. He clicked his teeth together sourly and continued.

“You.” His gnarled finger stabbed out at one of the boysin the first row. “What sets you apart from a dog?’

The boy, alank-haired Syrian, stared around him at his fellows, then answered in atruculent voice: “1 walk on two
legs! | can speak. | know of the gods.”
Fenops nodded.

“An ape can go on two legs,” he said. “Cats speak, if you know how to listen. The gods... enough said of the gods.
Thisanswer is passable, but it is not the true difference between men and animals.”

Dwyrin sat up alittle straighter, trying to see over the heads of the other students.

“The thing that truly sets you, aman, a human being, apart from the animal is your mind. Not solely that you use a
tool, or can spark fire, no—you have amind that can see the world.”

Fenops rubbed his forehead and pinched the bridge of his nose. “ Understand that the eye, the tongue, the hand are
organs of flesh and blood. They are physical! They touch, taste, and see things that are material. The eye, in particular,
cannot see al that we can touch, or hear, or taste. These organ” —he spread his flat-fingered hands wide and turned,
showing his palms to the class—*are limited. They do not relay to the mind al that there isto see, or hear, or taste.”

Fenops stopped, his face pensive, and studied the faces of the boysin front of him.

“A barbarian with some small wit about him once said that the world that we human beings see is the reflection of
another world, aworld of perfect forms. He used an analogy of a cave, where the physicality that we feel or see was
created by the shadows, or reflections, of these pure forms. His postulation was incorrect, but it was afair attempt to
describe the true world.”

Fenops stopped pacing, standing again in front of the Syrian boy. “ Stand, my friend. | will demonstrate porosity

and impermanence to you and your classmates.”

The Syrian boy stood, towering over the teacher. Fenops smiled up at him, taking the boy’ s right wrist between his
fingers. He raised it up, spreading the fingers apart.

“Hereisthe hand,” said Fenops, his voice filled with curiosity. “ Through it we feel the solidity of the world. See, it
is self-evident that the world around usis solid.” He poked his finger into the palm of the boy’s hand, pressing hard.

“Hishand is solid, my hand is solid. They are material, they have shape, size, weight, dimension. All this could not
be clearer!”

Fenops turned to the boys and spread his own hand, fingers wide apart. “But, | tell you, and | will show you, that
thisis not the truth of the matter. In truth, there is no solidity around you. The world and everything in it is composed
of patterns, of shapes, of forms. And these patterns are insubstantial. We exist among great emptiness. When you can
truly see, you will see an abyss of light filled with nothing. Even the patterns and forms are insubstantial. See?’

The wizened little man turned and placed his hand on the Syrian’s back. For amoment he bowed his head and the
air in the room seemed to change, becoming colder. Then Fenops smiled, his eyes distant, and pushed his hand
forward, out of the boy’s chest.

Dwyrin stopped breathing, seeing the old man’s fingers sliding out of the thin cotton shirt that covered the
Syrian’s chest. The palm followed, then his forearm. Fenops peered over the boy’s shoulder, his eyes bright asa



raven’s, and then the old master stepped through the boy.

In the front row, one of the Roman boys fainted dead away. The Syrian boy stood stock still as the instructor
passed through him and then stood, whole and hale, before -the assembled boys.

“The spaces between the patterns that make up this boy are so vast that if my own are properly aligned, | can pass
through him. Heisemptiness, asarewe all. A fragile vessel filled only with the will.*

Fenops shook out his hands and arms, kinking his shoulders up and then down again. The Syrian boy, trembling,
scuttled back to his place in the front row. The old man rubbed his hands together briskly. A tremendous smile
flickered on hisface. “So! How does one actually see the world asit truly is? Among our order, we use a technique of
the mind called the First Opening of Hermes...”

A week after the incident of the oranges, Master Ahmet was summoned into the scriptorium by a great outburst of
shouting. Pushing though the cluster of boys at the door to that ancient and musty room, he found the junior boys’
classin awelter of confusion. Large bees, quite angry ones, were buzzing about the room. The Cilician boy, Kyllun,
was receiving the worst of their attentions as he rolled about screaming under atable. Ahmet scowled, and his thin
face, normally a dusky olive, turned aremarkable dark red. The boys near him, by the door, caught a glimpse of this
and fled with unseemly haste, drawing startled shouts from two monks in the corridor.

Ahmet made two sharp passesin the air with his hand, and the bees quieted, turning in their angry hunt, to swarm
and then pass with an audible buzz out the door and into the open air of the great court. Ahmet watched them from the
doorway asthey spiraled up into the clear blue sky and then turned south before flying over the red tile roof of the
main building. The two monks paused in their decade-old argument over the physicality of the gods and looked in
astonishment upon Ahmet. The master smiled tightly and bowed to them before closing the heavy cedar doors of the
scriptorium.

The boys stood in a short, irregular row between two of the great heavy tables, sweating despite the cool air in the
thick-walled room. He turned to the lesser of the two tables. It was strewn with ink pots, quills, decorative paints,
sheets

of papyrus, and parchment. Under it, lodged against one of the heavy carved feet, was a dented bronze scroll tube.
Ahmet picked it up. He shook it slightly, and a narrow chunk of honeycomb fell out onto the tabletop. He ran his finger
around the inside of the tube and tasted it.

Then, stilling a smile that had briefly formed, he turned to .the five boys who stood before him. All, he noted, were
now anointed with red sting marks, the Cilician, Kyllun, worgt, but the flame-haired Hibernian, Dwyrin, and the Sicilian,
Patroclus, had not escaped without incident. The other two, both Greeks, were sporting only two stings apiece. Ahmet
gave dl five his best scowling glare and al five paled.

“Sophos, Andrades; go and fetch the physician.”

The Greek boys dlipped away like shadows. Ahmet studied the remaining three closaly. Kyllun looked positively ill,
Patroclus and Dwyrin were eyeing each other warily out of the corners of their eyes. Ahmet sighed. It waslike this
every year.

“The punishment,” he said lowly, gaining their complete attention, “for disturbing the studies of your fellow
students and for destroying the property of the school” —he tapped the dented scroll case against the edge of the
table—"is rather severe.” He smiled. “ All three of you will suffer it to the fullest extent.” He smiled again. All three
boys began to look alittle faint.

“Ah,” Ahmet said, looking to the door, “the physician.” He waited with fine patience until the various bites and
stings had been salved and anointed, then he took the three boys out of the scriptorium and down the hall.

It was four days before Dwyrin could sit down without wincing, and the laughter and snide remarks of the other
boys was worse. Ahmet had taken them into the main dining hall during the evening meal and had them stripped, then
he had given each of them afierce switching until they were bawling like babies. This before the monks, their

teachers, and the junior and senior boys. Patroclus, in particular, had taken it badly, Dwyrin thought, and now
refused to so much aslook at Dwyrin. Kyllun was more subdued, but his desire to beat Dwyrin into a bloody pulp was
evident.

The three were denied evening free time, and Dwyrin continued to labor in the kitchens washing the dishes. Days
dragged slowly along, and Patroclus and Kyllun began to spend their time together at meals and during studies.
Dwyrin paid them no mind, for Master Ahmet was watching him like ahawk, and he felt himself repaid in full by the
sight on Kyllun's face when the black bees had boiled out of the scroll tube in adark angry cloud. Dwyrin studied and
even improved at hislessons and pleased his teachers. Dwyrin noted that Kyllun, despite hours hunched over the
moldy scrolls and ancient tomes that were the focus of their studies, did perhaps worse than before. Patroclus
improved, bending his efforts to besting Dwyrin. Master Ahmet remained watchful, giving none of them time to
explore further mischief.
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THE PORT OF OSTIA MAXIMA, ITALIA H

The heavy oak door of the brick building thudded solidly under the young man’sfist. Around him, twilight settled
upon the town, the sun sliding into the western sea through a haze of cookfire smoke and the rigging of a thousand



ships. From over the high wall of the shipwright’s compound, he could hear the waves of the harbor slapping on the
stone border of the long slip. Beyond that there was a murmur of thousands of dockworkers, mules, and wagons

busy loading and unloading the ships that carried the life-blood of the Empire.

“Ho!” shouted the young man, his“embroidered woolen cloak falling back, a dark green against his broad
sun-bronzed shoulders. He had a patrician face, strong nose, and short-cropped black hair in the latest Imperial style.
Gloom filled the street around him as the sun drifted down into Poseidon’ s deeps. There was still no answer.

Puzzled, the noble youth tried the door latch, but it was firmly barred on the far side. He rubbed his clean-shaven
face for amoment, then shrugged. He knocked once more, more forcefully, but still there was no footfall within or
inquisitive shout over the wall. Idly he glanced in each direction and saw that the street was empty of curious
onlookers. He dug in the heavy leather satchel that hung to his waist from a shoulder strap, his quick lean fingers at
last finding a small dented copper bell. Blowing lint from the surface of the token, he squinted slightly and shook the
bell at chest height by the door.

Within, there was a scraping sound and then the door swung inward. Smiling alittle, the young man stepped inside,
his calfskin boots making little sound on the tiled floor.

“Dromio? It's Maxian. Hello? Is anyone home?’ he whispered into the darkness. There was still no answer.

Now greatly concerned, Maxian fumbled inside the door for alantern. His fingers found one suspended from an
iron hook, and he unhooded it in the dim light of the doorway. Fingertips pinched the tip of the oil wick and it
sputtered alight, burning his forefinger. The young man cursed under his breath and raised the lantern high. I1tsdim
yellow light spilled over the tables in the long workshop. Tools, parchments, rulers, adzes lay in their normal
confusion. At the far end of the hall, it widened out into the nave of the boat shed, and a sleek hull stood there, raised
up on agreat cedarwood frame.

Maxian padded the length of the workshop, his eyes

drawn to the smooth sweep of the ship, its high back, the odd tiller that seemingly grew from the rear hull brace like
afin. Standing below it, he wondered at its steering—there were no pilot oars hung from the sides of the ship, nor any
sign that they were intended.

“Such a steed as Odysseus could have ridden from the ruin of Troy,”—he signed to himself—" cleaving a
wine-dark sea beforeits prow.”

A door opened behind him, ruddy red light spilling out. Maxian turned, his face lit with delight. A stocky figure
stood in the doorway, leaning heavily on the frame.

“My lord Prince?’ came a harsh whisper.

Maxian strode forward, switching the lantern to his right hand as his left caught the slumping figure of the ship
wright.

“Dromio?’ Maxian was horrified to seein the firelight that his friend was wasted and shrunken, his wrinkled skin
pulled tight against the bones, his eyes milky white. The shipwright clutched at him, his huge scarred hands wesak. The
prince gently lowered him to the tiles of the doorway.

“Dromio, what has happened to you? Are you ill, do you have the cough?”’

The ancient-seeming man wearily shook his head, his breath coming in short sharp gasps.

“My blood is corrupt,” hewhispered. “1 am cursed. All of my workers are sick aswell, even my children.” Dromio
gestured weakly behind him, into the living quarters at the back of the dry dock. “Y ou will see...”

Maxian, his heart filled with unexpected dread, took afew quick steps to the far end of the room, where small doors
led into the quarters of the shipwright and his family. In the dim light of -the lamp, he saw only atangle of bare white
feet protruding from the darkness like loaves of bread, but his nose—well accustomed to the stench of the Imperial
field hospitals and the Subura clinics—told him the rest. The left side of his face twitched as he suppressed his
emotions. Quietly he closed the door to the unexpected

mortuary. The sight of the dead filled him with revulsion and a sick greasy feeling. Though he had followed the
teachings of Asclepiusfor nine years, he still could not stand the sight and smell of death. It was worse that the
victims were afamily that he had known for years.

Long ago, when he had been only achild, he had ridden with his father, then the governor of the province of
Nar-bonensis, to see the great undertaking of the Emperor Jaen-ius Aquila. They had ridden up from the city of
Tolosa, where they had lived for three years, through the pine woods and open meadows of the hills above the
flowering river valley. Under the green shelter of the pines, they had sat and eaten lunch on a broad granite boulder,
their feet in the sun, their heads in the dim greenness. Servants had ridden with them and brought them watered wine,
figs, and cooked pies made of lamb, peas and yam. The governor, in his accustomed raiment of rough wool shirt,
cotton trousers, and a heavy leather belt, had sat next to his son in companionable quiet. After eating, they sat for a
bit, the elder Maxian whittling at a small figurine of Bast with a curved eastern blade.

Behind them, their Gothfc bodyguards sat silently in the shadow of the trees, their fair hair bound in mountain
flowersthat they had gathered from the margin of the road. The long buttery-yellow dlats of sunlight cutting through
the trees gleamed from their fish-scale armor. The servants retired to the pack mules and lay down in the sun, broad
straw hats shading their faces as they took a quick nap. The young Maxian felt safe and at peace. It was not often that



his father took him out of the city or even paid attention to him. This was an unexpected treat.

After amost an hour, the governor roused himself from his introspection and turned to his son. His bushy white
eyebrows bunched together and he rubbed his nose with a broad hand. For along time he looked at his youngest son,
and then, with a masklike expression, gestured for the boy

to get up and follow him. They walked to the horses, now held ready by the servants. The Goths filtered out of the
trees after them, weapons now loosened in scabbard, quiver, and belt. Together, the small party rode up the road and
down into the narrow valley on the other side.

Maxian shook his head, clearing the memory away. Cautiously he set the lantern on the mantel of the brick fireplace.
With quick hands he lit asmall firein the grate and found another lantern to join the first. Dromio remained on the
floor, his breath coming in quick, harsh, gasps. With the room lit, Maxian sorted through the plates, cups, and bowls
on the table. He examined them all, quickly but thoroughly. His eye found no sheen of metallic poisons, his nose no
odd, acrid stench. He separated those items containing liquids from those containing solids and made a neat pile of
each on the broad sideboard. These things done, he knelt by the side of hisfriend. Dromio’ s hand weakly rose up and
Maxian took it in both of his.

“Fear not, my friend, | will drive this sickness from you,” the Prince whispered.

Dawn came creeping over the tile roofs, pale squares of light trickling in through the deep casement windows set
high in the wall above the kitchen table. In time the warm light puddied on the ashen face of the young man who lay
dumped over the thick-planked table. Flies woke and slowly droned around the room, lighting at the borders of pools
of blood. Drinking deeply, they struggled to resume flight, clumsily flitting toward the meat rotting on the sideboards.

In midnight one large blue-green bottlefly stuttered in the air and then fell with a solid thump to the tabletop. Then
another fell. Maxian twitched awake, one hand brushing unconsciously the litter of dead flies from his face. Shaking
his head, he half rose from the table. One hand brushed against a pewter goblet, half-melted as from some incred-

ible heat. The goblet struck the floor and collapsed in a spray of sand.

The healer turned around, trying to puzzle out where he might be. His head throbbed with an unceasing din, a gjeat
sea of sound like the Circusin full throat. Again he brushed hislong hair, now unbound, back from his temples. He
started with surprise, then ran a hand through long dark hair that fell over his shouldersin an unkempt sprawl. He
came fully awake and looked quickly around him.

A grim scene came hazily into view.

Gods, what | must have drunk last night! What happened to my hair?

The kitchen was a ruin of smashed crockery, crumpled bronze cookpans, cracked floor tiles, and drifts of odd white
dust. Dark-red pooals, amost black in the early-morning light, covered most of the floor. The walls, once alight-yellow
whitewash, were speckled with thousands of tiny red spots. Maxian flinched at the sight, then gagged as he realized
that the tabletop behind him was littered with hundreds of bones, some large, most a forest of small finger bones, ribs,
and scapulae. Without thinking, he summarized the debris—three adults, one larger than normal, four children ...

The Prince froze, for now the reality of the place forced itself to his conscious mind. The shipyard. The house of
Dromio, hiswife, brother, and children. The rest of the long and harrowing night came diding back up out of depths of
memory and Maxian doubled over in horror, his hands clawing at the tabletop to hold himself up. The bones rattled
and dlid as the table tipped over, sighing to dust as they clattered against one another.

THE SCHOOL OF PTHAMES

H

Near the flood time, when storms came racing out of the desert in fierce squalls and the wind carried the sweet scent
of fresh rain striking the dust, Dwyrin was at last released from his dinner chores. He and some of the other boys,
Kyllun among them, wheedled the gatekeeper into |etting them go out to swim in the river. Ahmet they roused from his
afternoon nap to watch over them. The master acceded to their bright eager faces and came, bringing a parasol and
some scrolls he had been meaning to read again. The sun was bright, filling the sky, there was alittle breeze, and even
Ahmet was pleased at the thought of an excursion.

Downhill from the schooal, a path ran through the palms and thick reeds to the edge of theriver. The boysranin the
sun, whooping and yelling, to the bank. A shelf of sand rose up there and ran against the shore, making a shallow,
sheltered bay. Ahmet fanned himself as he settled under a palm. The boys were waiting eagerly by the shore. Ahmet
looked up and down the river for suspicious logs, particularly those with eyes. He closed his own briefly, then nodded
to the boys fidgeting behind him on the trail.

Dwyrin splashed into the water. He had not been swimming like thisin along time, not since hisillicit visit to the
temple of the Hawk lord. The river was forbidden to the boys, for other than the currents and deep holes, the sacred
crocodiles lurked in its depths, always ready to take a sacrifice out of season. Sophos splashed water at him; Dwyrin
cupped his hands and squirted back. Sophos yelled

and leapt at him. Dwyrin danced aside, laughing.

The boat of Ra settled into the west, its naming wings touching the thin clouds, marking them with streamers of
deep rose and violet. Ahmet looked up from the Libre Evion to see Dwyrin hurling through the air at the end of along
rope. At the top of hisarc the boy let go and, with awild whoop, plummeted into the river with a mighty splash. The



other boys crowded around at the base of the overreaching palm that held the rope in its crown. Sophos caught the
rope as it swung back and ran back up the bank. Ahmet smiled and turned back to the obscure passage he had been
considering.

Dwyrin plunged deep into the murky brown water. His feet struck mud at the bottom and dlid to a gelatinous stop. ,
Surging upward, he kicked against the clinging mud. His arms thrust back, pushing him up. The mud failed to release
him. Dwyrin surged again and felt the thick coils of mud claw up at hislegs. He settled deeper. Far above he could see
the boat of Ra shimmering through the water. He struggled. The water was cold around him. His arms worked
frantically. Histhroat choked and he struggled to keep from breathing. His limbs were leaden. Water tickled at his
nose.

On the bank, Ahmet looked up. There had been a momentary twinge at the edge of the ward that kept the crocodiles
at bay. He put the scrolls aside and stood up. Sophos swung past in the air, yelling, and splashed into the water. The
other boys jostled each other to catch the rope. Ahmet scanned the waters. Sophos burst up and swam strongly back
to shore. The twinge came again. Ahmet reached out with the Eye to encompass the area.

Dwyrin gathered himself again, lungs straining, heart pounding like his father’ s forge hammer, and thrust down with
hisarms, hislegs hanging limp, trapped in deep mud. Again he strove and sank only deeper. Gods, hewailed in his
mind, freeme! A dark haze clouded his mind. His ears were filled with pain and he desperately wanted to breathe

in. Fear washed up in him, eroding his concentration. He began reciting the settling meditation. If he would go, he
would go at peace.

A dark shape arrowed through the water toward him. Dwyrin swung to faceit as it came surging through the thick
silt. Ahmet’ s face appeared out of the dimness and his strong brown arms swept the boy up. Ahmet kicked his legs
and the boy came loose, sucking out of the muck like areed shoot. Together they shot toward the surface.

The office of the master of the school was dark and close, its walls hung with long papyrus scrolls, each unrolled
from ceiling to floor. On them gods and goddesses, demons and kings, priests and devils looked down with wide
staring eyes. Ahmet knelt on the clean-swept stones, his sandals behind him at the edge of the door. Hislong dark
hair, tied back now in a brass clasp, hung damply over his shoulder. His eyes were fixed on the narrow cracks between
the paving stones. His hands rested on his knees.

The headmaster tapped a message scroll bound in twine interwoven with purple string against the edge of the low
desk. He was dight, with smoothly carved features. His eyes, tucked back under yellow-white brows, were sharp and
bright. Hislong nose betrayed his Nabatean parentage. His thin hands, veined and spidery, picked idly at the edge of
the heavy embossed wax seal on the message tube.

“Y ou felt, then, something brush against the ward. Could this have been someone working against the boy? A rival
of hisclan? A persona enemy?’

Ahmet looked up, his clear brown eyes calm. “No, master, the boy is of no family of import. Neither ransom nor
advantage could be gained from his death or suffering. His father is ablacksmith in distant Hibernia. His family is poor.
They would have no enemies here.”

The headmaster raised an eyebrow at this. “Poor and a barbarian? How did he come to the schooal, then?’

Ahmet shrugged, spreading his thin-fingered hands.

“Imperial witch-hunters found him. They paid the bounty to hisfamily and sent him here. The Office of
Thaumaturgy out of Alexandria pays for his tuition. We have five or six such boys among the younger students.”

The master pursed his thin lips and tapped the scroll tube against his chin. His eyes narrowed as he eyed the wall
carvings and paintings. He turned back to the dormitory master who knelt before him. A smile briefly creased the deep
lines around his eyes. “ Someone then, within the school. A jealous student? A local, angered by some slight?’ The
master pushed the tube into the woven basket at the end of the desk. It would wait.

Ahmet was silent, considering. “ The boy, Dwyrin, is not unpopular among his fellows. There is one who might hold
apersonal grudge, but he is a second-year student as well, with no power to speak of.”

The headmaster’ s eyes narrowed and he leaned forward over the desk, resting his thin arms on the dark
fine-grained paneling. “Who holds this ‘ grudge’ ? Why have you not informed me of this before?’

“The matter istruly of little import, master. The Hibernian boy slipped out after curfew afew months ago and stole
some oranges from the orchards by the river. When he returned he tried to make it seem that one of the other boyswas
the culprit instead. | caught the Hibernian, of course, but not before | had switched the other boy.”

“For this... switching... the other boy holds a grudge? Who is this other boy?’ The headmaster’ s eyes narrowed.
Ahmet looked away, finding the shadowed corners of the room very interesting.

“Speak, Ahmet.”

“Kyllun of Cilicia, master.”

There was a hiss of breath, aimost unheard. Ahmet flinched inwardly.

“The Macedonian praetor’s son? By Horus, Ahmet, you were given strict instructions to treat that one with gloves
of silk! Hisfather is notorious for histemper. Sending his

son here, to our little school, isamark of favor that we cannot refuse.”



The headmaster settled back in his chair, sinking into the deep cotton cushions. His eyes flicked back to the
message scroll. “Tell me of these two boys, everything, how are their grades, who is better in the classroom, who isthe
quickest, everything, Ahmet, everything.”

“Well,” Ahmet began, “first there are three boys involved, not just two...”

Rahad fallen behind the western horizon, carried on his boat of light into the underworld, by the time that Ahmet
finished. At last, after along moment of silence, the headmaster rose from the chair and paced beside the desk, bare
feet dapping softly on the dark stones. Ahmet remained kneeling. His hands were damp again. He fought down the
urge to wipe them on hisKkilt.

the headmaster stopped before one of the scrolls showing the tributes given Pharaoh by the princes of Meroe.
Gazelles, ibis, hippopotami, ibex, and all kinds of creatures paraded across its crinkled surface. He turned to the junior
boys dormitory master, his thin lips pursed. “ Tomorrow, Ahmet, you will take the Hibernian boy into the temple, down
into the deeps, to the vaults of initiation, and you will elevate him to the second sphere of opening. Y ou will invest him
with all the graces and powers that go with such state, you will gift him with the third eye of perception. Y ou will
invoke the power that lies sleeping in his heart. Y ou will make him one of us, the illuminated ones.”

Ahmet stared, eyes wide with surprise, at the thin figure of the master. The headmaster’ s voice, thick and heavy,
still rippled and throbbed in the air around him.

“Master,” he said, amost choking, “the boy is not ready! He is only a second-year student, no better or worse than
any of his classmates. He has improved of late, true, but no more than, say, Patroclus of Archimedea. He still has two
yearsto go to be initiated in such a manner!”

“Yes, but you will take him into the deeps of the temple tomorrow and you will make of him a sorcerer of the second
order. By my will, | have spoken and you will obey.”

Ahmet bowed his head. The master of the school was the master of the school and Ahmet had sworn an oath to
obey him. The master gestured for Ahmet to rise and gripped the young man’s shoulder with his own gnarled hand.

“1f the boy cannot survive the passage to the second sphere his death will be on my head, not yours. | have
ordered and you have obeyed. Go with a clear heart, my young friend, and be glad for this youth, who will make such
great strides into our world.”

The master smiled, eyes crinkling up, lips twitching, but Ahmet did not respond in kind. He bowed and stepped out
of the room through the woven reed curtains. His face was still and composed. Outside, Ahmet bowed to the secretary
squatting by the doorway, pens and papyrus sheets near to hand.

“Honored Ns, send word to the keepers of the vaults that tomorrow at full sun | will come to them with one who
will ascend, Raand Thoth willing.”

The secretary bowed his shaven head and began writing the messages that would have to be sent.

Dwyrin woke, head grainy with fatigue, limbs leaden. He had not slept well, tossing and turning, unableto find his
way into the realm of Morpheus. It was very early, the thin dawn light gray in weak bands between the dlats of the
window coverings. The muted rumbling of snoring boys surrounded him. He rolled over and started, coming fully
awake. At the foot of hisbed stood atall figure in along checkered cloak of red and black. A sun-disk of bronze
gleamed in the pale light on the broad smooth chest. The figure’ s head was curving and black with along neck and
sharp hill. Deep black eyes, shining like marblein water, glittered under the overreaching hood.

Dwyrin’'s eyes widened and he scooted back in the bed, his flesh crawling at the sight of one of the temple figures
cometo life.

“Come,” adeep sepulchral voice rumbled. “ Osiris summons you to the depths of Tuat.” The figure extended a
hand, wrapped in dark black and gray cloth, ending in athree-fingered claw. “ Come, Dwyrin MacDonald.” Dwyrin
stared in horror at the apparition. His mind refused to work. The figure gestured, its robes making a soft whispering
sound. Two shorter forms emerged from the darkness beyond it: squat manlike things, faceless and dark. Their bodies
were ebony and patterned with whorls and lines. They grasped Dwyrin by his arms and lifted him silently from his bed.
Dwyrin, frozen with fear, could not cry out asthey carried him, led by the tall crane-headed figure, out of the dormitory.

In the early dawn the compound of the school was quiet. No birds sang, no chatter of voices came from the
kitchens. All lay clear and still under apale pink sky. The two faceless men carried Dwyrin past the main building and
under an arcade of pillarsthat separated it from the library. Down aflight of stepsinto the rear gardens, and down a
path of flagstones to the rear gate. There, in deep shadows undernesth the thick hibiscus and yellowvine, Dwyrin
glimpsed a short figure, standing with atall staff, wrapped in white and pale blue. But then the figure disappeared from
view and the thick gate swung open, outward, and the facel ess men carried him on, soundlessly, into the scattered
brush and trees.

Beyond the belt of palms and brush behind the school the faceless men put Dwyrin down. The crane-headed figure
pointed to atrail that led out of the brushland and up, into the jumbled rocks and spires of the hills that crouched
behind the narrow river plain. Dwyrin stared up at the crane in concern.

“Go,” the deep voice echoed. “ Go to the doorways of the dead. We will follow.”

Dwyrin looked around. The tumbled red boulders were at last being picked out in gold and saffron as Ra climbed
into the eastern sky. In this clearer light, with a cool wind from the west brushing past, Dwyrin saw that the crane-man



was richly attired, with golden bracelets on his arms and garments of thick brocade. On his chest hung a bronze sun
disk, now gleaming in the pale sunlight. The crane-head was sleek and black, with red stripes running back from the
deep-set, gleaming eyes. His skin was dark-hued and polished like mahogany. The hands of the crane were thick and
powerful, each with three fingers. One of those now pointed up the trail into the hills. The faceless men had
disappeared.

Dwyrin turned and began walking, his bare feet cold on the stones and pebbles. The trail wound up, through a
narrow canyon choked with brush and spiny plants. Their branches cut at Dwyrin’s legs and the steepness of the
ascent made him short of breath. At the top of the canyon, the trail turned left under arising cliff and dlipped between
two great boulders, each streaked with red and white in sloping patterns. Dwyrin stepped under the overhang and into
a bowl-shape chamber, open to the sky above. In the sky, as Dwyrin looked up, he saw vultures circling and thin
streamers of cloud painted pale pink and cream. The roof of the world was brightening.

Before him, on the other side of the bowl, seven tall doors were hewn from the rock. At the side of each an inset
carving depicted a creature from the temple. Seven gates with seven gods of old. Dwyrin felt the crane step close
behind him.

“Choose,” it whispered. “ Choose an entrance to your fate.”

Dwyrin stepped forward over the tumbled thin plates of shale that littered the floor of the chamber, to the door
guarded by the hawk-headed man. Within the shadowed entrance a door of stone swung open. Warm air blew in his
face, carrying the smell of thyme, cinnabar, and cinnamon.

Figures waited within, with smiling faces and open arms. Dwyrin felt a push at his back and he was among them,
stumbling.

The stone door closed silently behind him. Attendants emerged out of the darkness and Dwyrin, in the flickering
torchlight, could see that they were men, but their faces were carved into welcoming smiles and the eyes that stared
out from the mask were dead and lifeless. Their hands fluttered about him lightly and drew his sleeping tunic away. He
spun about, looking for the crane-man, but it was gone. The attendants circled him and nudged him with light fingers
toward a great porta that stood on the far side of the hall. To either side, lining the walls, great seated figures loomed
in the darkness, fitfully lit by the torches burning at their feet. The smell of incense was strong in the air.

Distantly there was alow wavering chant and the deep boom of drums. Dwyrin shivered, though the air was warm.
The attendants urged him onward, through the great doors that stood at the end of the hall. Beyond them, he found
himself in atile-floored room overlooking, through a broad window, a great city of gold roofs and silver buildings and
green trees that spread away as far as the eye could see. Dwyrin stopped, stunned by the sight of glittering blue lakes,
green lush fields and afull sun high in the heavens.

“That isnot for you yet,” the deep voice of the crane said from behind him. “Thisisyour path,” it said, turning
Dwyrin from the vision of the city of gold to a narrow stairway that led down from the room to the left-hand side.

“Here are your servants,” the crane said, “to garb you in the raiment of the initiated. They will anoint you with
sacred ails, lave your feet, prepare you to descend into the depths.” Dwyrin, looking into the deep eyes of the crane,
felt the attendants wrap akilt around his waist, place a tunic across his shoulders, rub his arms and legs with oils and
scented water. Thick smokes drifted up around him and he breathed deeply, his head oddly light. A chant began as the
crane stepped back.

“Go you down now, into the realm of darkness.”

Dwyrin stepped forward to the head of the stairs. Narrow and steep, they wound down into the heart of the earth.
He placed hisfoot on the first step.

“Go you down now, into the realm of the guardians.”

The light of the torches passed away, and he descended by feel. The air throbbed around him with the chanting of
the attendants and the strong distant voice of the crane.

“Go you down now, beyond light, beyond sight, beyond hearing.”

Fumes and vapors rose up around him. The walls fell away on either side.

“Go you down now, into sightlessness, into blindness, : into nothingness.”

The stair steps ceased and Dwyrin walked in darkness, across a smooth floor covered with fine grains of sand.
“Go you down now, into the heart of the earth.”

Darkness was absolute. Hazy veils of light began to shimmer across his vision, but he held his eyes closed now.
Bright pinpoints of blue and gold and emerald drifted before him.

“Go you down now, letting body slide away, leaving only ka, only sekhem.”
The floor dipped away and Dwyrin moved forward in a swirling realm of subtle light and form.
“Go you down now, into eternity, into infinity, into nothingness.”

Out of the void and chaos of colors and shifting shapes, a throne of basalt rose, and upon it sat a massive,
gargantuan figure of a bearded man clad in the symbols of aking.
“Go you down now, into light, into freedom, into all things.”

Dwyrin stood before the ancient king in aswirl of colors and light. The king leaned toward him and spoke, but no



sound came from that mouth, only colors and shapes and tones of music. They washed over Dwyrin and he felt
something suddenly burst within himself. Fire uncoiled in

his stomach and rushed out of him in al directions. Crying out, he fell backward, unable to move. Flames leapt from
his fingertips, his eyes, from his mouth. His body burned away, leaving only a clear self behind. The giant king settled
back in his throne and raised an ankh-scepter before him. Atop it, a great eye opened and Dwyrin’s clear self rushed
toward it. In his mind, Dwyrin wailed as his ka began to shred away in that mighty wind.

In the distance, beyond the colors, Dwyrin heard the voice of the crane shouting, but he could not make out what it
was saying. His self was slipping away, peeled back layer by layer by the great shining eye. Dwyrin began to feel an
overbearing fear. He would be nothing, his mind shouted, nothing] He would be stripped away and there would be
oblivion, no Dwyrin left at all.

/ amnot ruled by fear, he thought, and began to chant the meditation of centering and mind-clearing that they had
learned in the school. As he did, the firesin his hands and feet began to burn again, and he faltered, but picked up
again. Thevoice of Ahmet, asfrom afar place, echoed in himsalf. A mind that is free fromfear has all power over all
things. The fires burned hotter and Dwyrin despaired, but now the fires drew the swirling light and color into him. His
heart leapt and he passed into the meditation of the First Opening of Hermes, that which allowed the students to
perceive the dim outlines of the true world.

His body was formed of flame, bright as a star, and the uncoiling thing within him now swirled up his spine and into
his head. There was a tearing sensation and Dwyrin felt his forehead, wrapped in flame and light and color, burst open.
A golden radiance filled him and the room of the throne. The giant king lowered the scepter and all dissolved into
formless chaos, riven with darkness and nothingness.

Dwyrin felt his knees strike a cold stone floor and his arms, strengthless, tumbled before him. His body was
shaking. Two strong arms seized him and bore him up. He was

clasped to awarm chest and dark scented hair fell about him. Dwyrin sobbed and buried his head in the shoulder of
the man. Tears streamed from his face.

“Hush now, lad, you'll befine,”* the crane said with the voice of Ahmet, holding him fiercely close. The crane-man
rose from the darkened floor, carrying the boy, and retraced his steps through the winding tunnels and passages of
the labyrinth.

Rawas full in the sky when Ahmet returned to the garden gate, nudging it open with hisfoot. The raiment of the
crane guide he had returned to its sandal wood chest in the chambers overlooking the city of gold. Dwyrin slept,
exhausted, in his arms. Now the morning silence was broken by the clatter of the cooks, the chanting of the novices
and their mastersin the temple. Unnoticed, the young master strode up the long steps from the garden and into the
shadowed passage that |led to the master’ s quarters. His own small cell waslit with dim cool light as he entered. He laid
the Hibernian boy on his narrow cot and spread the thin quilt over him. Dwyrin remained deeply asleep. Ahmet looked
down upon him with a sad, drawn expression on his face. Shaking his head to clear dark thoughts, Ahmet closed the
door and strode off toward the kitchens. Breakfast would be |ate.

Ahmet sat alone in the long hall that served as the refectory for the masters. The tables were bare and empty, some
till gleaming with water from their cleaning after breakfast. He had convinced the cooks to give him abowl of porridge
with figs. An earthenware mug of water stood at his left hand. He spooned the meal, sweetened with honey, into his
mouth.

“The boy lives,” came avoice from behind him. Ahmet nodded, continuing to eat. There was a shuffling and the
creak of the bench asthe headmaster sat down next to him.

Ahmet could feel the eyes of the old man upon him. He did not turn, draining the mug of water.
“Hewill deep two, maybe three, days. Then he wiH be hale again.” Ahmet turned slightly; the old man was looking
up at the mural on the ceiling.

“1 will have a place prepared for him in the second circle apprentices quarters,” Ahmet said. The master turned
then, his eyes shadowed in the dim hall.

“No, that will not be necessary,” he said, hisvoice thin and quiet.

Ahmet rose up dlightly, his eyes narrowed, hislipstight.

“What do you mean?’ he whispered.

The headmaster reached into his |oose robe with a narrow, gnarled hand and drew out a message tube, pale white

and bound with a coiling piece* of purple and tan twine. He placed it on the tabletop, halfway between himself and
Ahmet.

Ahmet nudged it with hisfinger. “What is this?’

“A letter of request from the exarch of Alexandriato this school, arequest for a second-tier sorcerer to complete the
levy upon Egypt to satisfy the demands of the Eastern Emperor.”

“What? What demands of the Emperor?’ Ahmet was incredulous, his voice rising.

“Quiet, quiet, young master. Thereis no explanation here, only the request that we supply one second tier sorcerer

to meet the levy. | have been unable to learn anything more from my colleagues at the Karnak school, or in Alexandria
itself. The tribune has made the same demand, in varying degree, upon al of the schools and templesin the province.”



The master placed a hand on Ahmet’ s shoulder, pushing him gently back down onto the bench. “We are neither
over- nor underfavored by this, Ahmet. All of the schools have been levied and al are equally unhappy.
Unfortunately, oursis one of the smallest schools, with few masters and alimited number of students. | cannot afford
to send

ajourneyman, or even one of the more advanced apprentices.”

Now Ahmet did rise up, pushing back the bench, his face flushing with rage.

“So you send a boy, ayouth without even a fringe of beard? He will go to the Legions, you know, he will serve with
those who are ten or twenty years his senior. He will vanish, swallowed up, consumed alive by fire or sorcery,
disease...” The master nodded, his face graven with deep lines. Ahmet slumped into the bench, speechless.

“I grieve for the boy, too. But with the trouble that he has caused, and the ramifications for the schoal, | think that
thisisthe best way, perhaps even for him.” The headmaster gripped Ahmet’ s broad shoulders with his hands, setting
him upright.

“Y ou have taught him well, Ahmet. His spirit is strong, heis not untalented in the arts, hismind is quick. | pray he
will flourish there, springing up anew in some foreign soil to blossom and prosper.”

“No,” Ahmet said, hisvoice low, “he will die, body and mind consumed by some enemies’ enchantment. He has
barely the skills necessary to perceive the true world, much less manipulate it. In the Legion, he will be overtaxed and
burned out like a reed taper. Y ou are sending him to certain death.”

With this Ahmet rose, and walked quickly out of the refectory. Behind him, the headmaster bowed his head for a
moment and then, squaring his shoulders, rose to return to his own duties.

[B(M)WOHOM(MMMM)M()H(M)MOHOHOWOMQM (M)WQH()HQM()al THE QUIRINAL HILL, ROME

Thyatis rubbed one tan finger idly along the partially healed scab that ran just under her hairline. The uneven
jouncing of the litter made it difficult, but no more so than walking on the deck of agalley on the open sea. The thick
muslin curtains of the litter rustled in the breeze and she nudged the near side open a crack. Beyond the mudlin, alight
cotton drape embroidered with fanciful octopi and dolphins provided a secondary screen to deny passersby view into
her sanctuary. All around her, faint but unmistakable in the late spring air, were the sounds of the greatest city in the
world preparing to take the afternoon off. Thyatis' thin nose twitched alittle as the breeze caught the shoulder of the
nearest Nubian bearer, bringing a musky odor of sweat and cinnamon to her.

/ should be walking, she snarled to herself in her mind. / am not some delicate Palatine daughter to be carted
around like a hod of bricks.

Despite an irrational urge to throw the curtains aside and leap out into the street, she remained in the litter. She
smoothed the fine linen dress down over the sleek muscles of her thighs and concentrated on appearing demure and
inoffensive.

The litter paused and the lead slave rapped lightly on the recessed oaken door of the house with the bronze-shod
head of hiswalking stick. Thyatis checked the slim knife that she had strapped to the inside of her right thigh. It was
secure and invisible. The litter lurched forward again asthe

door swung wide. She breathed softly and evenly through her nose. No more time for thinking.

Thisis my patron, she thought, not an enemy in the warren of the city or a shark in the green waters of Thira. | am
in no danger. No danger .

The architrave of the entrance hall vaulted high above them as the doormen helped her out of the litter. A little
stunned by the size of the hallway, Thyatis did not resist as they led her forward, soundlessly, over avast expanse of
seamless sea-foam pale marble. The panelsinset in the ceiling were painted with more dol phins, mermaids, eels, and
sharks. Watery streams of light fell through blue and green glass panels high on the dome of the atrium. The air
seemed to shimmer in the dim light. Pale cream walls rose up, unadorned, to reach the base of the dome. A light current
of air brushed over her, stirring her hair. At the end of the entrance hall, lit by slanting beams of afternoon sunlight, a
monumental reclining Poseidon took his easein lightly painted marble. Sea nymphs and porpoises surrounded and
supported him as he rested. At the base, waves of stone crashed upward from the massive plinth that supported the
entire statue.

Oh, my dear, Thyatis thought, thisis surely not Pater’s farm!

Her eyes widened as the servants preceded her the length of the hall from the atrium to the seat of the seaking.
Though the figure was fully three timeslife size, the artistry of the painters’ work was unparalleled. The black curls of
his hair seemed to fall so naturally, the pale pink of his skin throbbed with life. The lips of the sea nymphs blushed a
palerose, like the most ddlicate flowers.

“Magnificent, isn't he?’ came a husky voice, breaking the silence. Thyatis turned slowly, nerves taut, her
peripheral vision catching the flutter of the servants as they bowed themselves away from her. To theright of the
statue, a set of steps descended in broad arcs to an interior garden. A tall woman stood on the topmost step, her
raven-dark hair

spilling down her back in a glorious cascade of loose curls. Tiny golden pins glittered like stars against the
firmament of her hair. A shimmering deep blue-black dress of silk clung eagerly to her figure. Thin necklaces of pearl
and raw red gold plunged from her neck to vanish in the soft darkness between her breasts. Thyatis suppressed a




momentary urge to gape in awe at the expense of such a garment. The raw silk aone would have done to purchase the
province of Pannonia. The lush red lips quirked in amusement, and Thyatis struggled to keep her composure as she
realized that her opinion was all too clear to the pair of deep-violet eyesthat surveyed her from beneath eyelids lightly
dusted with gold.

“Come, my dear, join mein the garden.”

The woman turned, showing an alarming expanse of supple white back in the scoop-backed gown. One
long-fingered hand gestured idly to the nearest servant and the man disappeared back down the undersea gloom of
the hallway. Thyatis followed the woman down the steps, marveling at her hostess' s movement. She seemed to glide,
not walk, and though Thyatis accounted herself sure on her feet, she felt clumsy and hesitant beside the monumental
self-assurance of the other woman.

Beyond tall glass-paned doors of bronze and silver alow garden lay, subtly lit in the afternoon sun. Tall rowan
trees rose above the tile roofs of the building that surrounded it. An almost invisible canopy of thin filmy fabric
covered the open sky, muting the light of the sun. A small brook trickled through an immaculately kept lawn, guided
between carefully placed stones. A tiled walkway |led across the stream and into a bower that covered the northern half
of the garden. Thyatis crossed the little wooden bridge and paused momentarily, as she suddenly became aware of the
light sound of harp strings and the whisper of alute. An air of peaceful repose lapped around her, languid and warm.

The dark-haired woman settled on a couch that was placed in the bower and gestured for her guest to sit upon

cushions laid at the foot of the divan. Thyatis found herself almost frozen in apprehension by the understated but
absolutely unmistakable display of vast wealth that surrounded her.

“Come, come, dear. Kristawill bring us something light to eat and you and | will talk.”

The languid, almost hoarse voice stirred Thyatis from her panicked stillness. With afierce effort of will,- she forced
herself to walk to the cushions and settle there, cross-legged, amid them.

The hostess laughed, a cultivated sound, like summer rain on atile roof. She leaned back on the divan, resting her
round white arm on the cushions. “ Y ou are in no danger here, my dear, you are under my protection and in my service.
| do not harm my servants, particularly ones who do me such good work.” The woman smiled, her perfect cheeks
dimpling. Against her will, Thyatis found the charm of the woman eating away at her battle tension.

“Forgive me for prattling, but certain things must be clear between us,” continued the mistress of the household. “I
am the Duchess Anastasiade Orelio, alady of the Roman city of Parma. Y ou are Thyatis Julia of the house of Clodia, a
hitherto unremarkable clan of Roman landowners. Y ou have been my ward and employee for five years, though we
have never conversed before today. | must apologize for taking so long to see you—you are one of my children, under
the letter of the law—but it seemed best.”

Thyatis bowed her head to cover a start of surprise. She had not realized that she had been adopted into her
patron’s household. An odd mixture of relief and sadness washed over her. She had a place in the world after all.

Anastasialaughed again, genuinely. “And you are very polite for ayoung woman of your background and skills.”

The Duchess's eyes sharpened as Thyatis looked up with a calm expression. Silver chains composed of hundreds
of tiny perfectly formed links rustled on her wrist as the older woman waved a finger around the courtyard and garden.

“Thisdid not cometo asilly or stupid person,” she said. “It came to me because | was—| am—quick of thought,
light of wit, and have a very good memory.” Thyatis looked up, her mouth twitching in anusement.

“Ah,” said the Duchess, “Kristais here at last.”

Thyatis turned and observed a young woman crossing the bridge. She wore a simple white shift, though it was of a
good fabric and edged with a pale-orange trim. Like Thyatis she was a deep tan, with her dark red-brown hair done up
in coiled braids. At first sight, there was something of the Duchess s look to her dark eyes and lips, but Thyatis saw
that they were not blood relations. The girl was aslave, marked by athin jeweled collar and a barely subservient
attitude. In her hands, she bore a broad bronze platter filled with cheese, fruit, and bread. Bowing prettily, she placed
the food before the Duchess and knelt on the grass. Unbidden, she opened two small ceramic crocks, one of jam and
one of fresh butter. Thyatis realized that she was quite hungry. The summons to meet her unseen and unmentioned
employer had come at dawn, and breakfast had been aforgotten detail in abusy morning.

“Now, Krista, look at thisyoung lady and tell me if she can be made more attractive than she is aready.”

Kristadid not speak for amoment, completing the preparation of Jhe bread and butter, which she offered first on a
porcelain dish to Anastasia, who gravely accepted a single piece, and then to Thyatis, who restrained herself mightily
and took only two. The slave sat back on her haunches and appraised the visitor with sharp brown eyes.

“WEell, her breasts are large enough, | suppose,” she began.

Thyatiswas still smarting at the cool commentary of the slave hours later when she at last emerged from the baths
that were sequestered under the villa. While she had waited in increasingly furious silence, the slave had detailed all of
her obvious and not-so-obvious failings at the prompting

and delight of her mistress. After two hours of discussion during which Thyatis felt ever more like an insensate
lump, at last they concluded. Anastasia had bidden Krista take her guest to the baths and then make her presentable
for evening company. It had taken every scrap of control not to clip the smug little girl behind the knees once they
were out of sight of the garden and then ram her perfect little face into the nearest stucco column repeatedly until



Thyatis felt better. But she had not, and had suffered the attentions of the bath servantsin grim silence.

Indeed, Krista had joined the attendantsin preparing her hair and anointing her face, arms, and shoulders with
subtle powders and dyes. The skilled fingers of the girl were awonder, and Thyatis at last, grudgingly, felt the tension
that had ridden with her all day seep away into the soapy warm water. At least | have breasts you can see, she
grumbled to herself as the dressing attendants arrayed her in a simple-looking green gown and understated jewelry.
One held up amirror for her and she was amazed to see what looked back out at her. Maybe, maybe there is something
to all this, she thought.

For amoment, the servants and slaves left her sitting alone on a bench set into a casement window. Velvet pillows
edged with seed pearls surrounded her, but the stones were still cold under her hands. Below her, th$ steep side of the
house looked down on rooftops below and a scattering of firelights in the gathering evening gloom. The sky was till
flushed with sunset.

So much like Thira at dusk, she thought, thinking of the school she had labored in for four years. She felt very sad
and empty for amoment, missing the clear blue waters of the sea around the island and the simple, amost pure life
within its marble walls. Her fingers tested the weave of the gown, feeling the lushness of the fabric. Fingertips brushed
against the necklace of gold and the jewels that were buried init.

Thisdressisthe price of Pater’ s whole farmstead, she

thought, and the bleak memory that rosein her mind’s eye brought tearsto her eyes. The bracelets and rings would
buy and sell her brothers and sisters ten times over. Why did | escape! She wailed silently to herself.

The moment was broken by a light touch on her shoulder and she looked up into Krista's brown eyes. “Don’t cry,
mistress,” the girl whispered, concernin her voice, “you’ Il ruin the makeup.” Thyatis nodded and stood up. The slave
checked her hairpins, the drape of the gown, and anointed her with one last dust of facial powder. “ Please follow me,
the Duchessiswaiting.”

Thyatis eased back fractionally from the low table that still held avariety of dishes. Porcelain Chin plates and bowls
gleamed under the shuttered lanterns, blue and gold etched designs crawling out from under the remains of roasted
grouse, wal nut-stuffed dormice, three kinds of grilled fish, two kinds of salad, and the shattered remains of an army of
dliced fruits dusted with honey-sugar. For amoment she closed her eyes and savored the subtle taste of the spicesin
the cream custard she had just finished.

Acrossthetable, Anastasia delicately peeled aplum and sliced it into thin strips with the edge of afingernail. The
Duchess smiled fondly down at Krista, who knelt at her side. Her languid gaze on Thyatis, sheidly fed the dicesto the
girl one by one. Thyatis shuddered as the violet eyes assessed her. She felt alone and close to some unknown danger.
Y awning, she stretched and shifted amid the pillows, her right leg dliding out and flexing. Her right hand dropped
down to rest on her thigh, only inches from the knife she had managed to keep with her through three changes of
clothing and a bath.

Anastasia finished with the plum and waited a moment while the slave washed and dried her hands with a soft
towel. This done, the girl gathered up the plates and removed them in amost compl ete silence. When the last tinkle
and clatter had died away, the Duchess stood up and

moved to the low wall that separated the dining platform from the edge of the tower wall. Thyatis took the moment
to shift again, bringing her feet under her. For along time the older woman stood, at the railing, staring out over the
roofs of her own townhouse, its garden, the stables behind it.

Her house stood on the edge of the Quirinal hill, raised up both by nature and man. Below her the city spread away
in darkness toward the Tiber. The blaze of lights of the Forum stood to her left beyond the bulk of the mausoleums and
temples. The other hills of the city were a sprinkling of lantern lights, bonfires, and torchlight. At last she drew the
drapes, closing in the little dining deck that rode atop the highest building in her town estate—no more than seven
paces across, arich wood-lined summer room with atiled roof and sconces of black iron to hold the torches and
lanterns. Despite the season, a cool breeze ruffled the cotton drapes. Anastasia knelt again at the table and poured
new wine from the amphorainto her cup, and then Thyatis'.

“The city seems so empty now,” she said, her voice even and unconcerned. ‘ The plague took so many.“ She
paused. " Of course, the poor suffered the most, and it was before you came to the city.”

The Duchess sipped her wine.

“1 was newly married then, to the Duke, and he brought me to the city from his estates in the north. He wanted to
see the theater and speak with his friends and patrons at the Offices.” She drank again.

“Hedied, of course, when the coughing sickness came. No, that was later. It must have been the bad one that killed
him, the one that made you drink and drink yet hold nothing. Y es, he was the one who died in the night, not the day.”
Thyatis sat very still, her eyes watching her hostess like a hunting bird. The Duchess was speaking dreamily, almost
asif thewords were spilling from her lips unbidden.

“No matter, as| said, it was before your time in the city. Come, drink with me.”

Thyatis raised the cup to her lips, but only wetted them with the dusky red Falernian.

“1 remember the first day that you came to the city,” Anastasia said, smiling quietly.

Thyatis struggled to keep surprise from her face. She barely remembered that first day—only a confused memory of



blinding sun, the crack of awhip, hoarse shouts, horrible fear, and the taste of blood in her mouth.

“Y ou were in a coffle with twenty or thirty others brought in from the provinces, hands bound behind your back,
only adlip of agirl in rags. Just one of dozens of children sold to the market to pay the debts of a poor family. Y ou had
pretty hair, though of course it was matted and rough. Y our legs were strong and you had not surrendered yoursel f
yet. That struck me the most, | think, that you were so new to the chain that you had neither received a brand nor had
the life beaten out of your eyes.”

Thyatis blinked, coming back from a distant grim memory. In the moment of inattention, Anastasia had moved
around the table and now knelt at her side, long fingers running through the younger woman'’s hair. Thyatis struggled
to keep from flinching away.

“Your hair ismuch nicer now,” she said, brushing it back from Thyatis' high cheekbone and neck. “Y ou are better
kept.” Anastasiarose and returned to the other side of the table. Now she sat, wide awaked no longer dreaming of
ancient days. “Thereiswork for you.”

The older woman paused, thinking, then continued: “ The state has come to a critical period. The Emperor sits easily
upon histhrone herein Rome, all of his enemiesin the West humbled. The people have recovered some of their spirit
that was lost in the plagues and the civil war. The fisc, of awonder, maintains a surplus of coin, and the provinces are
beginning to be profitable once again. Despite the unmitigated disasters of the last three hundred years, the Empire
has survived and even, now, prospers. It is adangerous time for the Senate and people of Rome.”

Thyatis raised an eyebrow at this last statement. Anastasia | nodded, her lips quirking in aquick smile. “No greater
| trouble has ever come to Rome than under the reign of an ! Emperor without pressing concerns. It isin such times,
when the future seems unlimited and rosy, that grand plans} and visions intrude into the business of maintaining a
vast | state, stretching thousands of miles from the dark forests of j Britain to the sands of Africa. Experience shows,
again and j again, that the hubris of the Emperor—flie quest for some unguessabl e destiny—is a sure road to disaster.
We are now at such a point again as faced the Divine Caesar or the great Emperor Tragjan or the first Aurelian. It seems
like the tide, repeated over and over again.”

Anastasia paused, pulling her hair back and binding it in aloose fillet of dark blue silk. In the dim light of the
lanterns, and now the moon peeking through the gauze drapes, she seemed burdened by a great weight. Her hair tied,
she | lay back among the cushions.

“If thisisthe will of the gods, there is nothing that a mortal can do. But if thisis the doing of men, of their ego, of
their vanity, then there is much that a mortal woman can do. Thereis much that | can do. There are things that you can
do.” Anastasia s voice was alow burr, echoing from the peaked roof of the little room.

“I serve the Emperor, though | have no office. All those who serve me serve him, and through him the Empire itsalf.
We operate outside of the strictures of the law, as you did so recently in the dyers' district. | have known the Emperor
for along time, and he has my complete loyalty. Yet...”

She stopped and sat up. Thyatis put down the cup of wine, meeting her gaze.

“What do you know of the Emperor and his brothers?’ Anastasia asked.

Thyatis shrugged. “What anyone knows. Galen is Emperor and God. His younger brothers, Aurelian and Maxian,
are hisleft and right arms, extending his reach to al corners

of the Empire. In time, when Galen dies,- Aurdlian will take his place on the Purple and will become a god himself.
One presumes that Maxian will serve him aswell."

The older woman sighed, shaking her head. “ To be expected, | suppose. Let metell you of them:

“Primus, Martius Galen Atreusis our Emperor and God. He is the Emperor of the West, as decreed by the Divine
Diocletian in the separation of the greater Empire into two halves. | do not know if your studies covered history, but
this was done to resolve problems of rule that the old Empire experienced due to its sheer size. Galen isthe son of a
regional governor, Sextus Varius Atreus, who was long the administrator of the region of Gallia Narbonensisin
southern Gaul. During the most recent civil war, Galen and his brothers were successful in leading the Spanish and
African legions against the other pretenders, Vatrix and Lucius Niger, to capture Rome and drive out the Franks and
Goths.

Anastasia paused and sighed.

“Even dreadful events can bear good tidings with them. The plague that took so many Romans slaughtered the
Frankish and Gothic tribes. Too, the principalities beyond the Rhine frontier have grown strong enough to halt the
advance of the tribes farther east. Galen was very lucky in battle to win the Purple. Heis, to my experience, wise and
cunning. He seems to understand the mechanisms of rule as well as any Emperor in the last two centuries. That he has
two capable siblings who have not, yet, conspired against him, bodes well.

“Secondus, the next younger brother, Aurelian Octavian Atreus. A brave fellow, though well nigh heedlessin
battle—some would say the perfect commander of the equites. Well loved of his elder brother. By all accounts and
experience, heis utterly loyal to Galen and to the Empire. It is he who will be our next Emperor, for Galen has yet to
have any children. Aurelian, on the other hand, has a thriv-

ing brood of yelling brats, all as strong as horses and as much like their father as peasin apod.”

Anastasia paused again, her look grim, and she took along drink from her own cup. A light breeze came up, parting



the curtains, and she rose. Pinning the curtains back, she savored the clean night air. From the distance, the sound of
bells and gongs echoed from the nearest temple.

“Look,” she said, “the priestesses of Astarte are rising to meet the moon.”

Thyatis looked out, kneeling next to her patron on the cushions. Far away and below, in the swale at the
northeastern end of the Forum Romanum, the domes of the temple of the goddess of the moon were lit by hundreds of
candles. All elsein that district was quiet and dark, but now the moon had risen high above the Latin hills and the
pinpoints of light rose aswell, one by one, into the dark sky.

“Ah,” Anastasia said, “as pretty as ever.” Shelaid her hand possessively on Thyatis' shoulder. The younger
woman trembled alittle under the light pressure. |dly, Anastasia stroked her hair. Thyatis grimly kept from leaping to
her feet or lashing out with the edge of her hand.

The matron continued, “Aurélian is all that the popular troubadours would have an Emperor be—brave, handsome,
kind to children and women in distress. Possessed of a noble bearing and aclear voice. Sadly, heis not the best
Emperor for us, for the State, for the Senate and the People. Do you know why, child?’

Thyatis, mute, shook her head no. Anastasia slid the drape of the younger woman'’s dress off her shoulder. Her
long fingersran over Thyatis' smooth flesh, raising hundreds of tiny goosebumps. Part of Thyatis' hidden mind began
to gibber in fear at the intimacy of the delicate fingers. Still, she remained still, though her left hand dlid quietly
between her thighs.

“Because he has not the sense of one of his beloved horses.” The older woman sighed. “He would doubtlessig-

nore the business of the Offices-, or hand those paltry details such -as the shipment of grain, or the state of the coinage, off to
advisors and seek out adventures, glory in battle. He would be slain on some muddy field by a chance-shot arrow, or thrown by atiring
horse, or vomiting his life away in encampment around some Frankish hill-town. Stand, my dear.”

Anastasiarose, Thyatis’ hand in hers, so that both stood. Thyatis’ robe, undipped, fell away in a dark puddle at her feet. Anastasia
smiled again, her face mostly in shadow. The breeze had snuffed the candles and lamps, leaving only the moonlight to wash over the
younger woman's naked body.

“No,” the matron continued, “Aurelian will not do. But, tertius, Maxian Julius Atreus, now, he is a young man with potential. The
potential to be avery fine Emperor. And he is ayoung man, with a young man’s preferences... you will please him greatly, | think.”

Thyatis flinched at last, as if struck. The Duchess, seeing her fear, laughed softly.
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THE SCHOOL OF PTHAMES

Dwyrin woke to semidarkness again, but now there was no crane-headed man looming at the foot of his bed.
Instead there was cool dimness and long slats of light falling across the sheets. As he woke, coils of shimmering red
and blue light flared quietly around the door frame, ran along the heavy wooden beams of the ceiling, and slithered
down the ridges of the cotton quilt. He blinked and they

were gone, the stones and beams of the room solid and distinct, even clear in the subdued light.

Dwyrin rose up, expecting to wince at the movement, but there was no pain. He felt oddly calm, like a deep well had
opened in him and its strong waters carried through his limbs to his ringers. The room was small, with alow writing
table and two chests of burnished dark wood, bound with bronze. Scrolls of the writings of the teachers hung along
thewalls, revealing portraits Of the stars, of diverse animals, of cabalistic signs.

A master’ s room, he thought. None of the apprentices or students rated aroom to themselves. What has happened
to me? The stones were cold under his bare feet. He tested his arms, his stomach. He remembered flames, being
consumed in fire. There were no marks upon him, nothing to indicate the things he half remembered. His stomach
growled suddenly and he realized that he was famished.

His tunic and belt were under the low bed, and thus attired he ventured out into the corridor. How am | going to get
breakfast! he thought. By the height of Ra it’s too late for the students or masters to be eating. The cooks have their
eye on me, and no one will have thought to smuggle me food.

Dwyrin stood in the shadow of the hall, distressed to realize that there was no friend among his fellows that he
could truly call upon at tkis time. Patroclus had been sort of afriend, but the prank with the bees had ended that. He
shook his head, trying to clear away the dark thoughts. / could just wait, he mused, but no, I’'mtoo hungry.

Padding quietly on the smooth tiles, he reached the end of the hallway and looked down from the second story of
the masters' quarters into the garden below. Beyond its red brick walls lay the kitchen building and beyond it the
students' dormitories. Dwyrin looked warily about and skipped quickly down the wooden steps into the garden. The
garden was quiet, with the subdued buzz of bees and flies muted in the sunny morning. Tiptoeing, he passed

through a high hedge to reach the rear wall of the garden. Here the bricks of the warl were sheathed in white stucco
and covered with ivy and roses. Dwyrin backed up, eyeing the top of the wall and measuring it for hisleap. Taking
another step, he collided with a solid figure, whose hand settled easily on his right shoulder. Dwyrin froze and the
hand spun him easily around. A thin old man, barely his own height, stood there, clad in asimple white kilt and tunic.
His head was bare and arich bronze color. Thick white eyebrows hooded his eyes. The old man smiled, his entire face
crinkling up like parchment.

“Apprentice Dwyrin, | am surely pleased to make your acquaintance at last. | am Nephet. Surely you must be




hungry now after your interesting experience. Please, come with me.”

Thelittle old man’s hand was soft on his shoulder, but Dwyrin found himself firmly guided back across the garden
and then into the ground floor of the masters' quarters. Asthey entered the hallway that bisected the main floor, they
just missed Ahmet, who came down the stairs into the garden rather quickly and then stood, looking around in
concern.

CUMAE, ON THE BAY OF NEAPOLIS

H

Maxian trudged up the long pathway from the narrow, beach that lay below his brother’s Summer House. Though it
had once been arocky trail, filled with washouts and steep inclines, it was now broad and paved with fired tile. A low
edging of worked stones capped the seaward side of the trail, and sconces were cut from the

rocks to hold torches and lanterns at night. With each step on the cleverly worked pavement, the young Prince
grew more and more despondent. Where once the trip down the hillside to the beach had been an adventure, filled
with dlippery rocks, startled deer, and nettles, now it was an easy afternoon excursion. All of the mysterious edges of
the property were gone, carefully smoothed away by an invisible host of gardeners, laborers, and stoneworkers. Even
the beach was calmed, the sands carefully raked into a pattern pleasing to the eye. Even the driftwood had been placed
by the gardeners before the sun had risen.

At the top of the last switchback in the trail, the Prince turned and stared down into’ the little cove. The blue-green
waters glittered up at him, merry in the high afternoon sun. From the top of the cliff the wire net that closed the mouth
of the cove was all but invisible, only an occasional flash off of the green-glass floats that held it up betraying its
presence. Maxian fingered the tattered edge of histunic, feeling the grit of the city under his roughened fingers. His
hair was greasy and laid back flat along his. scalp. His chin was unshaven, sporting alumpy three weeks growth of
beard.

He laughed alittle, suddenly realizing why the fishermen who guarded the cove had stared at him so, to see the
Emperor’ s younger brother drag in on aleaking ketch to the all but invisible sea-entrance to the summer house.
Though they had recognized him, they must have thought him at the tail end of a horrendous drinking binge. His
thought stilled, realizing that this was the first time he had laughed since he had |eft the charnel house in Ostia.

“Milord?’ inquired a soft, even delicate voice from behind him. Maxian dlowly turned around, his hand
unconsciously brushing back the soot and grease in his hair. A slight woman with her once-blond hair bound up in a
bun stood at his side, one hand outstretched in concern. Dressed in avery plain dress with muted red and green
embroidery,

her wrinkled face was graven deeper than usual with great concern. “Are you well?’

“Domina.” He bowed and she smiled at the gesture. “No, not well. How is the house of my brother?’

“In agreat state on your account, young master. Though | hazard from your current appearance that you had not
heard, your brothers have been raising a great commotion in search of you. | would wager that every praetor and civil
governor between Genova and Syracuse is shaking in his boots at the invective issuing from the offices of the
Emperor.”

“Oh,” he said, puzzled at the bemused |ook on the housekeeper’ s face. “Have they been looking for me for very
long?’

* “Only the past ten days. Messengers come and go at all hours, bearing the dire news that you... have not been
found.”

Maxian scratched his head, digging tiny bits of charcoal out of his scalp. “I suppose that they have not happened
to mention why they wanted to talk to me?”’

The housekeeper shook her head slowly, her bright-blue eyes sparkling with hidden delight. “Not aword.”

Now the Prince scratched his beard, finding it equally greasy and thick with minute flecks of soot. “Well, | guess|
had better go relieve their concerns. Where, ah, where would they be this afternoon?’

The domina turned, looking back over her shoulder. “Where they always are, when they are here together,” she
said, walking away into the shaded arbor path that wound aong the top of the cliff.

Maxian shrugged. He would have to forgo cleaning up, then. Uneasy, he slouched away across the neat lawns that
bordered the sprawling marble and granite house that he had grown up in. It was nearly unrecognizable to him now.

The hallways of the servants’ quarters of the Summer House were quiet and empty. As Maxian passed the en-

trance to the vast kitchen, he caught a glimpse of a dozen brawny men quietly eating alunch of fresh loaves, olives,
and cheese. They did not ook up as he passed, his boots in his hands. At the back of the great staircase, he opened
the door to the tight little stairway that predated the vast mechanism of Aurelian’s“ Stairway.” The dark space under
the staircase, crammed with its gears, whedls, and slave benches, was empty. There were no foreign visitors or
dignitariesto impress with its smooth gliding ascent to the second floor of the house. At the top of the stairs, he
paused to put his boots back on.

When he had been little, the second floor of the Summer House had been the domain of their mother, and it had
been filled with women, children, looms, buckets, and a constant bustle of comings and goings. Though dogs and pets



of aU kinds had been banned, it was filled with a great energy. Now the old hallways and rooms had been torn out and
replaced with a stately set of rooms with vaulting ceilings, dark-colored wooden floors, and wall after wall of cunningly
painted scenes. Maxian walked through the rooms, filled with furniture, clothing, desks, beds, and the dead eyes of
painted figures, with a mounting sense of unease. In his current state of mind, the whispering of the living seemed to
bleed from the walls and floor. A sound came from ahead, like the echo of a barking dog, and he spun around.

There was nothing. He shook his head to clear away the phantoms.

Now at the door to the one section of the old house that remained as it always had been, he stopped and cleared
his mind. The Meditations of Asklepios came to him and calmed him. Hisfingers twisted in the air before him. Softly,
with a barely audible whisper, the grime, soot, and dried sweat that had been his companions for these last days lifted
away from his garments, from his hair, from his skin. Clenching his right fist, the spinning dust cloud coalesced into a
hardened black marble, which he plucked from the

air and placed in the leather bag at his waist. Taking a breath, he rapped lightly on the door frame.

“Enter!” came a shout from within, and he pushed the heavy sandalwood door open.

His brothers looked up; Galen thin and wiry, cleanshaven, with his short-cut dark hair thinning at the temples,
Aurelian tall and broad, with afull dark-red beard. Galen grimaced at the sight of his missing sibling and shook his
head. Aurelian turned, his light-brown eyes sparkling with surprise and delight. Maxian rubbed the stubble on the side
of hisjaw, stepping down the short flight of steps into the map room. The room, never neat, was a tumult of
parchments, ledgers, half-empty amphorae of wine, wax writing tablets, and two new things.

First was agreat map table, itsleaves unfolded to show the entire Empire on itsincised and painted panels. All of
the chairs, divans, and benches had been pushed to the walls amid stacks of papyrus scrolls and dirty plates to make
room. There, on pale wood, lay the breadth of the Known World—from icy Scaniain the north, to barren Mauritaniain
the south, from the Island of Dogs in the west, to the uttermost reaches of silk-rich Sericain the east. Tiny cubes and
pyramids of red clay littered its surface, clustered around the great port cities of Ostia, Constantinople, and Alexandria.

The Emperor, dressed in ared linen shirt and gray cotton pantaloons in the style of the Hibernian barbarians, stood
at the eastern apex of the table, arms akimbo. Opposite him, behind Hispania and the tiny blue-tinted waves of
Oceanus Atlanticus, Aurelian was perched on a high stool, one stout leg tucked under the other. One thick-wristed
hand was toying with along ivory stick with afork at the end.

“There is some trouble afoot?’ ventured Maxian, diding into alow chair pushed against the corner of Africa. A
great weariness settled over him now that he was in the safe confines of their father’s study.

“1 hear tell that you were looking for me. | cannot say

that | remember owing either of you a sufficient sum of money...“ A wry smile played across his features.

“Money, of awonder, we have enough!” Galen snapped. “What we have lacked these last days is awayward
younger brother of certain useful skills. Onethat, by all appearances, has been crawling in the gutter with Bacchus for
company.” The Emperor stepped quickly around the edges of the table, his movement quick and filled with a nervous
energy.

Maxian looked up at his brother in surprise; he had not seen him so agitated in along time. “Gods, brothers, are we
awa?

Aurelian barked with laughter, throwing his head back, teeth bright in the forest of his beard. “Ah, you give the
game away, Imperia brother! Little mouse istoo sharp eyed not to see your mentd state.”

Swinging off the stool, Aurelian weaved his way through the tumbled debris to the cool stone and the wine
residing in it. Galen, having pulled up at Maxian's exclamation, nervoudly scratched his head, turning around again.
The Emperor went to the inner wall of the room, where a space had been cleared among the benches and a square
pedestal set up to hold the second new thing. On the stone block, a drape lay over around object. Galen drew back the
heavy wool covering, revealing a glossy plate, or dish, inscribed with thousands of tiny markings.

“Do you know what thisis?’ the Emperor muttered, nervous hands folding the coverlet up into neat squares.

“No, | cannot say that | do,” the youngest Prince answered. He sipped from the goblet Aurelian had given him,
then choked and spit out the vintage on the floor. “Pah! Thisisterrible!”

He glared at Aurelian, who was blissfully pulling along draft from his own glass. “Y ou have the wine-taste of a
donkey...”

“Itisatelecast,” the Emperor said, ignoring the by-play of his siblings.

“Itisvery old, older than the Pharoahs, brought to Rome

by the Republican general Scipio from Egypt when he was governor of that province. It allows a seer, or one with

the power, to gain sight over great distances or even conversation if there is such a device where one looks upon.”
Now the Emperor was very calm, gesturing to his youngest brother. " 1 need you to make it work."

Galen stepped aside, clearing off the table nearest to the bronze plate. Maxian stared at him in amazement, giving
the wineglass back to Aurelian without thinking. Aurédlian hiccuped and poured the remaining wine from his brother’s
glassinto hisown.

“Ah, brother,” Maxian said, “dear brother. | am not awizard. | am ahealer, and not avery powerful one at that. This,



thistelecast, isthe province of the Imperial Thaumaturges, not I.”

The Emperor shook his head, leaning back on the edge of the map table. Now his gaze, normally quick to dart about
the room, settled on Maxian, and the young man felt the full power of personality that his brother possessed. Maxian
shivered, their father had often had such alook upon his face. Galen gestured to the plate again. Hiswill was not to be
denied.

Maxian stood up, rubbing his hands on his tunic. Cautiously he approached the device. From adistance, it seemed
aplain metal plate, save for the tiny markings. Up close, however, it was revealed to be a series of interlocking bronze
rings on a sturdy stand of greenish metal. Asthe Prince circled it, the rings separated, brushed by the wind of his
passage, and slowly spun apart from one another. Maxian pulled up short, becoming utterly still. Behind him, Galen
backed slowly away toward the door.

Involuntarily Maxian centered himself and extended his sight, seeking the source of the unfelt wind that now
accelerated the rings of the plate into an irregular sphere. As he did so, a dim blue light began to form at the center of
the rings. No zephyr drove the whirring sphere of pale incandescence that now gleamed before him. Unconsciously

he raised a hand to shield his eyes from a dull flash that he felt building in the device.

It came, filling the room with ablurring glow, and then faded. The Prince stepped forward to the edge of the stone
block. Behind him he heard the shuffle of feet as his brothers raised themselves from behind the bench. A tart smell
hung in theair, like a summer storm. The spinning rings were gone, now only a blue-white sphere afoot or more
across, mottled with green and brown, hung in the air before them. The orb whispered, rilling the room with abarely
audible hum.

“What isit?’ Aurelian whispered, his eyes wide.

“It istheworld,” both of his brothers answered, their voices as one.

Galen and Maxian turned, staring first at the map table spread out behind them, then back to the slowly rotating
globe that was now suspended above the stone block. Half of it stood in shadow, the other half in light. Asthey
watched, they could see white drifts of cloud slowly boil up asthey grew over the Mare Internum.

Maxian leaned very close to the device, seeing the coastline of Italiainch past. He looked up at his brother, the
Emperor.

“It's going to rain in Puetoli this afternoon,” he said.

Galen blinked slowly, his face hardening as he struggled against the fear the device inspired.

“Clever.” He sneered. “ Show me the Eastern Capitd.”

Maxian sighed, all too used to Galen's short temper. He backed up and slowly circled the sphere. Out of the corner
of hiseye, he saw his brothers begin to edge back to the other side of the room. Now started, it continued to spin at an

almost unnoticeable rate. Puzzled, the young healer tilted his head, trying to catch the odd thought that was nibbling
at the edge of his thought.

Ah, heredized, the sphereistilted a little around its center of spin. Odd—why would that be?

He put the thought aside. In his expanded sight, there

was afaint glimmer of energy around the globe and as he approached it, it brightened. Carefully he leaned close to
the sphere and concentrated on picking out the city of Constantinople, now the capital of the Eastern Empire.

The surface, of the telecast swirled and suddenly there was a great rushing sensation. Maxian leapt back in
surprise, crying out and cracking his hand against the edge of the map table. A flashing afterimage of seas and lands
and city walls hurtling toward him at an impossible speed faded. Behind him, his brothers had scattered at his sudden
movement.

“Damn!” Maxian snarled, shaking the pain out of his hand. “ That was unexpected.”

“What was?’ came a muffled question from behind the couches.

“It shows us the city, brothers, but it is not a pretty sight,” he answered.

Galen placed a hand on his younger brother’s shoulder as he edged up, peering in the murky scene in the surface of
the sphere. His face twisted in amusement.

“Ah, my brother Emperor is having an interesting day,” the Western Emperor said.

Constantinople was burning.

CONSTANTINOPLE, CAPITAL OF THE EASTERN ROMAN EMPIRE

H

The blow came with aringing gong-sound and a blur of sparkling white light. Stunned, Heraclius fell heavily on his
side, dl vision gonein hisright eye. Booted feet kicked at him and he struggled to roll upright. Nothing but instinct
dragged his shield across his body to cover hisface

and upper torso. A second blow slammed into the leather-and-brass shield, crushing the breath from the Roman’s
chest. Nerveless, hisright hand scrabbled in the muck of blood and rainwater for his sword. Suddenly hisfingers
caught on the wirebound hilt.

Another blow smashed into the shield, but the Roman surged off of the ground, thrusting up with the short



stabbing sword. Thetip did off metal rings and bit into flesh. A man gasped in pain. Heraclius shook his head to clear
the blood from his eyes. When he could see again, the line of battle on the parapet had surged back, away from him.
Red cloaks swarmed around him now as the Guard crowded forward against the Slavic swordsmen fighting on the
walkway between the two towers. There was a high shrieking as the Guardsmen’ s axes rose and fell, flashing with
blood. A monstrous ringing of steel on iron drowned out all other sounds. Rain fell out of the dead gray sky in
billowing sheets. Water ran down the side of Heraclius' neck and in the hot armor, that was a blessed feeling for a
moment.

Now the melee had run aground on the clutch of grapnels and ladders that the barbarians had managed to lodge on
the outer wall. Towersrose up at either end of the rampart, joining the great exterior wall of the city and the lesser wall
that fronted the narrow inlet called the Golden Horn. Seeing that the critical moment had passed, Heraclius strode back
to the nearest tower.

Sappers in padded leather armor and open-faced helmets were crowding out of the narrow doorway, each carrying
thick green-glassjarsin frames of cotton batting. Heraclius stood well aside, his back against the low retaining wall
that faced the inner wall of the battlement, as they passed. Behind the sappers came slaves in tunics of dirty cotton
carrying long brass tubes, ornamented with curling dragon faces. They also had an odd valve slung over their
shoulders and heavy leather gloves that reached up to their elbows. Moisture continued to drizzle out of the sky,
making the footing difficult on the walkway.

Heraclius struggled to pull the heavy helmet off of his head, finally succeeding. Gasping, he turned his face to the
heavens, feeling the hot sweat sluice away in the rain. With one broad hand, he slicked back his hair, the heavy blond
curls catching at his fingers. He tucked the helmet under hisleft arm.

“Brother!” came a shout from the tower above. Heraclius looked up. On the fighting platform twenty feet over his
head, Theodore waved at him, sun-browned face creased with awide smile. “Come up, the Avars are taking to their
boats!”

Heraclius turned and surveyed the situation on the battlement. The Guard was kicking the last of the bodies off the
walkway onto a great heap in the narrow street below. None of the raiders seemed to have escaped. The grapnels and
ladders that they had raised under the cover of the mists and rain had been thrown down or cut away. The sappers
werefitting their hoses and pipes to the glass bottles and bronze tubing. In moments, he knew, the battlement would
be hellishly hot and tremendously dangerous, particularly half flooded with rainwater asit was. He shouldered his way
past afile of slaves and climbed the wooden stairs to the top of the tower.

The waters of the Golden Horn were only partialy visible in the gusts of rain. The vast city that stood at his back
was clouded by mists and vapors, only the nearest tenements and buildings partially visible through the murk. It
seemed that the tower rode in an endless sea of gray, with only ghosts and apparitions for company. Theodore had
joined atroop of archers surveying the narrow strand at the base of the walls. Theodore waved his brother over, his
own light-blond beard and blue eyes obscured by his helm.

“Brother, dear, | thought that Martina had finally trained you not to wear the Red Boots out into the field.”
Theodore' s pale face was creased by a particularly gy grin.

Heraclius shook his head, answering “It's the garb of a soldier | wore today.”

“Ah, then it must be the foundation of your majesty staining them so.”

Heraclius glanced down; his riding boots, a plain brown leather pair, were caked with blood from the fight on the
walkway, adark red now fading to black. He cuffed his younger brother on the side of the helmet. “Fool.”

“1 am no fool!” Theodore said, in feigned outrage. “| am a philosopher, pointing out obvious truths to those too
denseto find them for themselves.”

Heracliusignored him with the ease of long practice and stared over the edge of the tower. Fifty feet below him, the
narrow beach was swarming with barbarians and hundreds of boats. The Varangians on the lower parapet were
shouting insults down and following them with the heads of those of the attackers who had managed to reach the wall.

A piercing whistle cut through the din as the master sapper stood back, waving a green flag. The Guardsmen,
hearing the whistle, hurried to the shelter of the far tower. The other soldiers also drew back from the crew of
engineers. The leather-clad men hoisted the long bronze tubes over the edge of the wall. Behind them, the slaves hung
onto the ends of long poles attached to pump bladders. A second whistle rang out and the slaves dragged down on
their handles. Even from the height of the tower, Heraclius shivered in his hot armor at the faint gurgling sound that
came as the hand-pumps sucked the black fluid out of the green-glass bottles. The engineers holding the brass tubes
leaned out into the embrasures, a slow-match extended on an iron holder. Pitch daubed around the mouthpieces of the
tubes flickered into a pale flame. The engineers handed the matchsticks back to a second set of slaveswho
immediately doused them in buckets of sand held close for such a purpose. The pump slaves dragged down again, and
now the canvas tubes flexed as the black liquid pulsed through them.

Heraclius forced himself to look down through the falling rain and mist to the tiny shore. While the barbarians were
till swarming about below, many were clambering
back onto their makeshift boats. There were thousands of Avars and their Slavic alies on the beach or in the water.

Their faces with pale, distant ovals—the Avars marked by a sallow cast and the Slavs by awealth of red hair. The
Emperor felt ahand on his shoulder, and he turned to see the pale face of Theodore.



“Y ou do not have to watch, brother,” the Prince whispered. “ They chose to come against the great city in arms...”

Heraclius gently brushed Theodore' s gauntlet aside, saying “1 am Emperor, | should look fully upon the works that
| set in motion.” He turned back.

Thefirst jet of yellow-green flame arced out into the air. For amoment it hung, suspended, amost motionless,
above the upturned faces of the barbarians packed into the narrow space between the sea and the foot of the wall.
Then another dragon-tongue licked out. Then another, and another. In the misty air, the jets of phlogiston began to
diffuse as they fell, becoming ablazing cloud of superheated air and incandescent fire. The first cloud drifted onto a
great clump of Slavs, struggling to climb onto one of the larger barges. Like adelicate veil, the burning air settled
around the men on the boat and in the water. Then it seemed to go out, though men began to scream, and smoke leapt
from their hair.

In only agrain, the entire beach burst into raging green-white flame and the tumult of hysterical screaming shot up
from below like asignal rocket. Heraclius flinched as the sound of unendurable agony tore at his eardrums. Below him,
men writhed in flames that burrowed and tore at their flesh. Hundreds tried to dive into the water to douse the crawling
green-gold flames, but the phlogiston stuck and hissed and continued to burn, even in the waters. The whole mob
surged back and forth in the narrow space, unable to flee, trampling one another, bones cracking under the weight of
the frenzied crowd. Air burned away, strangling men the fire had not yet consumed. Flesh bubbled and

popped as the fire clawed through holes in armor and eyepieces in helmets. The boats, overloaded, suddenly tipped
over, sending hundreds more to awatery embrace in death.

The narrow seafilled with burning boats and the men who had drowned flickered under the water, dying stars that
faded, still aflame, into the depths. Shoals of charred limbs clogged the beach.

On the fighting platform, Theodore and Heraclius staggered back as a sudden updraft of air rushed past, bearing
the stink of burning flesh and the peculiarly sweet odor of ignited phlogiston. The archers who had shared the
platform with them scrambled away from the edge, wrapping their dark-blue cloaks around their faces. A vast roar, like
atitan enraged, echoed around the tower and through the mists that hung over the city. Green flames it the low-lying
clouds and echoed off the wavetops of the Golden Horn.

Heraclius stood up shakily and made his uneasy way down the stairs into the tower. The attack was over and there
was much to do. A soft gagging sound followed him down into the darkness of the tower chamber. Theodore was
retching off the back of the platform.
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THE SUMMER HOUSE, CUMAE

Ah," Galen breathed, "well done." He stepped back from the grim scene that till played out in the vision of the
telecast. " Clever fellows, these Greeks." He turned to his brother, whose brow was marked by extreme concentration.
Puzzled, the Emperor of the West stared at Max-ian for along moment, then waved a thin brown hand in front of the
healer’ s face. There was no response.

“Aurdlian?’ The Emperor turned, an expression of concern on his face. His other brother shrugged in puzzlement as
well. Galen turned back, seeing that Maxian' s face was becoming more and more drawn. Taking a guess, he gently
shook his younger brother’s shoulder. “Maxian? Maxian!”

With a start, the young man suddenly” |ooked around, seemingly bewildered at being in the cluttered room. Galen
reached out a hand to accept Aurelian’s proffered goblet. Maxian had sat down, rather suddenly, and Galen steadied
his shoulder, tipping the wineglass to the pale lips of the young man. Maxian sipped at the wine, then took the gobl et
in both hands and drained it, throwing his head back. A thin trickle of wine spilled from the edge of his mouth, staining
an aready matted tunic.

“Ah... Thank you, brothers.” Maxian held out the goblet to wineskin that Aurelian held at the ready. Thistoo he
drained. Now some color was beginning to creep back into his face and hands.

Galen scowled, seeing thetoll that the experience had taken upon his sibling.

“It tired you, then?" he asked. “How do you feel? Could you essay the sphere again?’

Aurelian grimaced at his brother. “1 think that the lad needs arest and a bath, brother mine, heis plainly worn out.”

Galen’ sface clouded with anger for amoment, then cleared.

“You areright,” he allowed. “ See that the slaves take him to the bathhouse and give him a good scrub. We'll talk
over dinner.” The Emperor turned back to the sphere, but it had collapsed back into the plate of bronze rings. His
mood darkened, and he paid no attention to the exit of his brothers, Aurelian holding Maxian up with abroad arm.

Galen brushed his fingertips across the bronze, but nothing happened. He shook his head in disgust, then turned
back to the great map. In his mind, he dismissed the telecast

from his plans and stratagems. The toy had too high a price for him to countenance its regular use. There would be
timefor it later.

Maxian looked up, smiling, as the slave bent over the back of his couch, pouring rich purple-red wine into his
goblet. Shyly the slave smiled back, her long dark hair falling around the delicate oval of her face. Maxian drank, his
eyes following her as she passed to Aurelian and refilled his cup aswell. Acrossthe low table, Galen smiled alittle. He



waved the wine slave off when she moved to refill his own glass. The Emperor picked at the scallops in garlic and basil
butter that still littered the plate before him.

“Brother,” he said, drawing the attention of both Aurelian and Maxian. “Did the fatigue come upon you immediately
upon using the telecast, or astime passed?’

Maxian frowned, remembering. “At fird, it was effortless in response to my command. Then, as we watched the
Eastern Emperor fighting on the wall, it became harder and harder to focus. | began to have to strain to keep its vision
upon the scene.”

Aurelian scratched at his beard. “Perhapsit can only see for so long?’

“Or the focusing upon a scene is more difficult,” Galen responded. “Max, did it want to see another scene or just to
ceaseviewing at al?’

Maxian nodded. “ That’s it! It felt pulled away from what we saw, asif there were some other scene it desired to
show.” He paused, thinking again, reliving the experience in his mind. He looked up. “Isthere another telecast!”

Galen smiled. “Yes, the Eastern Emperor has the other of the pair. By the account of the letters that | have received,
it standsin his study, as mine does here. The thaumaturges of the East, however, have not been able to make it work.”
The Emperor smoothed back his thinning hair, looking quite pleased. “If, with your help, we can make

them work, each in concert with one another, then that will be a vast boon indeed.”

Maxian rubbed his chin, his mind turning the ramifications of this development over and examining al sides. At last
he said, “A powerful weapon. Better than ten legions. With such adevice, or more, if they could be built, each division
of the State could act in concord with the other.”

Galen rose from his couch, aquiet smile on hisface. A dave stepped up and draped alight cape over his shoulders.
The Emperor drew it close and the Nubian pinned it closed with a clasp of amethyst and gold. The night breeze off the
bay cut through the high windows to the dining court. The tapers and lanterns flickered. Aurelian yawned and stood
up aswell. Maxian drained the last dregs of wine from his cup and handed it to the nearest dave, which by chance
happened to be the dark-haired girl. She smiled and bowed low to receiveit, her tunic dipping alittle.

“Come,” the Emperor said. “Let us view the moon in the bay.”

Less than half amoon gleamed in the waters below the Summer House. At the point of the hill that the house sat
upon, acircular temple had been built in the time of Maxian’s grandfather. Slim marble columns rose up, a soft white
presence in the moonlight. Below the little temple, the broad sweep of the bay lay before them. Glittering lights danced
upon the water where countless ships rode in the harbors of Neapolis and Baiae. In the distance, the smooth cone of
Vesuvius rose to cover the stars. The cool breeze was sharper here, and carried the salt tang of the sea. In this familiar
darkness, Maxian felt the unease and worry that had shadowed him from Ostia melt away. Only afew feet away, Galen
was adark indistinct shape in his deep crimson robe.

“The weight of the Empireis not upon your shoulders, little brother, so you cannot know the burden that it isto
me.” Galen’'s voice was awhisper in the gloom. “ There are

ten thousand details to keep in mind, a hundred interests to satisfy with every decision. It isnot as | had imagined it
when we set out from Saguntum. | am a powerful man; some would say agod. Y et there are so many things, so : many
pressing factors over which | have no control.”

Galen felt his brother turn and sit on the ledge that ran around the edge of the temple.

“Each day | struggle, and the thousands of men who are j my hands and feet, spread across al the Empire, struggle.
Every day thetide of time and men washes away alittle more of the edifice that we maintain. Every day we pile on more
bricks, more mortar, more blood. And the tide keeps wearing away at the rocks, the stones, until thereis nothing left.”
Though his words were those of despair, Maxian could sense no defeat in his brother’ s voice.

“This can end, my brother. The Empire can know peace again, free from fear of barbarian invasion, even of civil
war.” In the darkness, Galen’ s voice assumed the cadence of an orator, though it remained low and direct. “ After
hundreds of years of strife, the West is at peace. Beyond the Rhenus the Franks and Germans are quiet. They have at
last attained some semblance of civilization. They live in towns, welcome merchants, till the soil and build homes of
stone and wood. To the west there is only endless ocean, to the south only vast deserts. Only in the east do enemies
reman.”

Maxian, sitting quietly in the darkness, stirred. “ The barbarians we saw today, in the vision?’

Galen laughed. “No, the Avars and their subject tribes are an annoyance, not athreat. They have overrun most of
Thrace and Moesia, but they will not hold that land long. The true enemy, my brothers, waitsin the true East, in Persia.
Even today, though we saw it not in the vision, one Persian army is encamped on the eastern shore of the Pro-pontis,
viewing the ancient walls of Constantinople with avaricious eyes. Another is gathering in northern Syria, preparing to
strike at Egypt. By good luck, my brother Em-

peror is still in possession of a strong fleet, and the Persians have none. So they are held at bay—for now.”

Maxian spoke. “ Then by use of this device, you will coordinate the relief of the city with Heraclius? Some
thousands of men could be sent, | suppose, upon our fleet to reinforce the city and convince the barbarians to
abandon the siege.”

“Inaway,” Galen answered, his voice smiling, “we will convince them to abandon the siege. But, till, the redl



enemy is not the horse-riders but Persia. It is Persiathat we must defeat to attain a true peace for the Empire. Peace for
both the East and the West. Y our plan isfair, my brother, - but far too limited in scope. Heraclius and I, through our
letters, have struck upon a permanent solution.”

It was quiet in the circle of the temple, though now the moon had settled below the great oak and yew trees. A
silver light filled the temple and Maxian could see both of his brothers. The healer suddenly felt cold and there was a
sensation much like that which had pervaded the boathouse in Ostia. With dlightly trembling fingers he drew his own
cape closer and wished for aheavier wrap. The wind died down.

“My brother Emperor proposes, and | agree, that Rome and Constantinople—both Empires—must invade Persia
itself and destroy it. Once thisis done, there shall be no treaty, no border agreements, no tribute. Persiawill be a
province of the Empire and will serve usforever. Then there shall be peace.”

Maxian coughed, histhroat constricted by an unreasoning fear. He spoke, though—unaccountably—it was a
struggle to force the words from hislips. “Brother, thisis... an unwise plan. The West is only beginning to recover
from the plagues and the last civil war. Our realm is at peace, true, but the people are still recovering, the army is still
rebuilding. An effort to raise the siege of the city of Constantine, yes, | agree it must be done. But to invade Persia
itself? That would be mad...”

He stopped, coughing. A sense of great pressure surrounded him, more than could be accounted for by the angry
look on his brother’ s face. Maxian held up a hand for amoment, all his attention focussed inward. His mind was
flooded with confusion and unsettling images, but he managed to calm his conscious thought with the Meditation of
Asklepios. Once he began its well-remembered lines the confusion faded and the pressure eased. It did not depart, but
now he could feel its boundaries and strength.

With an effort of will, he spoke again: “Persiais vast and its armies uncountable. It has been at peace for decades.
Chrosoesis a strong king, ably served by his generals. It is wealthy even by the standards of Rome. To assail it, you
would need tens or hundreds of thousands of men. The cities of the West are still half empty from the plague, the
cities of the East no better. Where will you find the men to fight for you without baring our throats to the barbarians?’

Galen gave a sharp nod, saying, “A cogent point, brother, and one that Aurelian and | have been pondering for
some days. Our most recent cal culations show that we can field atemporary army, a vexillation if you will, of amost
sixty thousand men to fight alongside Heraclius in the East. Ah, now hold your peace, we have thought upon this
most carefully.”

The Emperor stood and began pacing, his sandals making a light slapping sound on the marble tiles of the temple
floor. “In the West, there are currently fourteen legions deployed from Africato Pannonia to Britain. Beyond these
forces, we have many other garrisons scattered about. Too, we count several tribes in Africaand Germania as our
allies. By the count of the Office of the Equites, the Western Empire commands just over one hundred thousand men
under arms. We are removing none of these legions from their duties; instead we will withdraw select units and
cohorts from them. At the same time, we are instituting what Aurelian here, with his penchant for invention, callsa levy
, 1o

replace al of those men with fresh recruits. While the expedition isin the East, the remaining veterans here in the
West will train awhole new army.”

Maxian shook his head in amazement, saying “ And where do you expect to find an extra sixty thousand citizens of
suitable age and temperament for the legions? Do not forget, brother, that | was at your side on the march from
Saguntum to Mediolanum to Rome. | have seen the empty cities and barren fields turning back to forest.”

Aurelian coughed expectantly. Galen turned alittle to look at him, his face shadowed in the moonlight. He gestured
to his brother to proceed. Aurelian clasped his hands before him, then said, “We, ah, we do not intend to induct
citizens into the army. We intend to, well, to induct slaves and noncitizens.”

Maxian flinched as if struck. A white-hot pain shot through the side of his head as the strange pressure that he had
felt all around him in the temple suddenly became unbearable. A vast sense of crushing weight bore down on him, and
hismind struggled to resist it. For along moment of silence, he battled within himself to speak, to regain control of his
limbs. Asif from agreat distance, he looked down upon himsdlf sitting in the little temple, facing his brothersin the
darkness. For a brief moment, as his sight hung suspended in the evening air, he caught a glimpse of a vast whirlpool
of smoke and dull sullen fire spreading out from the three of them over the land and the sea. In the smoke, faces and
phantasms roiled, indistinct.

Then there was a popping sensation and the pressure was gone.

“Slaves?’ he croaked, barely able to speak. ‘ The Senate will have afit to hear of it..."

Galen smiled, histeeth glinting in the moonlight. “ The prospect of Persian gold and estates and military commands
pleases them more than the induction of slaves and non-citizens does. The beauty of Aurelian’s planisthat the levy is
not voluntary. Each province and city must provide its

share, and since the levy is not upon the citizens, they will support it wholeheartedly. Sixty thousand fresh
legionnaires in the West will make a great difference, both now and in the future, when they are done with their
sarvice.®

Maxian shook his head. “I don’t understand. What will happen when they are done with their service?’

“Why, then they will become citizens and will receive their grantsin land and coin. Those half-empty citieswill be



filled again, my brother, with a new generation of Romans. Ones who will be loyal to me and to our house.”

Maxian snorted in amusement. “The Legions are already loyal and have been from the time of Augustus. The
legionsin the west are loyal to you, the Emperor, today. Y ou do not have to replace them.” He paused, looking at his
brothersin the dim moonlight.

“1 do not think,” he continued, “that this plan of yours and the Eastern Emperor’s, is agood one. There is more to
your effort than meets the eye. The relief of Constantinople would end this fighting in the East. The Persians would go
home. Peace would return. If you are so worried about Egypt, you would send your armies directly there.”

Galen raised a hand, shaking his head. “Y our objection, brother, is noted. But our plan will proceed. There are great
things at stake here, much greater than the simple issue of barbarians or Egypt. | have made up my mind. | will goto
the East, to aid Heraclius and to destroy Persia.”

Maxian shrugged, seeing only more death to come of it. “Well, then. That is that, | suppose.”
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The smile of Raglittered back from the slow current of the river. The prow of the little ship cut through long troughs
of deep-green water, spray falling back in languid waves from the pitted wood and tarred rope dangling from the front
of the boat. Dwyrin's legs kicked idly inches from the swirling brown and green surface. The heat of the god was a
heavy blanket upon him. His eyes were closed but the meditation of the masters had overtaken him and he saw the
land diding lowly past as aflickering vista of deep russet color and strong deep-blue currents under the earth. One
hand rested lightly on atrailing guyline, feeling the sinuous flex of the boat moving through the water flow back into
his fingers. The footsteps of the crew on the deck trickled over his hand like rain spilling from the rope, itself a musty
deep green.

Three days now the dhow had followed the father of rivers north, winding past the sunken tombs and the deserted,
dead cities of the Old Kingdom. League after league of desert paced them, spilling down to the edge of theriver,
washing around the towns on the eastern bank and the narrow strips of cultivation that supported them.

Two weeks had flown past since the early-morning dream of the crane-headed man, weeks spent in close seclusion
with Nephet. The little old man had shown him marvels and delights, ripping back the veils of ritual and ceremony
around the path of the sorcerer. Dwyrin had been afraid at first, realizing that he was being inducted into mysteries that
were denied to even the journeymen of the

school. Secrets of fire, wind, and the slow hard energy of the earth were revealed. There was a constant hissing
current of power that ran in the back of his mind now, occasionally leaking into his consciousness like' the calling of
many invisible birds. During-the day he struggled to keep his vision clear of the shimmering coils of power that
slithered and shifted within the captain and the sailors. The deck and rigging of the dhow had an unfortunate
tendency to melt away, leaving him staring down into the surging blue-green deeps of theriver at the flickering bright
flashes of the fish withinit.

After six days of travel the river began to swell, spreading out. The high hills that had bounded it from the narrows
at Tel-Ahshar now fell back to the horizon. The fields grew, reaching back from the river. More boats began to appear,
filling the waterway. Sleek long galleys passed them in either direction, the heaving backs of the rowers glittering with
sweat under the eye of Ra. Towns grew more frequent and great ruins began to crowd the western bank. Barely a
league passed without the stark white bones of palaces, temples or tombs rising above the olive trees and palms.

On the ninth day the dhow pulled ashore for the night just beyond athriving village on the eastern shore. The
captain and the crew tied the boat to a piling of stone jutting from the bank, and all the crew save one went off,
laughing, toward the lights of the town. Dwyrin stood on the high raised deck at the back of the dhow, staring after
them, seeing them shimmer and waver between the cool purple-blue of the sleeping trees. He blinked and the vision
settled back, flickering, to the dimness of the starlight and the thick cane breaks that lined the shore. The sole crewman
left behind settled onto a mat near the steering shaft at the end of the deck. Soon he nodded off.

For along time Dwyrin sat in the darkness, feeling the river and the land breathe around him, his mind and eyes
filled with the whispering of the wind, of the rocks and trees that lined the shore, the slow glittering passage of
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crocodiles in the deep water. As Neket the guardian of night rose in the west, Dwyrin slid entirely out of conscious
thought. The thin wallsthat he had raised up to constrain hisvision fell away entirely, leaving his kafloating in air
above his now-recumbent body.

The land was filled with dim radiance, the trees, palms, and brushy undergrowth damped down by the flight of Ra
into the underworld. In the fields beyond the boat, sullen red flames marked the cattle asleep under the swaying trees.
Dwyrin spun slowly up into the air, seeing the land in slumber, even the deep currents of the earth muted. The river
itself rolled on into the north, filled with green radiance and slow pulses of blue-violet. He turned to the western shore.

There he recoiled, his ka shying back from a cold white radiance. Beyond the line of palms and tall sawgrass on the
farther shore arising mount, crushed in on one side, flickered and burned with a pearlescent light. Around and about
the hill agreat city lay, outlined in silver and white. Dwyrin garbed himself in the aegis of Athena, his mind tumbling
over the weaving spell. Those parts of himself that had begun to fray and slide away in that harsh glare returned. He
drifted forward over theriver.

At the western shore he paused, the aegis beginning to buckle under the constant pressure of the light. Dwyrin




settled within and drew down on the surging current of the river, filling himself with the slow solid power of Hapi, the
father. The aegis expanded, blunting the light. In his heart Dwyrin smiled and flexed, surging across the elemental
barrier at the edge of the river. He stepped over, halting in shock as his sandaled foot crunched on gravel. He looked
down, his hands raised to his face in amazement. Strong and broad, they rose before him. A kilt of pleated white linen
was bound around hiswaist, his feet in fine leather sandals. The heavy weight of a short stabbing sword hung at his
waist. He shook his head, feeling long braids fall behind him. He reached back and fingered his hair. It was bound back
by afillet of metal.

Softly he padded forward through the trees and came to a broad avenue. Startled, he looked back to theriver,
seeing a broad piling bounded with obelisks running out into the water. He swung back the other way, spying along
curving road rising up toward the slumped mountain. Sphinxes and lions paced the sides of the road, and his feet were
swift upon it. He came to a great arch, carved with the faces of kings and gods. He paused under it, his hand pale
against the dark golden stone. Beyond the arch, great temples rose up on either side. Between them ran a narrow street
of flagstones. Beyond the temples and their vast array of pillars, the slumped mountain now rose up with great clarity.
Dwyrin could now see that it was stepped, and rose in tier after tier of hewn granite and sandstone to the summit,
where afull third had been caved in, as by some massive stroke.

Dwyrin stepped through the arch and was brought up short. He reeled back, his body stunned by a stinging blow.
A figure now stood beyond the gate.

“Thisisnot for you,” grated avoice like a millstone. “Go back to the land of theliving.”

Dwyrin, blinded by the glare seeping from the mountain, shook his head and stepped forward again. The figure
raised a huge hand, its fingers curled. The shape of it was indistinct, fuzzed at the edges, but Qwyrin, blinking, made
out the head of awolf and deep burning red eyes. The hand rose, fingers outstretched. There was asloVv burring
sound and Dwyrin felt himself come apart, limbs dissolving. There was a sharp popping sound.

Dwyrin awoke on the deck of the dhow, the clamor of the sailors harsh in his ears. They had returned from the
village, heads thick with wine and fermented corn ale. Herolled aside as their guttering blue flames sprawled around
the pale-yellow flow of the decking. Dwyrin shuddered, closing his eyes against the sight. It did no good. No, if
anything, his othersight was clearer and stronger. A yellow-blue flame approached him and low musical tones belled

fromit, hanging in the air like falling rain. Dwyrin groaned and rolled over, his distress spilling to the Slow yellow
deck in dull purple streams. The yellow-blue flame turned away. Dwyrin lay in the spreading pool of purple.
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THE DE'ORELIO RESIDENCE, THE CITY OF ROME

Delicate voices greeted Thyatis as she descended the stairs from the upper chambers of Anastasia’s mansion.
Below, in the atrium, a choir of young slaves was singing to welcome the visitors to the party. The hall of the Poseidon
was thronged with people, their voices and “the tinkle of glass and platesrising up like a cloud above them.
Thankfully, none of the notables of the city”-the bankers, the senators, the Legion officers, their wives, concubines,
mistresses, or catamites—paid her the least attention. Anastasia’ s handmaidens had labored over her for much of the
afternoon. Her hair was a sweeping red-gold cloud around her face, tied back near the end with a deep-violet silk tie
that trailed down her back. Careful pigments had been applied, bringing forth her lips, her eyes, and the line of her
cheekbones.

She wore a new gown, this one modeled upon the silk masterpiece Anastasia had worn that first day. The finest
linen, with a gauze drape of silk above it, in a deep green with subtle gold and blue hues. Tiny gold dlippers were
carefully tied to her feet, with delicate copper wires ornamenting and outlining the curve of her calves. A lapisand
dark-gold necklace lay between her breasts. By dexterous sleight of hand, she had secreted her throwing knife and a
garrote upon her person without the notice of the daves

who had dressed her. Their solid presence lent her the calmness of mind to navigate the crowd, which spilled down
the steps beyond the sea-green hall, through the inner garden, and out into the great garden at the back of the house.
Weaving through the chattering throng, she deftly avoided the servants rushing in and out of the kitchen, bearing
great platters of candied figs, iced sherbets, sliced up portions of roast on silver skewers, and sugar-coated wrensin
aspic.

The trees of the great garden were ablaze with hanging lanterns, and torches were placed along the walkways. Here
the younger set of the party had gathered in abrightly attired throng around the ornamental pools. Wine flowed freely
from the amphorae carried by the house slaves. Two young men dressed as gladiators, patrician by the cut of their hair
and the softness of their hands, brushed past Thyatis on either side. One wayward hand caressed her right breast. Her
hand was lightning quick, trapping histhumb asit trailed away. There was atwist and a pop, and the noble youth
stumbled into his friend, speechlessin pain. Thyatis glided on, ignoring whispered suggestions from the young men
and women loitering in the shadows under the pear trees. Beyond the ornamental pool lay a secluded glenin the
garden, surrounded by high hedges and trellises of rose and hyacinth. Settled within the glen, Anastasia s gardeners
had |abored for years to build a Pythagorean maze.

Beyond sight of the house and its merry windows, filled with people and lights, Thyatis relaxed. In the gloom under
the waxing moonlight she stepped carefully through the passages in the maze. Around her, softly, came cries and
groans. More than once she stepped over half-sheltered couples on the walkway. At last she found the center of the
geometry, and there, next to atiny marble pool surmounted by a bronze faun, were two facing benches. In her time in



the house of her mistress, Thyatis had come here often to escape the subtle tensions among the household as well as
the training that Anastasia had placed her under.

Finding the bench by feel in the darkness, Thyatis sat,

sighing in relief. The sandals were very pretty, but her feet were not used to their tight confinement. She unwound
the golden cords from her feet and carefully set them aside. She gently rubbed her feet, hissing in pain at the
unexpected blisters. In the quiet darkness, her thoughts fluttered about her head like night moths.

Perhaps | should just leave the city and go far away, somewhere without all this...

“1 think the same thing, often. Almost every day.” The voice was low and deep.

Thyatis froze, then slowly turned. All but invisible in the darkness, afigure sat at the other end of the bench. The
hairs on the nape of her neck prickled up and her nostrils flared. She accounted herself uncommonly aware, yet this
man had been sitting no more than three feet from her since she had reached the center of the maze and she had not
noticed him at al.

“My apologies,” she said, “I did not think that | had spoken aloud.”

“No matter,” hereplied, -his deep voice easy and tinged with weariness. “1f my presence ruins the solitude, | will
betake myself away.” He moved on the bench, swinging one leg over. Gravel crunched under a boot.

“No,” she said, surprising herself, “you do not... intrude. There are too many people here for me to be comfortable
in the house, or on the lawn.”

He laughed—arich sound like river water. “I hate crowds. Particularly oneslike this, filled with al of the people you
always see and dl of the ones you cannot stand seeing again. The bickering and little games over who has more of
this, or more of that. Ah, and the hostess, the dear Lady. A matron of great staturein the... community, and of
unquenchable appetite.”

Unseen, Thyatis smiled. “Y ou know her, then,” she said.

“For years! She has aways wanted me to be one of her retinue of promising young men. Do your feet hurt?’

Thyatis blinked. “ Ah, they’ re sore from the sandals. , They’re new and... I’'m not used'to them.” |

“May 17" came his quiet voice. In the darkness, Thyatis felt two hands, strong and broad, touch her right foot,
perched on the edge of the bench. “1 have some training in the temple, | can make the pain go away.”

“You sound young for apriest,” she said, but she swung around as well, placing both of her feet on the bench.
Gentle fingers brushed over her toes and slid along her instep.

“When | was younger, | showed some talent for the arts of Asklepios,” he said “so | was enrolled by my mother. |
think that she wanted me to avoid the fate of government service that had taken my father. That plan was afailure, 1
fear. | spend all of my time now on things relating to the Offices.” The laugh came again, a pleasant burr in the gloom.
Thyatis leaned back against the thick |eaves of the hedge. His hands rolled and kneaded her tired muscles.

“Thisfeelswonderful,” she said, her voice languid. “Working for the Lady is equally diverting. At first you are told
that you will be doing one thing, athing that you enjoy and show promise and skill at, then the next day another,
something that you detest. She is maddening much of the time.”

“And gracious and serene the next,” he said. “1 hope you did not take offense at my description of her before.”

“No!” Now she laughed. “All too accurate. Sheis not happy unless all things around her arein their proper place.
The properness, or the placement, may change from day to day... Ow!”

The hands paused, then gently probed the aching spot. There was a soft noise, like the hum of abee, and for a
moment alight sparked between his hand and her foot. Thyatis gasped at the tingling shock that traveled through her
foot, up her leg, and to the top of her head. In the brief light she caught an image of long dark hair, asmall beard, and a
strong nose. Then there was darkness, even more compl ete than before.

“Sorry,” he said, his voice awhisper. “You injured your foot long ago? A cut, or stepping on something sharp?’

“Yes. | wasin the stableyard and stepped on a horse nail. It was driven all the way through the bottom of my foot.”
By iron control, she kept from shuddering at the memory of the long days that she had lain in afever afterward. “Pay it
no mind.”

“Let mefinish what your body started,” he said, his voice even..

“How s0? It has been healed for years.”

A well-trimmed fingernail traced the old wound and then up the back of her calf to her knee. Thyatis hissed at his
touch. It tingled through more than her leg.

“See?’ hesaid. “Thereis still aknot here of old injury. If you will alow it, | can make it go away. Y ou will notice the
difference, | assure you. Old wounds linger, even when you cannot see them, disturbing the balance of the body. Odd
headaches, dizzy spells, shortness of breath...”

Thyatis was quiet for along time and she drew her knees up to her chest. The priest settled back against the
opposite hedge in companionable silence. Even the prospect of a healing magic filled her with dread. Giving up control
of her body, particularly to a stranger, even awell-spoken one, was unthinkable. The feel of his hands how reminded
her all too much of Anastasia' s caresses. At last, with an odd trepidation, she said, “No, thank you. | do not feel it...



proper.”

“No matter, lady, such things are personal .”

/ amnot a lady, she started to say, but the warm orange light of alantern now spilled into the little clearing around
the pool and the faun. Thyatis blinked and picked up her shoes. The priest, now illuminated, squinted up at the slender
figure holding the half-shuttered lantern.

“Ai, Krista, it has been awhile since I’ ve had the pleasure of your company.”

“My lord,” answered Anastasia’ s handservant, bowing deeply. “My mistress sent meto find you. The dinner is

almost ready to be served. She begs your indulgence in joining her at repast.”

The young man shook his head in dismay but got up all the same. In the light of the lantern, Thyatis saw that he
wastall, with a clean-limbed form, and long dark hair tied back in afillet. He was dressed in the robes of a philosopher,
though he looked more like an athlete. He began to turn to Thyatis, reaching out a hand to assist her up, but Kristadlid
into the space between them instead. She smiled prettily. “Please, my lord, we mustn’t be late.”

The priest frowned but allowed himself to be led away. Even as they passed the entrance to the little grotto, Krista
wastelling him along story about the candied fruits at the feast. The lantern light flickered on the hedges, then faded
away. Darkness crept back in, and the thin moon shone down once more, picking silver highlights off of the faun.

Thyatis considered the shoes in her hands, then sat them down on the gravel and began the laborious process of
lacing them back up.

Even with nearly a hundred slaves stationed along the walls with fans stirring the air, and al of the windowsin the
house thrown open, the dining hall was amost unbearably hot. Thyatis stood in an a cove off the passage from the
kitchen to the series of chambers that held the throng of dinner guests. From her vantage behind a curtain, she could
see the main room, where Anastasia and her coterie of male admirers spilled off areef of couches. Among them, the
young priest was set in the place of honor at the hostess's side. While Thyatis watched, the mistress of the house was
making a messy job of feeding him jellied edls. Their laughter rose above the din of the other guests. Thyatis turned
away, shaking her head.

“Thereyou are!” Krista stormed into the little alcove, carrying a copper platter burdened with fresh-cut fruit
arranged in the shape of amap of Achaea. Her pert features

were filled with anger. “Y ou’ re supposed to be out there, with the mistress, entertaining!”

Thyatis glanced back out through the break in the curtain. “1 think the Lady is doing just fine all by herself,” she
saidin avery dry voice.
Krista shifted the platter onto aledge and rubbed her shoulder.

“The mistress is not supposed to be doing that, you are,” she hissed. “Y ou' re supposed to be the. mysterious
niece with a gorgeous dress and plenty to put in it. It should be you being clumsy with the jellied eels and bending
over alot to pick them up.”

“Me?’ Thyatis said. “I’m dreadful, as the past three weeks have shown, at being coy and aluring. To quote you,
I’m dense and have no sense of rhythm.”

“I'madave, you lackwit! | can get the Prince into bed, but | surely can’'t marry him, now can |7’ Kristawas spitting
mad and the drape of her tunic kept getting out of line. Irritated beyond measure, she sid the shoulder strap back into
place again.

Thyatis stared at her in puzzlement. “The Prince?’ Kristarolled her eyes and carefully drew back the curtain,
pointing through to the dining chamber and Anasta-sia’s couch.

“Him, you cow, the one that you were in the garden with. Y ou know, for amoment | thought that you had some real
flair for this, getting him alone before hardly anyone even knew that he was at the party. But you didn’t even know
who hewas...” Krista sat down on alittle stool pushed up against the wall, her face a picture of despair.

“Minerva preserve us, you're s0... so... | don’t even know what. We show you and show you—but you just don’t
carel” Krista picked one of thelittle plums cut into the shape of atiny Greek temple and began nibbling at it. “Thisis
not going to work well at all.”

Thyatis was till staring out into the dining chamber, her mouth hanging open. She turned back to Kristawith a
look

of astonishment on her face. “ That's the Prince? The one that the Lady has been maneuvering for weeks to get to
this party so that | can be paraded in front of him like a prize milch cow?’

Krista nodded, saying, “That's one way to put it.”

“He'sapriest!” Outrage filled Thyatis* voice. ”1’m supposed to seduce a priest? That'sillegal! They’ll lock me up
in some pit in the ground and starve me to death.”

“Quiet! That only happensto Vestals!” Kristawhispered around another of the plums. “Y our duty to the mistressis
to do whatever she commands. Y ou may be her ‘ward’ and a member of her family, but you till work for her. Tonight
that means that you attract, and hold, the attentions of that young man out there, who will, if things go as the mistress
foresees, someday become Emperor. Then you would be Empress, if you manage to get him to marry you, which will be
achoreand ahalf, | can see.”



“1 don't want to be Empress, you fiat-chested conniving little wretch! | want to go back to doing the job | was
doing before, the one | liked!”

“Well, Miss Too-good-to-do-the-work, you owe the mistress as big a debt as anyone, so | suggest that you fix
your hair, paste anice smile on your fat peasant face, and get out there before the mistress winds up in an orgy with
that bevy of young boys out of boredom waiting for you to show up. Otherwise you'll be on the block again, with a
hundred strangers measuring your body with their eyes!”

Thyatis eyes narrowed and her forearm was a blur ending in Krista pinned to the wall of the alcove. Thyatis |eaned
close, her teeth bared in asmile.

“Remember what | do for aliving, little girl?’ she whispered. “Don’t threaten me with talk of debts or my past again,
or you'll be in the Cloaca Maxima, facedown, with aticket to the river.” Almost gently, she released Kristafrom thearm
lock and put her upright. “Here' s your tray. Don't drop it.”

Kristafrowned and straightened her tunic. For a moment

Thyatis thought the smaller woman would attack her, but then the moment passed and Krista shook her head.

“You and the mistress can discussit,” said Krista, her eyes flashing. Then she l€ft.

There was awicker box of wine jugs on the floor of the alcove. Thyatis bent down and tugged one free of the straw
wrappings. She pried the wax seal off of the top with afingernail and took a very long draft. It was thick, resinated
Greek wine. Shetook a second pull on the bottle, then put it aside. She checked her hair, straightened her gown, and
made sure that al of the arm bangles and bracelets were still in place. Finally ready, she pulled aside the curtain and
stepped back out into the corridor.

Entertain the Prince, she thought. Attract the Prince. Right.
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Three risings of Ra passed and the dhow passed into the thickly congested waterways of the delta. Hundreds of
ships, barges, and rafts passed up and down the great arteries of the Nile. The dhow picked its way between them,
nimbly diding past the huge stone-carrying barges and the three-tiered galleys of the Imperial government. At last, the
stultifying heat of midday was broken by afresh wind from the north carrying the smell of the sea. The dhow captain
was well pleased to have made the capital with such speed.

His voice grew harsh with shouted commands to the lazy mob he called a crew. Near dusk the channel of the river
widened at the village of Fuwa and the granite lock gates

of the Alexandrine canal rose up on the western bank. So latein the day, the locks were clear of traffic and the
captain muttered afervent prayer of thanks to the patron of travelers. Hislittle ship heeled over and ran across the
current into the momentary darkness under the vaulting lock gates. The canal diverged from the Nile and ran on a
straight course through the center of Alexandria and into the greater, or military, harbor. That passage, however, was
restricted to military galleys alone. The captain pursed hislipsin thought as he leaned on the tiller, guiding the dhow
through the second of the massive lock basins.

Hisfirst intent upon reaching the end of such ajourney should be to dock at the guild warehouses on the lesser, or
merchants', harbor and offload the cargoes he had brought from the South. The boy from the witches' house and his
mumbling daze precluded that. The captain scratched his shaven pate and peered thoughtfully at the thick clusters of
shacks and crumbling red-brick buildings along the side of the canal. The dhow tacked against the wind, and their
progress slowed as the countercurrent from the sea mouth of the canal began to run against them.

The captain handed thetiller off to the mate and clambered down a narrow ladder into the low-roofed cabin under
the rear deck. The boy lay there, wrapped in blankets, against the rear wall. His eyes remained open, flickering,
unfocused. His skin, as the captain touched his forehead, was damp and hot. The captain shook his head and wiped
his fingers on his tunic. His orders from the old witch-man were to deliver the boy to the great military citadel
overlooking the second, or greater, harbor of Alexandria. Since he could not sail straight into that harbor, he would
have to take the cutoff canal to the lesser harbor and then swing around, outside of the two harbors, past the pharos
and into the military harbor.

He tapped his fingers on the decking. That would take a great deal of time, and he would have to either pay the
dock porters more to work late or wait until the morning

to unload his cargoes. The captain shook his head to clear his thoughts and looked down with disgust at the
trembling boy in the blankets. There must be some other way, he thought, and then climbed back onto the deck.

THE SCHOOL OF PTHAMES

Even as Ra did down through the thick smoke haze over Alexandria, turning the holy disk aruddy brass, the last
rays of the beneficent god crawled slowly down the whitewashed white wall in Ahmet’ s quarters, far to the south. The
young master lay on his narrow cot, feet up on the wooden rail at the bottom. In the dimming light of Ra, his chiseled
face was troubled. Liquid dark-brown eyes followed creeping bars of gold down the irregular surface of the wall, but
the subtle beauty did nothing to lighten his heavy mood. At last, unable to shake the sensation of tremendous weight
that lay on him, he rose.




This used to mean something, he thought to himself, looking around the room. / used to enjoy this.

He stood at the window, his hand on the dark old wood of the sill. Rawas now behind the western hills, leaving a
splendor of deep purples and reds in the thin clouds and the darkening sky. A few dim stars began to glitter in the
darkness. Wind, rising from the desert, brought sweet smell of marjoram and olives to him. Below, in the compound,
there was the familiar clatter of the kitchens, and the boys, now released from their studies, ran past in the courtyard to
the dining hall.

Ahmet looked down, seeing them flitter past in the deep-blue dimness, the white shapes of their tunics gleaming.

The pale-gold light of the tapersin the dining hall met them as they went in. He stood thus for along time, until the
god had entirely passed into the underworld of night and the murmur of the students and masters at dinner indicated
that all were within the hall. His thoughts, which had been so troubled, smoothed away and an inevitable conclusion
forced itself upon him. After along time he accepted it, and his mind fell quiet. The young master turned away, into the
darkness of his room. Needing no light, his fingers found the chest of ce-darwood his village had sent him when he
made the third circle. The knurled bronze clasp came up in his fingers and he began removing the items within. His
breathing was even now, and the weight on his shoulders had began to lift.

junction of the military and civil canals was afortified gate housing the legion detachment tasked with checking the
traffic into the military harbor. The boy could most conveniently be left there with his orders, and they would see him
to wherever the guard captain saw fit to send him. Now the dhow captain peered forward through the smoky haze that
overlaid the canal and thought he espied the bright torches of the water gate. Indeed, as the dhow eased around a
barge moored at the side of the canal, the twin towers and high wall of the gate rose up before him, brightly lit with
torches and a brazier set on the dock beside it. The gate itself was now shut, its oiled iron portcullis closed. * ‘Ware
the dock,” the mate shouted to the pole men. The other crewmen bent to the backing oars, straining against the weight
of the dhow. There was a grinding crunch asit struck the fore end of the dock with a glancing blow, and then the pole
men steadied the craft. The captain
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stepped to the gunwale and then off onto the mossy corroded stones of the dock. Beyond the brazier and alittle
open space some ten feet long stood a guardhouse jutting from the massive plinth of the eastern tower. Two
legionnaires, their maroon cloaks cast aside, sat upon three-legged stools under one of the brighter torches. They
looked up, eyes hooded in the guttering light, their beards full and twisted into long braids. The leftmost one rose as
the dhow captain approached and loomed massive in the flickering light. His arms were like the pillars of atemple,
massive and sharply defined. The legionarius stood forward a step and grunted a challenge. j « “Greetings, noble
legionnaire,” the dhow captain answered in his best Greek. The legionnaire grunted again and cocked his head to one
side. The dhow captain swore under his breath. Couldn’t the Empire post soldiers to Alexandriawho at least spoke
some kind of civilized tongue? A long passage - of hand waving, pantomime and, finally, shouting passed

ALEXANDRIA

H

J*'W 1 ow in darkness, the dhow glided through the thick -L "1 waters of the canal, the crewmen standing at bow
and stern with long padded poles to keep the ship from the crumbling brickwork that lined the waterway. The city rose
around them, the buildings now two or three stories, their lights glittering back from the water. A wash of noise, the
sounds of tens of thousands of people, filled the air. The captain stood again at the tiller and his dark face gleamed in
the lights of the taverns and public houses that lined the canal. He felt vastly better now that the long stretches of the
open desert were behind him. He had quietly discussed the problem of the witch-boy with his mate, who had proposed
asimple solution. At the

before the guards got the idea that the dhow captain had something in his boat for them.

The mate, meanwhile, had gone through Dwyrin’s cloak and traveling bag, stealing the food therein and anything
else of value. This crucial task accomplished, he bundled the boy up in the blanket and carried him up on to the dock.
By thistime the dhow captain was at his wits end. The two blond giants were laughing and shouting back at him. The
mate came up with the boy and the captain handed him off to the larger of the two, waving the packet of travel orders
in their faces.

Saemund, ouragos of the Il Triana Legion, stared in surprise at the backs of the two little dark men who had come
from the boat. At first he had thought that they were native merchants trying to sell him something, but they had not
understood his plain speaking when he told them that he had lost all of his money at dice the night before. He shook
his shaggy head in amazement and unwrapped the large, clumsy bundle they had given him. At his side, Throfgar, his
battle brother, turned the papyrus sheets this way and that, trying to make head or tail of the spindly runes marked on
them.

“Ach, brother,” Saemund exclaimed as he turned back the motheaten blanket to expose Dwyrin's flushed and
sweating face, “they’ ve left us afoundling!”

Throfgar stared over in surprise, for the long red-gold braid of the youth marked him as a northerner like himself. He
scratched the fleas in his beard in thought.

“Could he be the son of one of the other fighters?’ he ventured.



“Nonethat | have seen,” Saemund answered as he carried the sick boy into the guardroom. There he gently placed
the boy onto the duty cot at the back of the small, smoke-blackened room. He turned the blanket out and laid it over
the boy, tucking it in under hisfeet. Then he turned to Throfgar with a puzzled expression, cracking hislarge knuckles.

“We should report this to the tetrarchos,” he said. “1'll stand the watch here, you go and tell Tapezos what has
happened.”

Throfgar nodded in agreement and tossed the packet of papyrus sheets into the kindling box next to the small,
narrow fireplace. He went to the back of the guardroom, where a narrow passageway led up aflight of stepsto a stout
wooden door. He pounded on the thick striated panels for amoment. Then a narrow metal cover turned back from adlit
in the door at eyelevel.

“Ho, Tapezos,” Throfgar rumbled, “tell the tetrarchos that we' ve got avisitor for him.”

Tapezos muttered something on the other side of the door and slammed the viewport closed. Throfgar shrugged
and ambled back down the stairs. Saemund had returned to his post on the dockside. Throfgar checked the boy, who
moaned slightly as the German turned back his eyelids, and then joined his battle brother on the watch.

A few moments later there was- a clattering sound as the inner door opened and Michel Pelos stumbled out,
yawning, and walked out onto the quayside. Throfgar and Saemund grinned broadly at the Greek, who had drunk
overmuch for his stomach the night before. Michel rubbed one side of hislean, scarred, face and hitched his
sword-belt up.

“What the hell’ s the matter with you two grinning idiots?’ he snarled in poor Latin.

Saemund pointed back into the little watch-room. “ There's a package for you,” he said.

Michel grimaced at the two Scandians. He went back inside, then they heard him cursing. He came back out. He was
not amused. “A funny joke. | may be Greek, but that does not mean that | like little boys.”

Throfgar laughed again, braying like a camel. Saemund smiled too, though he had noticed that the tetrarchos was
becoming an odd reddish color in the face. He hit his battle

brother in the arm to. shut him up and told the tetrarchos what had happened.

“Huh.” Michel pondered the situation. “A foundling, but probably not a citizen. And sick to boot. Well, thereisn’'t
much we can do for him here. I’ [l send arunner to the centurion and see what he wants to do.”

Several hours later two camp physicians came and carried the boy away. He was till flushed and sweating, his eyes
unseeing. Saemund and Throfgar had finished their watch by then and did not see him go. The next pair of guardsmen
on duty lit afirein the little oven with the papyrus sheets.
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THE VILLA OF SWANS

Anastasia groaned theatrically and waved for her handmaiden to lay ancther chilled cloth on her forehead. “The
heat isterrible.” She moaned. “Like the forges of Vulcan.”

Thyatis, sitting on alow stool next to her, eyed the slave Krista out of the corner of one eye. Kristaknelt at
Anastasia’ s side. The slave rolled her eyes while deftly picking a second cloth out of the chilled ewer. Another dave,
this a handsome Nubian lad in a short tunic, slowly waved afan over the recumbent form of the mistress of the house.

At last, Anastasia sat up and Krista plumped the pillows behind her so that she might rest more easily. A small
plate of freshly pitted cherries was placed near the Lady’ s hand, in case she desired refreshment. Having come from
the Offices only moments before, Anastasiawas dressed in aregal yet subdued outfit. Somber colors, showing very
little skin,

and restrained makeup. In the dim light of the sitting room, under the frescoes of forest creatures, nymphs, and
centaurs, she seemed to Thyatis to show her true age. There was adrained look about her eyesthat the carefully
applied powders could not disguise. Thyatis sat straighter and composed herself as Anastasia s languid gaze fell
upon her.

The Duchess shook her head slowly, picking up acherry from the little porcelain bowl. “1 fear that | made a mistake
with you, my dear. One of thefirst things that my late husband told me when he decided to accept me as a partner and
equal in his business here in the city was: to each tool a proper purpose.”

Inwardly Thyatis quailed in fear. The moderate-seeming disaster of the dinner party for the Prince now assumed
much larger character. It was a struggle to keep from breaking into tears, yet she managed. It was not fair! | tried my
best... it'snot my fault | don’t know how to be coy!

Anastasialeaned alittle closer, her eyesintent upon Thyatis. “1 apologize for misusing you.”

The words took along tick of the water-clock to make themselves known in Thyatis' conscious thought. When
they did, she smiled in relief and quickly composed herself again. Anastasia nodded, picking one of the cherries off of
the plate and rolling it between her long fingertips.

“Y ou have tremendous skills for one so young—skills that | value very highly—but not the ones that | attempted
to foster in you for this one purpose. At the time, the throw seemed worth the risk. However, the tactics of seduction




and pleasant intrigue are not what | have had you trained in for five years. Y our talents so obvioudly liein direct
action. It was a mistake on my part, one that | will not make again. | confessthat | was tremendously angry at the
outcome of that night.”

She glared at Krista, who prostrated herself to the floor. Asthe dave girl put her forehead to the pale rose tiles,
Thyatis caught the edge of a self-satisfied smirk, like the little cat Bastet lapping up fresh cream. Anastasia contin-

ued, “When one manages—after weeks of effort—to get a Prince of the Empire to spend the night in one’ s house, it
should be in the bed of the intended, not with some minx of aslave girl.” The Duchess sighed.

“No matter, he left hung over and satisfied. At that point, it was as good an outcome as | could hope for.”

Thyatis bowed her head as well, in contrition and to hide her relief that she would not be forced to undergo the
awful prospect of trying to seduce a young man of high station in front of twenty or thirty of his peersand
acquaintances. Only the evident discomfiture of the Prince and the timely intervention of Kristawith an artfully spilled
tray of fresh-cut fruit had saved her from fleeing the dining hall in shame and utter embarrassment.

Anastasia sighed, leaning back in the divan, her eyes narrowed in thought. Krista, still prostrate, Slowly crept back
out of sight of her mistress. The Duchess twirled one of her long dark curls around an elegant finger for a moment,
then tucked it back into place. By her face, Thyatis saw that she had come to some decision.

“Today,” Anastasia began in a businesslike voice, “the Emperor summoned me to the Offices and laid out before
me his... requests... for me and those who serve me. He is undertaking a daring campaign to assist the Emperor of the
East. He has requested that | provide him with persons of certain abilities to serve on his staff during this expedition.
Among them, | believethat | shall send you, Thyatis, along with your faithful Nikos, as... hmm... couriers would suit
you best. | expect that you will be rather out of place in precincts that are usually the domain of men, but | believe that
you will prosper.”

Thyatis was dowly overcome by a sense of giddy relief and anticipation. She was going to resume her previous
work, and with Nikos at her side, no less." The prospect of having a well-wrapped sword-hilt in her hand and boots
on her feet washed over her like an exquisite wine. No more wretched perfumes or troublesome garments! No more

house servants fluttering around her like distraught moths when she did not sit properly...

Anastasia shook her head, smiling, at the joy apparent in her young ward. She wagged an admonishing finger at the
seventeen-year-old. “ Calm yourself, my dear. Y ou will bein Constantinople soon enough.”
THE WINE-DARK SEA, NORTH OF ALEXANDRIA

H

The creaking of asail and the slap of bare feet on planking woke Dwyrin from part of hisfever dream. Darkness and
aterrible fetid smell surrounded him. He was very thirsty. The storm of colors that had clouded his vision for so long
had begun to recede from his sight. Distantly he knew that the privations his body had been subjected to were
beginning to focus his mind as the body failed. Weakly he tried to sit up. There was the clink of chains and he caught
histhroat on a stiff metal band. He fell back, hitting his head on rough wooden planks. Around him, there was a
murmur of sleeping men. He raised a hand gingerly to his neck and found that there was a collar around it. A heavy
chain ran through a ring welded to the outside of the collar. Above, in the darkness, there was the shouting of men,
and beyond that, the rush of the sea. An incredibly foul miasma assaulted his nose. Macha save me! His mind wailed.
Thisisa dave ship! The lights began to creep back into the edges of his vision, and the darkness in the hold around
him assumed strange and fantastic shapes. The sleeping men slowly became outlined first in gold, then deep blue, and
finally a shimmering red. So too did the chain and the links of it.

Dwyrin struggled to clear his sight, focusing on the meditations and the rituals that Nephet had taught him. For a
moment, it worked, and he could suddenly see with the “ clear sight” that the teachers at the school had drilled into
them over and over. Thelinks of the chain in his hands became completely clear, perfectly distinct. His thin fingers ran
over them, suddenly catching on a discolored link.

/I is not in harmony with the others, he thought. He pressed against the iron of the link with his thought and the
ragged purple scar that ran acrossit in his clear sight sparked, then flared up for amoment. Theiron splintered in his
hand. Suddenly fearful of discovery, Dwyrin slowly passed the chain through the ring on the neck collar onelink at a
time. In amoment it was gone.

Free, he stood up. Hundreds of other captives lay all around him, sleeping tightly packed together. Ten or fifteen
feet away, araised walkway ran down the center of the hold. There was a carpet of bodies between him and the
walkway. Behind him, the hull was solid oak planking. Above, however, were the timbers of the main deck. A series of
tie-hooks were screwed into the beams.

Gauging his spring, he leapt up and snatched at the first one. One hand laid hold, the other scrabbled at the
splintery planks. For amoment he swung there, his arm trembling with effort. Then his other hand caught the next
tie-hook. His feet he drew up in a curl. Panting with the effort, he let go of the first hook and swung out, grabbing for
the next. By luck he caught it on thefirst try and immediately let go of the previous one. The momentum carried him to
the fourth and then he dropped lightly onto the walkway. The ship creaked asit rode over a swell, groaning along its
full length.

Dwyrin panted, crouched on the walkway in the darkness. His arms trembled and he fdlt light-headed. Regardless,
after amoment, he stood up and quickly ran to the end of the hold. A ladder led up to the deck, and now he could spy



an edge of stars through the hatchway and past
the square sails that caught the wind to send the ship northward. He crept up the stairs.

Cautioudly, he raised his head above the hatchway and looked about. The rear of the ship rose up in front of him, a
high stern castle with two great steering oars mounted on either side. On the steering deck, alantern guttered in a
green-glass holder. Low voices drifted down on the night wind. Dwyrin looked back up the main deck, seeing little,
only great piles of goods, tied down with netting. As quietly as he could manage, he crept out of the hold stair and to
the near edge of the ship. Beyond it the sea rushed past, avast depth shot with blue flames and violet clouds. The
wavetops glittered with pale-blue fire. Colors began to spill out of the corners of his eyes, blinding him.

Unsteady, he climbed up onto the gunnel, gripping one of the ropes that ran from the edge of the ship to the
nearest mast. Below him an abyss of light and shadow convulsed as he stared down into the infinite depths. Vast sea
creatures writhed in the void, intricate and complex beyond all imagining. A sensation of falling gripped him and he
clung tight to the rope. Distantly, like an echo in a dream, he heard someone shouting. At last he managed to relax his
hand enough to let go of the rope.

Hands seized him, rough and callused, dragging Him back onto the deck. Sounds rushed past, but he could not
understand them. He struggled, striking out with weak fists. Something fast smashed into the side of hisface and the
pain cleared hisvision again. The faces of brutal men crowded above him. One held more chains, another a sack whose
dark opening yawned like a hungry mouth. Dwyrin cried out in fear, and focussed his thought against the hands
holding him down. There was another bright flash and then a horrid wailing. The man who had been holding him down
leapt back, his head wreathed in bright white flame. Soundlessly he tried to scream, but the flame burrowing into his
chest consumed all of the air in hislungs. The other sailors scattered in horror. The burning man fell backward against

the gunnel, hislimbs thrashing in extreme pain.

Dwyrin scuttled to one side, seeking safety in one of the great bales tied to the decking. An iron hand suddenly
gripped histhroat. Still weak, he struggled to tear the talon-like fingers from his windpipe. It was no use, and after an
endless passage of trying to breathe a giddy darkness swallowed his mind.

THE OFFICES, THE PALATINE HILL, ROMA MATER

H

Unlike the isolated detachment of the Summer House in Cumae, the Offices of the Palace were crowded shoulder to
shoulder with bureaucrats, lictors, patrons of al sizes and shapes, Imperia officers, Pragtoriansin their red cloaks,
foreigners and hundreds of slaves.

Maxian stood for amoment on the steps of what had once been the Temple of the Black Stone, built off of the north
side of the Palatine Hill on agreat raised platform. Now the temple was the venue of the various embassies, both from
foreign states and from cities and provinces within the Empire. A constant stream of people swarmed up and down the
steps, hurrying across the narrow way to the vaulted arch and gate that led into the Imperial Offices themselves. The
young healer, dressed in anondescript cloak and tunic, leaned back into the tiny bit of shade the column provided
him. The air was heavy and hot, thick with the miasma of thousands of sweaty people going about their businessin a
great hurry. He continued to peer over the heads of those on the lower steps, looking for the man he had come to see.
Though armed with a good descrip-

tion—tall, sandy blond hair, crooked nose—he still failed to pick him out.

The heat of the day did not better his temper, which had been worn of late. Dreams of the night in Ostia continued
to haunt him, now intertwined with memories of the vision he had experienced in the little temple at Cumae. A recurring
sense of familiarity linked the two events, and he had been spending long, and late, hoursin the Imperial Archivesto
try find out what could have caused the deaths of Dromio and his whole family in such away. Too, he still held
serious reservations about his brother’ s plan to aid the Eastern Empire. He rubbed tired eyes with an ink-stained hand.
Where was this Briton?

Old Petronus, at the library tucked into the back of the Baths of Caracalla, had suggested this foreigner to him and
had, supposedly, arranged this meeting. Odd that the Briton, Mordius, required a meeting in a public square—it would
have been far more comfortable to meet in an inn or banquet house. No matter , the Prince thought, if he has answers...

“My lord?’ Maxian looked up. A tall northerner stood

on the step below his, though his height easily raised him

to an equa eye level with Maxian. Sure enough, he had a

nose once broken and now crooked, long blond hair tied

back in braids, and he was dressed in trousers and alight

cotton shirt. A small, neat beard completed the picture.

Maxian squinted at him. “Y ou are Mordius? A Briton?’

The man smiled. “Aye, my lord, the very same. Petronus

sent amessage that | should meet a young, tired-looking

Roman with long dark hair here. Are you he?*

Maxian smiled back. “1 am. Let us go someplace dark and cool, with wine...”



An hour later, in the recesses of atavern in anarrow street just north of the Coliseum, Maxian thought he had a
good mark on this barbarian. As Mordius had explained over an amphora and ahalf of middling Tibertinan wine, he
wasa

man sent to Rome to make money for hisinvestorsin distant Londoinium. He had been in the city for six years, first
to handle shipments of ceramics and glass back north to Britain, then handling a growing traffic of wool, lumber,
amber, iron, coal, and tin from the icy northern islands to the ever-hungry markets of Italia. He was married to a Roman
woman now and had ayoung son. Two of his cousins had come to join him; they handled the warehousing and traffic
of goods. Mordius had a new objective—to make more money with the money that he controlled in Rome itsalf.

None of this surprised Maxian. Foreigners had been coming to the Eternal City for centuries, looking for work,
looking for riches. Some few found it; many more failed and went home or became refuse in the streets of the Subura
Others passed onward, always looking for anew Elysium. This one, however, had stuck and from the restrained
richness of his clothes, from his accent and his bearing, the Prince thought that had become successful.

“It isimpossible to be successful in Rome if one does not follow proper custom,” Mordius was saying. “One
requires a patron, both to represent your interests in the courts and to help you navigate the intricacies of the State
and the will of the people. | account myself lucky to have made the acquaintance, even the friendship, of Gregorius
Auri-cus.”

Maxian looked up in surprise. “The one they call Gregorius Magnus? He is a powerful man in the Senate and the
city.”

Mordius bowed his head in assent. “ Just so. Without his friendship, all of my efforts here would be dust. | would
doubtless be back in Britain, digging stumps out of fields.” He paused and raised the earthenware cup he was drinking
from. “Even this poor vintage would be acclaimed throughout Londonium as an exemplar of the vintners art. | drink to
Rome, the Roman sun, and finewine.” He drained the cup. Maxian joined him, then put the cup down on the table

between them. “Petronus, at the baths, said that you had encountered a difficulty with a business deal. He told me
this after | had related to him a problem that | had with a business arrangement of my own. It seems, and | say seems,
that the two troubles might be related.”

Mordius refilled his cup, then offered the amphora to Maxian, who declined, turning his cup over. It joined a
confusion of old wine stains on the tabletop.

“A difficulty, yes,” the Briton said, hisface growing still and grim. “ Almost seventy thousand sestercesin
investment, gone. A man who had become a good friend, gone. Nothing to indicate an enemy, abusinessrival. All
ashes within aday.”

“A fire?” Maxian asked, disappointed. Petronus had hinted at more than that.

“Thefire came after,” Mordius replied. “ Joseph and his family were dead before then. | will tell you what | know,
what | heard, what | saw.” The Briton sat up alittle straighter in on the bench and the cadence of his voice changed.
Maxian wondered if the man had trained as an orator in his youth.

“Two of the businesses that | represent are the importation of lumber, which is cut into planks for building in the
city, and wool, particularly to be made into heavy cloaks. As such | see the foremen of both the lumber mills and the
weaverson adaily basis. Five months ago each man told me an odd story about a silversmith, a Jew, who had cometo
them to ask them for their refuse. To the mill he had come and asked for the dust that comes from the saws when they
are cutting the logs. To the weaver he had asked for their old scraps of linen. Thisintrigued me, for | can smell
business, particularly new business, from miles away. | asked around, spent afew coppers, and found the silversmith.
His name was Joseph and his shop was down in the Alsienita, across the Tiber. A poor neighborhood, but cheap
enough for him to afford a workshop without too many bribes.

“The day that | went in to talk to Joseph about his sawdust and linen rags he was despondent. He had been
spending all of histime on his new project, and his wife was beside herself at the state of their jewelry business. His
sons and daughters were spending all of their time making aterrible messin the back of the shop with his oddments,
while customers went waiting at the door, and then did not come at all.

“Needless to say, it seemed a reasonabl e business opportunity—not asif | were setting his house afire and then
buying it from him in the street... | had some silver in my bag and | gladly pressed it into his hand in exchange for his
story. He looked hopeful, and | know that he was more open with me, afellow foreigner, than with some—pardon me,
my lord—snobbish Roman. So he told methe tale and it pricked my earsright up.

“Joseph had a brother, Menacius, who was a scribe and made a good living in the shops down behind the Portica
Aemillacopying scrolls and | etters and what-not. | know the kind of living a good scribe makes, I' ve paid my share of
gold to them. Still, this Menacius was very successful, for he was blessed with three sons, all with good eyes and
steady hands. The three of them were like peasin a pod and this suited Menacius very well, for their |etters were all
but indistinguishable from one another. He could set all three of them to one book and each would take a section.
Three working instead of one makes quick work. The sesterces were wheeling themselves up to the door—that’s how
good it was. Now, like most good things, this came to an end.

“One of the sonsfell sick, and then another ran off with a snake-dancer from Liburnium. To make things worse for

Menacius, he had just caught a deal with the Office of the Mint for no less than seventy copies of the Regulation of
the Coinage. A very good sum he stood to make from that too, no doubt, but to win the deal he had to agree to atight



delivery schedule. Now, with only one scribe, hewasin a

terrible state. Being a man of family, he had gone to see Joseph and poured out his tale of woe. Joseph, who was a
fellow good with his hands and clever to boot, thought about it for atime and then struck upon a solution.

“If there were not three sons, then make one son do the work of three. Their strength came from their handwriting
being steady, firm, and clear. So he struck, so to say, upon this.” Mordius opened a small |eather bag and removed a
tiny object, pressing into the Prince’s hand.

Maxian turned over thelittle piece of lead in his hand. A sguare bolt, no more than alittle finger’s bone in length.
Flat at one end with two notches, one on each side, bumpy on the other. He looked tip in puzzlement at the Briton, who
was grinning broadly.

“A hit of lead?’ Maxian asked. The Briton nodded, taking it back. With one scarred hand, he cleared a space on .
the tabletop. Then he carefully took the bit of lead and dipped it in hiswine cup. Even more carefully, he then pressed
the bumpy end into the tabletop.

“Look,” Mordius said, moving his hand away. Maxian leaned over and squinted down at the table in the poor light.
“Anapha” hesaid. A tiny, amost perfect, letter was scribed on the tabletop in dark wine. The Briton nodded.

“Joseph and his sons made hundreds of them from lead scrap, al of the letters of the alphabet, even all the
numbers. Each little peg was scored at the flat base, so that they could slide into a copper dat to hold them straight.
Seventy dats per frame, each frame made of wood with a backing. Each frame awhole page of printing.” The Briton
paused a moment, watching Maxian' s face closely.

Maxian stared at him in dumbfounded astonishment. After just a moment fear replaced astonishment, and then a
universe of possibilities unfolded before him. He sat back stunned, unable to speak. Mordius reached out, turned over
the wine-cup, and then filled it. The Briton pushed it toward

Maxian's hand, which of itself moved, took the cup, and brought it to hislips.

After atime, Maxian could speak. “And then what happened then?’

The Briton shrugged. “ There were troubles, of course. Papyrus was no good to use with the frames; the scrolls kept
splitting when they were pressed against it. None of the inks used with abrush or quill would stick right to the lead
and they smeared anyway. The frames were awkward and really no faster than a trained scribe to use. Joseph and
Menacius and their families labored for weeks to solve the problems. That was what had led Joseph to the mill and the
weavers. He was looking, for something that would make a better writing surface than papyrus. His sons had found
that there were fine-grained woods that would hold the ink and fine linens that were flexible enough not to split when
the frames were pressed upon them.

“By thistime | was a partner in the enterprise, though they kept the details to themselves. The deal that | struck was
for the right to use the frame-scribe for my own business and to export books made with it to the north. A scroll islike
gold there, there are so few, so | knew that my fortune was assured. One copy of Plato or Sophocles could become a
thousand copies, each easy to transport and worth a hundred times its own weight in silver.

“Only amonth ago one of Joseph’s sons came to me at the warehouse and bade me come and visit the shop that
night. His father had finally solved the last puzzle. They were determined to make a clean copy of the Regulations that
very night and do the rest of the lot over the following days. The deadline was very close and | know they must have
been overjoyed.

“But when | arrived that night, the shop was shuttered and dark. | knocked and knocked, but no one came to the
door. At last aneighbor saw mein the street and told me that they had all gathered for a late-afternoon meal and none
had gone out. Fearing that something was wrong, |

forced the door—no easy task at ajeweler’ s shop!—and went inside. | was back out again in minutes, gagging at
the smell and the sights | saw within. They, of course, were al dead amid the clutter of their meal .

Maxian, unbidden, felt agreat pressure upon him, seemingly from the air al around him. For a moment he was back
in the dim kitchen in Ostia, dragging Dromio onto the table, pleading for hisfriend to hold on just alittle longer.
Trembling, he drank again from his cup. The eyes of the Briton, hooded, were on him. * —

“I have seen much the same,” the Prince said, his voice wesak. “Like loaves of bread.”

“The neighbor saw me, of course,” Mordius continued, “and ran out of his house. | gasped something about them
all being dead and the smell. He thought it was the plague and ran off shouting. Within minutes half of the
neighborhood was in the street with buckets and torches. The vigiles came, but could not reach the house for the
press of the crowd. The shout of plague,, plague was like adrumbeat. They burned it, the whole house and the ones
on either side, to keep the plague from them. | fled, knowing that | would be next on that pyre.

“1 went back afew days ago. There was nothing left, only the burned-out shell of the house and, in the ashes, afew
of those, unmelted. | took that one as a souvenir, but nothing else. | account myself lucky that my visits were few and |
knew little of their work. | am dive.”

Maxian stared at the little lead token on the table. He scratched his beard. That odd feeling was back, tickling at the
edge of his perception. “No one else now, save you and |, know of what they had devised. No other scribes, no
officias?’

Mordius nodded. “1 thought the same thing. But these Jews are a secretive lot and they do not talk to strangers,



particularly Roman ones. Someone killed them, but who | cannot say. There would have been many who cursed their

I

names, if they had been successful, but now they are unknown.*

“What are you going to do?’

The Briton snorted, putting his cup down. “Leave. Go back to Britain and dig in the fields, | suppose. Fight with my
father and my half brothers. The city has a cold feeling to it now, more so that I’ ve told you. No good will come of this,
| fear. Thank you for the wine.” The gangly foreigner stood up, bending his head to avoid the low timbers of the
ceiling.

“Thank you for telling me this,” Maxian said, standing up straight. He dug in his purse and brought out two solidi,
which he pressed into the Briton’s hand. Mordius raised an eyebrow at the weight of the coins, then bowed. “My
lord.” Then he was gone, out into the sunshine in the street. Maxian stood by the table for along time, looking down
at thelittlelead dug. Finally, he picked it up and put it in his purse before going out himself.

As Maxian entered the great suite of rooms that formed the office of the Emperor of the West, an unaccustomed
sound echoed over his head. The courtiers and supplicants who crowded the chambers arranged in front of the
octagonal chamber that housed the secretary were nervous, shuffling their feet and talking in low tones. Passing by
the pair of Praetorians at the doors of the octagonal room, he was startled to realize that one of the voices, raised in
anger, was that of his brother, the Emperor. In the octagon, the Secretary was absent and all of the scribes were warily
watching the half-open set of double doors that led into the inner chambers.

“ Maxian stopped and made a half turn. The nearest of the Praetorians turned his head a fraction, his eyes
guestioning. Maxian nodded at the doors to the waiting rooms. The two guards immediately closed them with a heavy
thud. At this the scribes looked up, then hurried to resume work. Maxian walked among them, idly looking over the
papers and

scrollsthat littered their desks. After amoment he found the senior man. Dredging at his memory, he recovered the
man’ s name.

“Prixus, everyone here can take a break to the triniculum and get alate meal. Go on.”

Prixus bobbed his head and began putting away his pens, ink stone and other assorted items. The other scribes,
seeing him, began to do likewise. Maxian continued to the double doors, quietly closing them behind him after he had
entered. Within, a cluster of men blocked his view of the apartment that Galen used as his office, but another voice,
strong and clear, had joined the argument.

“Caesar, | disagree. This policy of recruitment is open to abuse at al levels. Here before you stand loyal men who
can raise as many legionnaires as this levy at haf the cost, and these men are already trained in war.”

Maxian edged around the back of the room. At least twenty men, all senators or knights crowded the chamber, and
many were officersin the Legions. This was unexpected—after seven centuries the ban remained, barring the Legions
from the precincts of the capital. In the middle of the room stood an elderly figure: Gregorious Auricus, the man known
as “the Great.” Garbed in a clean white toga of fine wool, the magnate looked every inch the Senator that he was by
right of birth. A mane of fine white hair was combed behind his head, and his craggy face was calm and composed.
Across the green Tarpetian marble desk from him, Galen stood as well, his face clouded with anger. The Emperor had
chosen to wear the light garb of a Legion commander, a deep-maroon tunic with gold edging, |aced-up boots, and a
worn leather belt. The gladius that usually hung from that belt was on the desk, pushed to one side by a great
collection of scrolls, counting tokens, and pens.

“What you propose, Gregorious, is against the laws of the Empire, the Senate, and the people.” Galen’swords were
clipped and short—a sure sign of anger. “ The relation of the Empire to ihefedoratl iswell defined, and they are

used only as auxillia, not as L egion-strength units. It has never been the practice of the Empire, nor will it be mine,
to bring foreign armies, whole, into the service of the state. Further, you have stated, here and on the floor of the
Senate, your opposition to the levy. | respect your position, but it is the will of the Empire to proceed in this manner.”

Gregorious shook his head, turning to declaim to the nobles and officers who looked on from the edges of the room.
“My friends, colleagues. Thislevy isadangerous act. Its offer of manumission to any able-bodied slave or foreigner in
the Empire in exchange for a mere ten years of serviceis ablow to the very foundations of the state. There are other
ways to provide for the defense of the Empire in this dangerous time. | urge you to support mein pursuing these other
means.”

Galen stepped around the desk, and Gregorious stepped back, halting hisincipient oration. The Emperor slowly
surveyed the faces of all those assembled in the room. If he spied Maxian at the back of the room, he made no sign of
it. At last, he turned back to the magnate, who had been afirm supporter of his rule since that blustery day in
Sagun-tum nine years before. The two men locked gazes, and the tension in the room built alittle higher.

Maxian continued to work hisway around the periphery, for he had finally made out his brother Aurelian standing



in adoorway on the far side. Galen began speaking again; “We are here, Senators and officers, to discuss an
expedition that has already been set in motion, to plan, to prepare for victory. The Senate has already voted to allocate
funds for the relief of the Eastern Empire. This expedition is crucial, not only to the beleaguered East, but to ourselves
aswdl.”

A mutter went up in the back of the room, though Maxian only caught afragment: “... the East rot!”

Galen heard the whole statement, and his face darkened further.

“We speak of a Roman East, fool. Half the extent of our

great Empire, the half that holds nearly two-thirds of the citizens of our realm. It is easy for usin the West to forget
the long watch the East has kept, holding back the Persians and their allies, providing grain to the great cities of Italia.
While we struggled in the West to drive back the Franks and the Germans, the East stood by us. Gold, men, and arms
came to us. Now they are at the precipice. Persia seeks not just tribute but conquest, to drive their frontier to the Mare
Internum, to seize Egypt itself.”

Another murmur rose, this one at the edge of laughter. Galen slapped his hand on the green tabletop, the sound
echoing like a dlingshot.

“Do you venerate the memories of your fathers? Do you sacrifice to the gods of your household?’ He turned, his
gaze baleful and filled with venom. *Y ou dismiss the Persians as ‘ trouser-wearing sybarites,” unfit to take the field of
honor against a Roman army. Y ou do not think they threaten us. Y ou are twice the fool s to count a man a coward and a
weakling because he wears pants of silk. The Persian has smashed four Roman armiesin the past three years. He
stands at the brink of success, all brought by his strength of arms.

“But | think he has heard your insults. Y es, even in the East, the nonsensical maundering of the Senate is dissected
and considered. Our enemy has found new friends to help him against us. The King of Persia accounts necromancers,
sorcerers, dead-talkers, and a chemists among the tools that he raises against us.”

The room suddenly grew very quiet. Maxian paused. He had never heard this before.

“Yes,” Galen said, agrim smile on hisface. “Thistime, when the Persian comes, he will come with dark powers at his
command. Ever before the Persian Kings acted with honor, eschewing the malignant tools of the magi. Now he cares
only for one thing—victory and the defeat of Rome. The tombs of your fathers will be despoiled and broken

open. You will fight against your dead brothers, and their cold hands will clutch at your throat..."

Maxian tuned out the polemic of his brother, finally shouldering his way past two pasty-faced regional governors
to reach Aurelian’s side. His brother clapped him fondly on the shoulder and nodded toward the closed door that
stood behind him. Maxian nodded in agreement and the two slipped through into the private chamber. The door, a
heavy oak pandl carved with atwo-part scene of the victory of Septimus Severus over the Arabs, closed with a
muffled thud. Blessedly, it cut off the angry rhetoric from the council room.

“Ah!” Aurelian sighed in delight, collapsing into a pile of cushions and pillows on the couch against the opposite
wall of the little room. “Is there any wineleft in that basket?’ he asked. Maxian poked through the wicker basket set on
the little marble ledge inside the door. Afternoon light slanted through the triangular panes of the high window set into
thewall to theright.

“No, only some bread, cheese, and a sausage.” While he talked, Maxian’ s nimble fingers had found a knife and
were cutting acircular holein the end of the loaf. Cheese followed, and chunks of sausage, to fill up the cavity he
gouged out. When he was done, he cut the loaf in half and tossed the lesser piece to his brother on the couch.

“Piglet!” Aurelian laughed. “ Y ou’ ve taken the larger.”

Maxian nodded, though his mouth was too busy biting the end off of the loaf to speak.. He felt exhausted and
hungry, though he had eaten several hours before, when he had |eft his apartment in the palace on the southern side
of the hill. Despite this, Aurelian was licking crumbs off his fingers before Maxian was even half done. Finished at last
and thirsty, Maxian stood up and walked to a bronze flute that stood up from the floor near the door. He uncapped the
end and shouted down it, “Wine!” When the flute-pipe made an unintelligible muttering back at him, he recapped it.
Then he took up the other couch, opposite Aurelian.

“So,” Aurelian said, with aknowing look on hisface, “1 hear from reliable sources that you spent the night, not so
long ago, with a certain raven-haired Duchess. Was she as magnificent as al reports indicate?’

Maxian stared at his brother for a moment, digesting this statement, then he laughed.

“After the party at Orelio’s? She was quite entertaining that night, true, but | did not sample her myself. The wine
was of exceptional quality and | arrived tired, so a slave helped me to bed and to sleep. The Duchess and | have gone
over that ground before—though | mean no disrespect to the Lady, sheisreally too old for my taste.”

“You slept?” Aurelian asked in disgust. “The reports in the Forum are far more entertaining than you, piglet. By the
account of reliable, sober and upstanding Senators, you were engaged in an orgiastic celebration with no less than the
Duchess, her ward, and atangle of every other lad, lass, and goat in the villa. Why, old Stefronius assured me that the
decadence of the notorious Anagathios was as nothing compared to your soldiering among the youth of the city...”

Aurelian was laughing so hard that he could not even dodge the heavy pillow that Maxian threw at him. Maxian
sighed and leaned back on the couch.

“What is Galen arguing with Gregorius about?’ he asked, hoping to divert the gossip-hungry Aurelian from the



subject at hand.

“Oh, the levy, the supplies for the expedition to Constantinople, the weather, everything. They’ ve been at it for
three hours now. Neither iswilling to budge a finger’ s worth—and worse, each is absolutely sure that heisin the
right.”

“Why not just issue the edicts and be done with it? The Emperor has proposed, the Senate has voted...”

Aurelian threw the pillow back, though Maxian neatly caught it with one hand and tucked it behind his head. His

brother fluffed his beard with one hand, thinking a moment. Then:

“Galen, despite the good state of the fisc, does not want to bear the cost of the expedition solely from the coffers of
the state. He summoned all those ‘well-respected’ men out there to extort from them the coin, the bread, the arms, the
armor, and most important, the ships to carry his sixty thousand veterans to the East. Gregorious knows that, and
knows that as heis the richest man in Rome, if he refusesto pay then Galen isin atight spot. He wants an
arrangement, but it is not one that Galen will give.”

Maxian looked perplexed, saying “ Gregorious has always supported us, he was a friend of father's, for Apollo’s
sake. What would he want that Galen cannot give?’

“Not ‘cannot,” piglet, but ‘will not.” Gregorious wants to arrange grants of citizenship for some of his clients—the
ones who have made him so rich. He also wantsto ‘help’ out with the expedition by mustering his own Legions, six of
them to be exact, from those same clients. Heis even, in his graciousness, willing to arm, equip, and train the lot of
them.”

Now Maxian was even more amazed than he had been earlier in the afternoon.

“Gregorious has enough money to field almost fifty thousand legionnaires?’ He sputtered. “Where in Hades did he
find that many able men in the Empire? Galen has had to hatch this dubious levy to get that many in arms!”

Aurelian nodded slowly then said, “Gregoriousis not considering just men in the Empire.”
Maxian's head snapped up, alook of suspicion on hisface. “ And where does he intend to get these men?’

Aurelian nodded to the north, past the pale-green reeds and marsh-doves painted on the walls. “From the tribes still
beyond the border, those that have not settled in their own principates, towns, cities, and duchies. To join their
fellowswill live among us now.”

“The GothsT Maxian found himself on his feet, shout-

ing. Aurelian remained recumbent on the sofa, nodding. “And the Lombards, and Franks, and a bevy of other
footless bands, all looking for aslice off of the big wheel of cheese. Gregorious argues, and hereit is hard to fault him,
that the Goths are staunch friends and allies of the state. They have fought at our side for almost a hundred years, but
by the same treaties that bind them to us, and we to them, they are not Roman citizens. They hold lands in the name of
the Emperor, but they are a subject state. Many of the Gothic Princes are welcomed at Gregorious' house and they
repay him, and his patronage in the city, with an easy way beyond the frontier. Gregorious Magnus did not become as
rich as he is by ignoring opportunities, but | think, as does Galen, that he is beginning to run out of favorsto pay them
off with. Now they want to become citizens, and thisis one way for them to get that.”

“They could serve, individualy, in the Legions and gain the same status,” out Maxian pointed.

“Many do, but more want to serve together, which has been against the law for over eight hundred years. And if
fifty thousand of them showed up at once, we wouldn’t be recruiting them, we' d be fighting them and Gregorious
would be Emperor instead of our beloved brother. Gregorious thinks that together they are invincible in bettle.”

Maxian sniffed at that, but Aurelian held up an admonishing finger. “ Check the rolls of the Legion sometime, piglet.
Almost half of our current soldiers are German or Gothic. They are fierce fighters and they can be very loya.”

“The Legions have always been loyal to the state,” Maxian shot back.

“True. But Galen does not want to test that proverb. That is another reason why he wants to install the levy—to
gain more legionnaires who are not German.”

Maxian's retort was lost in the oak door opening and a slave entering with the wine. A pretty brunette in a short
tunic, she placed the amphora on the marble ledge and took

the wicker basket away. After she was gone, Maxian realized that his brother was laughing again.

“You need awife, or better, abevy of concubines, piglet. I’d swear that you didn’'t hear asingle word |.said while
shewasin thisroom.”

Maxian blushed and snarled something unintelligible at his brother. He got up and poured two goblets of wine, this
adusky red Neapolitan by the smell. He swirled the grape in the goblet and tasted it—excellent! He passed the other
glass to Aurelian, who drank it straight off. Maxian sighed at the indifference of his brother to the subtlety of the
vintage. The door opened again, and this time Galen entered, samming the heavy panel behind him. The two younger
brothers watched in silence as the Emperor paced icily from one end of the little room to the other. Finally, after amost
ten minutes, he looked up and seemed surprised to find the two of them in the chamber with him.

“Oh. | wondered where the two of you had gotten to. My apologies. |s there any wine?’

Maxian poured another glass and handed it over to his brother. Galen’s high temper was visibly ebbing as he finally
sat down and drank the winein two short swallows. Maxian and Aurelian both continued to sit, their faces impassive



as the Emperor sorted through his thoughts in the quiet.

Galen put the glass back on the ledge, turning to Aurelian. “ Aurelian, as we had discussed before, the Senateis
voting you to hold the office of Consul while | am gone. Nerva Licius Commodus, who is holding the other consular
office, will be going with me, so we shall fill the other with Maxian here. | trust both of you, though not necessarily
anyone else in the city, so be careful. The Senators are a little restless over this campaign in the East and will
doubtless bend the ears of both of you while | am gone.”

Aurelian nodded in agreement, though his open face showed how pleased he was at the prospect.
Galen smiled, alittle tight smile, and ran a hand through

his short hair. “Maxian, you are the linchpin of this whole effort in the East. | had considered taking you with me—
a campaign would be beneficial to your education—but someone has to maintain the telecast here so that | can be
informed of any developmentsin the West. The device will be brought up from the Summer House within the next
week, in secret, and installed in the library. Aurelian will handle the day-to-day business, but you need to keep an eye
on the men who were in that room with me.”

Maxian rubbed his face, feeling the beard stubble. He did not like his brother’ s emphasis on the word education, for
it implied that hislong period of freedom was at an end. For the last six years, since they had come to the city in
triumph, his brothers had carefully excluded him from the business of the state. This had been the wish of both their
mother and their father, who saw for him a different path, that of the healer-priest. With Galen in the East, such liberty
was at an end. Oddly, he did not feel outraged or angry at the presumption of his brother, but rather more comfortable,
like afamiliar cloak had been draped, at last, around his shoulders.

“Brother, if | do not mistake you, you want me to take over the network of informers and spies maintained by the
Offices? Isthis not the domain of the Duchess de' Orelio?’

Galen looked at his younger brother for amoment, his face pensive. “De Orelio has dways supported us, little
brother, as has Gregorious and the other nobles. But in times such as these, when great events are in motion, the solid
earth may be sand, the old friend an enemy. Given these things, | desire that you should begin assembling a separate
set of informers and spiesloyal to us.”

Maxian bowed his head in acceptance. Galen continued to brood, his face grim and his manner distant.

“Within the month,” he said, “the Legionsin Spain and southern Gaul will arrive at OstiaMaximaand | will join
them. | shall sail east with them, and join the others at
Constantinople. Then Heraclius and | will begin our expedition. We shall have victoryrand peace.”

Maxian shook his head in puzzlement, saying “Again you mention that peace shall come of this, brother. You are
taking a great gamble, to throw yourself and the Emperor of the East into the heart of Persia. Even with this great army
you may still be defeated. Y ou may die. Both halves of the Empire may lose their Emperors. Thiswill not be peace but
civil war again, and the barbarians will still storm against the walls of Constantinople. Would it not be more prudent to
clear the invaders from Thrace, Greece, and Macedonia? Then the full weight of the Empire could turn against the
Persiansin Syriaand Palestine.”

Galen laughed and his eyes were bright with some secret knowledge. “Cautious! So cautious, piglet. You areright,
such a campaign would restore the borders of the Empire and drive the enemy back. But that is what the * cautious’
Emperors of Rome have done since the time of the Divine Augustus. None of their efforts has brought peace, only a
little delay in the next war. The great Emperors—Julius Caesar, Tragjan, Septimus Severus—they won peace by the
destruction of their enemies. We will do them one better, we will take nearly a hundred thousand Romans into the heart
of our ancient enemy and destroy not only their capital but their state. Persia, all of Persia, will become a Roman
domain, not just an edge of it, but all. Then, then there will be atrue peace in the East and over the whole of the
world.”

Galen paused, and now he seemed refreshed, even ebullient again. The grim and distant manner was gone; instead
he poured more wine for al three of them.

“Nike!” he said, raising his cup to the goddess of victory. “And a Roman peace.”
Maxian drained his cup, but there was no peace in his heart.

Though he had lived in the sprawling maze of the Palatine for six years, Maxian was till unable to find the offices of
the Duchess, though he thought that they were somewhere in one of the buildings on the northern face of the hill. At
last, having wound up again in the sunken garden on the eastern side of the hill, he approached one of the gardeners
laboring over the replacement of tiles. The garden, built over five hundred years ago by the reviled emperor Do-mitian,
was laid out in the shape of arace course. Great bushes, carefully tended, were crafted into the shape of rearing horses
and chariots. At the north end there was a pool and around it ancient tiles, now cracked. The gardener, dressed in a
muddy tunic and laced-up cotton leggings, was half in and half out of the pool, wrestling a replacement tile into the
place. Maxian paused and bent down at the edge of thetile border. The gardener, grunting, heaved at his pry bar and
thetile, backed with concrete, at last shifted with agrinding sound and slid into place. The workman leaned heavily on
the length of iron and looked up, his eyes shrouded by bushy white eyebrows.

“Friend, if you have amoment, I’ ve aquestion,” the Prince said. “I’ m seeking the offices of the Duchess de’ Orelio.”
The gardener frowned and spit into the pool. “ Y ou're far off course,” he said. “ The Duchess, though a generous



woman to the less fortunate, is of a questionable position in the offices. Though she visits often, she hastio ‘place’
here. If you wish to speak to her, you'll have to go to her townhouse over by the Aquae Virgo. Do you know the
way?'

Maxian stood up, brushing leaves and dirt from hisknees. “1 do,” he said. “Many thanks.”

Back in the maze of hallways, Maxian made his way south, finaly reaching the long curving arcade that ran along
the southern face of the Palatine. Here the way was thronged with officials, scribes, and daves. Here too was the office
of the chamberlain of the palace, and Maxian

strode in with a confident air. Of all of the palace officials, Temrys knew him by sight. Apparently, so did the
chamberlain’s secretary, who paused in his instruction to two other scribes at the appearance of the Prince.

“Milord! Do you need to see the chamberlain?’ The secretary’ s face was a study in surprise and not alittle
apprehension. Inwardly, this evidence of power cheered Maxian.

“If heisnot overly busy,” Maxian said, clasping his hands behind his back.

“One moment, sir.” The secretary bustled away, back into the maze of cubicles and tiny rooms that were the warren
and domain of Temrys and his minions. The two junior scribes, at last making out the profile of the visitor and the cut
of hisgarb, sidled away and disappeared. Maxian smiled after them. A moment later the secretary reappeared and
bowed to the Prince, indicating the way into the . rear rooms.

Temrys' private office was only twice the size of that of his subordinates, though he had it to himself rather than
sharing as they did. The chamberlain rose as the secretary showed Maxian into the low-ceilinged room. Of middling
height and lean in body, the Greek was most notable for his pockmarked face and general air of sullen resignation.
Today, Maxian noted, he was dressed in a dark-gray and charcoal-black tunic with a muddy brown belt and boots.
Coupled with thinning gray hair and narrow lips, he did not make a dashing figure.

“Lord Prince,” the chamberlain muttered, gesturing to alow backless chair that sat at the side of his desk. Temrys
sat, hunching in his own curule chair, his face blank.

Maxian removed a pile of scrolls and placed them on the floor. He too sat, smiling genialy at the older man.
“Chamberlain Temrys. My esteemed eldest brother has directed me to assist my older brother in the governance of the
state during the coming absence of the Emperor. | find that | do not have the facilities, that is—an office and a
secretary—to undertake these tasks. So | come to you, the most knowl-

edgeable and experienced of the civil service to provide these thingsto me.

Temry’ s frown deepened for amoment, then, unaccountably, lightened. He straightened up alittle in his chair,
cocking his head at the Prince. “ An office? Space can certainly be provided to you. | am puzzled, however, that your
brother, the Caesar Aurelian, will not be using the Augus-torum and you, in turn, his own offices. They come well
equipped, | assure you, with scribes, secretaries, slaves, messengers, all manner of staff.”

“1 know! | need something more... private. Something out of the way, where things are quieter and more at ease.”

Temrysamost smiled at that, but the mask of hisface did not dip. “Of course, my lord, it will be done at once. |
know the perfect place. It will take some days to prepare. Shall | send a messenger to you when it is ready?’

Maxian stood, smiling again, and bowed very dightly to the chamberlain.

“That would be perfect,” he said. “ Thank you.”

Walking out, with the now-unctuous Chamberlain at his elbow, Maxian noted the sidelong glances of the
secretaries and scribes in the warren of rooms. How can anyone work in such a place, he wondered to himsalf, with
every eye watching you at all times?

He stopped at the door, thanking Temrys, and then strode off down the hallway. Hislips quirked in amusement. /
will never use those offices, he thought, but it will divert attention for a little while.

Cool water closed with a sharp splash over Maxian's head as he dove into the great pool that graced the open-air
no-tatio. Dolphinlike he darted through the water, turning over and seeing, for amoment, the wavering light of the sun
far above, through the water. The cunningly tiled floor of the pool flashed past aswell, al porpoises and mermaidsin
blue and green and pale yellow. A moment later his head broke the surface at the far end of the pool. He climbed

out, exhilarated. Around him, dozens of other swimmers splashed in the cool blue waters or sat talking on the
benches under the arches. He stood, dripping, on the mosaic floor and pondered whether to return to the pool and
swim laps or to seek a masseuse for a scrape and a rubdown.

“Sir?’ One of the balanei had come up. Maxian nodded in greeting at the boy, seeing that he was dressed in the
attire of the bath attendants.

“A distinguished gentleman begs a moment of your time, if you will join him in the steam room?’

“All right,” Maxian said, alittle wary. “Can you summon a tractator to join us as well? My shoulders are till sore
and tight.”

The slave bowed and hurried off. Maxian made his way to the caldarium across the great vaulting central chamber
of the bath building. Above him doves and wrens flitted in the vast open space under the roof of the cella soliaris. He

passed through an atrium occupied by arguing Greeks and their attendants. Within, the air was thick with moisture and
heat. He paused for amoment in the dimness. The huge room, barrel shaped, soared above him. The air wasfilled with



billowing steam, making it almost impossible to see.

“Over here,” came a voice from the back of the room. Maxian descended the short flight of steps onto the raised
wooden floor. Steam hissed up from the floor below aswater flowed in from pipes under the platform. The heat felt
delightful after the chilly pool. Sitting on abare step at the back of the chamber was a familiar figure, even wreathed in
steam. A conspicuous space had been cleared around the old man, though the caldarium was so large that there was
no lack of benches.

“Ave, Gregorius Auricus,” Maxian said, settling into the warm seat.

“Ave, Maxian Caesar,” the magnate replied, dipping his head in greeting. Maxian frowned at the honorific.
Gregorius, his eyes bright even in the gloom, nodded. “It is one of your titles now, you will haveto get used to it.” |

“1 suppose. It does not seem to be right, somehow, that | should bear the titles of my brothers. Not fitting, in a
way.”

Gregorious sighed, rubbing his thin arms. “Y our brothers have taken a great deal of trouble, over the past years, to
follow the wishes of your mother. They have carried the burden of the Empire themselves, letting you follow the path
that your giftsled you on.” He reached out and took Maxian’s hand, turning it over, running his callused old fingers
over the Prince’ s young, smooth palm and thumb.

“If Lucian Pius Augustus had not been stricken by the plague, you would be the most revered member of your
family today. And you would still be in Narbonensis, doubtless spending your days walking from mountain village to
mountain village, tending to the sick and the poor, as your mother hoped.”

Maxian smiled at the pastoral image. “I would like that,” he said.

Gregorius shook his head, saying “Y ou will never seeit. Y ou have a different purpose now. | caught sight of you
the other day, when your esteemed brother and | were arguing in the Offices. | heard afterward that the Senate had
acclaimed you Caesar and Consul, to rule at your brother Aurelian’s side while the Augustus Martius Galenis away, in
the East.”

“Itisso,” Maxian said owly, wondering what favor or proposition the old man would put to him now.

Gregorius smiled dowly at him. “Y ou must learn to guard your expression more closely, young Caesar, | can all but
read the thought in your look. No, | do not want anything from you today. What | want is but a moment of your time. |
have known you, your brothers, your family, for many years. | do not know if you remember, but when you were
young and your father came to the city, he would ofttime stay with mein my family’s house on the Coelian Hill. On at
least one occasion, he brought you to see the Circus, | believe. The ostriches frightened you. Y our father

was afriend of mine, and you know well that | supported your brother in his campaign against the pretenders.

“1 say thisto you not to gain your favor but to show you that | have always supported your family, your father,
your brother. Martius Galen is a good Emperor. Perhaps the best we have been blessed with in the West since the
Divine Constantine. Heis cautious in his policies, frugal with the assets of the state. He isjust and, impartial in his
judgments. He appoints with an eye to merit and not to wealth or personal gain. He does not confiscate the estates or
possessions of the Senators. In all, amost able and practical ruler. The temples are well blessed with his presence.”

Gregorius paused, sighing deeply. His old face was lined with concern. “Y et at the same time, he is aman, and men
are often blind in some manner. | know that you must have remarked yourself from time to time on the precariousness
of the Western Empire. Our population is scant following the plague. Our own people are weak, given to idleness and
sloth. Have you not noticed, in your work, how frail our people seem, in comparison to the German, the Briton, or the
Goth?" Gregorius waved at the mist and the other men taking their ease in the baths.

“In acrowd of ahundred, you can tell each man’s nation by his appearance—the Roman is short, with poor skin
and an unhealthy pallor. The Britonistall and fair, abrim with health. The German the same, the Goth another, save
gifted with great strength. | have many clients, as you doubtless know. They come to me to discuss their troubles and
their successes. First among the lament of the Roman is the death of his children, his heirs, from disease, or weakness
or accident. The Goth deplores the state of his finances but rejoicesin the strong children born to him. Itisaterrible
shame, but | have had to repopulate whole farms, or fabri-cae here in the city, with freedmen of Briton or German
blood.”

Maxian stared at him in undisguised horror. The blood-
lines of the rural patricians were as jealously guarded as the Vestals.

“Yes, | seethelook on your face—yet there was no other way! The blood of my cousins had grown too weak to
sustain itself. It pained my senatorial heart to adopt these people from beyond Italy as my sons and daughters. | am
old and | have seen agreat deal in my life, but this frightens me the most, the deterioration of the Roman people. The
state cannot hope to stand when there are none to support it. New blood must be inducted to the body of the people,
to sustain the Empire. Isthis not so in the East?

“There are many different nations given citizenship there. Here the boon of citizenship is so carefully guarded. ..
What | have asked of your brother is nothing less than accepting the Gothic people, and the friendly Germans, and the
loyal Britons, into our state as equals. | have spoken to many, many of their dukes, headmen and chiefs. They area
loyal people—have they not fought beside Rome for the last three centuries? They should be rewarded for that, at
least.”



Maxian pursed hislips, considering the issue. Gregorius had avalid point. At last he said, “ Each man may seek his
own way into the service of the Empire and thence to citizenship. Such hasit been for along time.”

Gregorius nodded in acknowledgment but replied, “ So it has always been, but that is no longer«a suitable
response. What of the carpenter who labors for the statd? What of the matron whose husband has died, yet she
struggles on, raising ten children by herself? The children in turn may serve the state and become citizens, yet she
cannot. Isthere justice in this? When the Romans were a strong people, it made good sense; now it does not. | know
that | cannot convince your brother of this, and rest easy, | shall give him the ships, the money, the supplies that he
needs. | agree that the Eastern Empire must be aided. There will always be disagreements, even among friends.”

The tractator arrived and Maxian signaed to him. Turn-

ing to the Senator, he said: “Thank you for your words, and thank you for supporting our family in the past. It
means a great deal to me, asit did to my father. So that you understand clearly, | do not always agree with my brother,
but | will always support him. Good day, sir.”

Gregorious nodded, with alittle smile on his face, resting his hands on the head of his walking stick.

“A good day to you as well, young Maxian. Oh, one thing before you go. A client of mine, a Briton named
Mor-dius Arthyrrson, came to see me yesterday. He said that he was returning home arid giving up his share of his
family’s business here in the city. Thiswas troubling to me, though | wished him well. He was afellow of good
promise. He also said that he had talked to you about what had happened. | did not press him about it, for other of my
men had told me the tale already. | think that you should know that thisis not the first time that this sort of thing has
happened.”

Maxian stared at the old man for amoment, then nodded and went out.
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OSTIA MAXIMA, THE COAST OF LATIUM

H

The staccato of drums echoed off the brick buildings facing the great harbor of Trgjan. Thyatis turned, shading her
eyes against the late-afternoon sun as it slanted in golden beams through the remains of the rainclouds. Hundreds of
ships, riding at anchor in the mile-wide hexagon of the Imperial Harbor, lit up, their colored sails gleaming in the perfect
light. Seagulls circled overhead in the cool rain-washed air, cawing. Apollo and his chariot

were preparing to descend beyond the western rim of the world in glorious display. The rainclouds were lit with
purple and gold and reds in a thousand hues. A fresh breeze had sprung up, carrying the deep smell of the seato her.
The funk of the harbor was blown away, and with it the stinks of the city behind her.

“A beautiful sunset,” Anastasia said from the comfort of her litter.

“Itis,” Thyatis said as she knelt on the pier next to her patron. She fingered the hilt of her sword, thinking of the
endless leagues that would soon be between her and her patron. Beyond the handful of men that she was taking with
her, she would be entirely alone in the East. She looked up, seeing the calm violet eyes of her mistress. Only
confidence and strength were reflected there. Thyatis' spirits rose and a core of determination began to accrete within
her.

“Y our supplies are already loaded?’ the Duchess asked.

“Yes, milady, everything that Nikos and | could think of, plus more besides. The men are already aboard, most
sleeping or reading.”

Anastasiasmiled. “They are soldiers, after al.”

Gently she took the hand of the young woman. Seeing her now, clad in dull raiment, a heavy cloak, and worn boots,
with her hair tied back and with no makeup, Anastasia realized that she had begun to grow attached to her ward. This
troubled her greatly, for she had long considered the last daughter of the Clodians to be only a possibly useful tool.
The remnants of her anger over the failure of her stratagem to ensnare the youngest Atrean Prince passed away.
Laughing alittle, she let go of Thyatis hand.

“Go with good fortune,” she said, making the sign of Artemisto bid her well.

Thyatisrose, bowing. “And you, my Lady.” Then she turned, her hair glittering in the last rays of the sun, and went
aboard the ship. Anastasia watched her ascend the gangplank and go forward to speak to the captain. The sail-

ors began to untie the mooring ropes and unfurl the sail. The tide was beginning to run out.

At last, with the purple of night spilling over the harbor, the Duchess tapped on the top of the litter, indicating it
wastimeto go.

Kristablinked and stirred beside her. “ Time to go home, mistress?’ Her voice was sleepy.

“Yes, dear, timeto go home.”

The slaves had roused themselves as well and picked up the litter poles with well-practiced ease, diding it easily
aloft. Then they trotted off down the street. The western horizon was along smear of deep rose and streaks of gold. In

the litter, Anastasia leaned against the frame, staring out at the dark houses as they jogged past on the road to the
city. Onelong finger folded the corner of her shawl over and over, running the sharp edge against her thumb.



/ hope she comes home alive, she thought, letting a dram of the sadness that filled her seep out.
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It was full dark when Maxian returned from the Forum. He wasttired and his temper had not improved with along
afternoon spent listening to Senators droning on about the will of the gods and the assurances of the oracles that the
Emperor’s campaign in the East would go well. Of late, he had been sleeping badly, with strange dreams troubling his
few hours of rest. Despite his eldest brother’s admonitions to take up the burden previously carried by de' Orelio, he
had not done so.

As he had planned, he had visited the Offices provided

him by Temrystwice, smiled at their ostentatious decor and then left. The official staff and their careful
watchfulness made the rooms useless for his task. He knew that Aurelian expected his aid and assistance, but instead
his thought returned again and again to the dead craftsmen. He fingered the little lead slug in his pocket as he climbed
the stairs to his apartments. He was accustomed to leaning heavily on the undefined “feelings’ that were the
tool-in-trade of the healer and the sorcerer. The feel of the matter of the scribes reminded him too much of both that
dreadful night in Ostia and the experience in the temple at Cumae.

There were forces at work beyond normal sight. He could almost discern them, walking in these ancient hallways.
When the palace was almost deserted, as it was now with the Emperor and much of his court gone to Ostia and the
great fleet, with only the sputter of the lanterns and the occasional sight of a slave, dusting or mopping the floors,
Maxian could feel the weight of the years and the tragedies that had occurred here. From the corner of his eye, if he
was careful not to look, the shades of those that had lived here and died here could almost be seen. When he had been
younger and had first come here, they had been welcome; the dim outlines of old men, clean-shaven, fierce and proud.
Those were the strongest, those who had ruled here in the long centuries of the Empire. Now, with his skills grown and
matured, he could sometimes see the others—those who had died in violence, those who had died in childbirth, those
who had wept, or laughed, or loved here. Even the stones whispered, trying to tell their stories.

He stopped at the entrance to his apartments; athin slat of pale-yellow light showed under the door. He had left
with the dawn to accompany his brothers to the Forum; no taper or lantern had been lit then. He calmed himself,
reaching inside to find the Opening of Hermes. Once he had done so, he drew the power of the nearest lampsto him,
causing them to sputter and die. He placed a hand on the wall, fegling the room beyond. Three people waited within,
none

near the door. The room beyond was watchful, but not filled with anger or hostility. He tilted his head to one side,
willing the sight away. It receded and he opened the door.

“Gentlemen,” he said to the three people within. “I trust you have something of importance to say to me. It islate,
and | amtired.”

Gregorius Auricus nodded, standing to bow. At his side were two others; another of equal age, who Maxian
realized with a start was the woman once known as Queen Theo-delinda of the short-lived Lombard state. The Emperor
Ti-berianus had perished trying to drive her out of northern Italy. The other he did not know.

Gregorius gestured to his two companions, “the lady Theodelinda, an old friend of mine, and Nomeric, afellow
merchant, though he livesin Aquilea on the Mare Adria-ticum.”

Maxian nodded in greeting at each in turn. Theodelinda bowed and Nomeric nodded. The Prince put up his cloak
and hat on pegs by the door and went into the small kitchen off of the sitting room. The palace servants had delivered
atray of cold diced meats, flat bread, cheese, and some little dried fish. A stoppered bottle of wine completed the
dinner. Maxian picked up the tray and returned to the main room. Once he had seated himself and taken a draft of the
wine, he picked up one of the fish and began chewing it. He gestured to Gregorious Magnus to have his say.

“Well, my lord Caesar, | apologize for intruding on your solitude here, but some things had occurred to me since
our discussion at the baths and | thought that | should share them with you. We shall not take a great deal of your
time. Theode' and Nomeric | brought so that you would know the extent of the trouble that is brewing. | account them
both good friends, though as you see, neither is a citizen. Theode' was spared in the destruction of the Lombard state,
accepting an amnesty and taking up residence in the hill-town of Florentia. | made her acquaintance through letters.

Nomeric at one time was the chancellor of the feodoratica of Magna Gothicain upper Pannonia.”

Maxian raised an eyebrow at this, for it was generaly ill advised for members of the Imperial Household to be
meeting at night in their chambers with high-ranking members of subject states, particularly Gothic ones. Gregorius,
however, seemed to think that it was perfectly acceptable.

“Nomeric, of course,” the old magnate continued, “no longer serves the Gothic king, having retired from that duty.
Heisa, well, how to put it... an ambassador without credentialsto the Empire.” Nomeric, who had been carefully
saying nothing, his face placid, cracked atiny smile at this.

Gregorius leaned forward on hiswalking stick. “1 cannot expect that you will not pursue the matter of which we
spoke earlier. In the course of such an investigation, you may find that you have need of monies that do not come
from the Imperial purse. Y ou may find that you need assistance, or help, or even protection. | have spoken with the
lady, and with the gentleman, and they—and |—are willing to offer your our assistance, help, protection, and funds, if




you will accept them.”

Maxian finished the last of the cheese, putting down in the little paring knife. He wiped his lips on the sleeve of his
tunic and cocked his head, saying “And in return, you expect that | will do what? Show you favors? Influence the law?
Be the voice of your business concerns, your peoples, in the court? My brothers and | do not look favorably on those
who attempt to bribe the officials of the state. Why, in fact, do you think that | will need help beyond that of the
state?’

Gregorius stood up, hobbling alittle on his ancient legs, and walked quickly to the door. For along time he stood
next to it, listening. Then suddenly he opened it and stepped out into the corridor. He looked both ways, then returned
to his seat, shutting the door. Tiny beads of sweat dotted his brow. “My apologies, my lord Caesar, but | am overly
cautious. Theode', tell him what you think is afoot.”

Theodelinda glanced at Gregorius in concern, then turned back to Maxian. She had deep-blue eyes, almost the color
of peat. Maxian struggled to focus his attention on her words father than the thought of what she had looked like
when young.

“My lord,” she said, “after the death of my husband Agi-lulph at the battle of Padua, | was among the captives
taken by the Emperor. We all expected to be dlain out of hand or sold into slavery, but Martius Galen Augustus came
among us and made an offer of amnesty to each man and woman that would forswear arms and reprisal against the
state. Our gratitude was great, for we had come to your land as invaders and had hoped nothing less than to conquer
Italy and make it our own. That the Emperor should show us some mercy made a great effect on me, even with the
blood of my husband soaking my dresses. | took myself, along with those of my household who would follow me, and
settled, as the venerable Gregorius has said, in the town of Florentia.

“It may surprise you, lord, but Florentia, while small, is a center of trade and manufacture. In particular we are very
proud of our textiles and weaving. My people are clever with their hands and | was able to start anew, as the matron of
abusiness rather than the ruler of a people. We have prospered. We are not citizens, but we believe deeply in the just
law of the Empire. Our fathers were barbarians, living in wood and forest, but that is not what we want for our children.

“A strange thing has come to my attention, however. When we came to Florentia the textile fabricae there was not
overly large, but it was doing well. The town bustled with business. Our settlement there, and our new business, only
added to that. In the last years, however, we have attempted to better ourselves again, by adopting new practices
suggested by my sons and daughters. All of these efforts have failed. Of my eleven sons and daughters, only two
remain alive, and oneis crippled by the fall of stones

from the construction of the temple of Hephaestus.

“For along time | was sure that these ‘ accidents’ were the work of our rivalsin the dyeing and weaving trades. But
then | learned that the same kind of accidents had befallen the other families aswell. At last, driven to extremes by the
calamities, | went into the hills and sought out a wise woman who tends a shrine at Duricum. | spoke to her of our
plight and she laughed, saying that | should go home and worship the gods in the manner of the fathers of the city.
When | pressed her to explain, she pointed to my garments and said that if | dressed in the manner of the founders of
the city, the accidents would stop.”

Theodelinda halted for a moment and reached into a carrying bag that lay at her feet. From it she withdrew alength
of cloth and passed it over to Maxian, who took it with interest. It was amazingly supple, with the finest weave that he
had ever seen. A delicate pattern of images was worked into it. Unlike the moderately rough woolen gown and robe
that the Lombard lady now wore, thiswas almost like silk.

“What isit?’ Maxian asked, laying the cloth out over his knees. The feel of the fabric drew hisfingersirresistibly.

“Wecall it sericanum, it is aweave and afabric that my daughters devised after | managed to procure, with the help
of Gregorius here, severa bolts of finished silk. It is mar-veloudy smooth, isit not? Almost like silk, but not quite. Of
course, it is made from wool and flax rather than the dew caught in the leaves of the mulberry tree.”

Maxian glanced up at the jest but saw that Theodelinda s eyes were filled with pain rather than humor.

“Y our daughters are dead, then,” the Prince said. The elderly lady nodded. “If | understand the thrust of this
conversation, all of those who participated in the manufacture of this cloth are dead. Leaving you with aimost nothing
of what you started.”

A great pairi washed over Theodelina s face, but she said,

“Only gold remains. | am till rich, though my house is empty.”

“Isthisall that remains of the cloth?’ the Prince asked.

“No,” said the quiet raspy voice of Nomeric. “That isfrom anew bolt of cloth. It was woven no less than four
weeks ago. The weavers, at the last report, are till alive, even hale and hearty.”

Maxian slowly turned, his eyebrow raised in question. The half-completed theory that he had been slowly working
on shuddered in his mind, and various bricks threatened to fall out of it. “How, may | ask, did you accomplish that?’

Nomeric smiled and deferred to Gregorius. The old man coughed, then shook his head.

Nomeric steepled hisfingers, gazing at the Prince over them. “The manufacture isin aholding of my family in Siscia.
In Magna Gothica.”

Maxian turned to Gregorian in puzzlement, saying “| fail to see the connection.”



Gregorius nodded and cleared histhroat. “ Sisciais the city the Goths built astheir capital after the peace of
The-odosius. It isa Gothic city, under Gothic rule, with Gothic law. It is, so to say, not a Roman city. Thereisno...
Imperia presence there. Do you see my meaning?’

Maxian leaned back on his couch, rubbing the side of hisface. With his other hand, he toyed with the length of
cloth. He thought now that he saw what Gregorius was driving at. “By your logic, then, if the investment that our
mutual British friend had made had been undertaken outside the borders of the Empire, it would have been...
successful.”

Gregorius nodded, tapping his walking stick on the mosaic floor in excitement. “ That has been my thought for some
time! Y ou see then, my young friend, why you may need help from outside the state?’

Maxian nodded, lost in thought.

Gregorius and his companions | ft long after midnight. Maxian was even more exhausted than before, and now he
sat on the edge of his bed, the room lit only by the light of a solitary wax candle. On thelittle writing desk next to the
bed lay a package of items that he had gathered. He knew that he should wait until the next day, after he had slept, but
the curiosity that had been gnawing at him would not let him wait. He unwrapped the cloth of the package; inside were
severa items—a swatch of the sericanum that Theodelinda had |eft, the tiny lead slug from the house of the scribes, a
boat nail from Dromio’sworkshed in Ostia. Each thing he placed on the floor at the foot of the bed in an equal triangle,
then he settled himself on a quilted rug from the chest. He considered calling for a servant to summon Aurelian to
watch over him while he was meditating, but then put the thought away—his brother was busy enough and Maxian,
really, had nothing to tell him yet.

He arranged himself, sitting cross-legged, and then began breathing carefully, in the manner that he had learned at
the school in Pergamum. After amoment the room began to recede from his vision, then there was a sense of dippage
and the vision of coarse stone and wood was gone. In its place dim shadows of the wall, the bed, the door remained,
but each was an abyssal distance filled with the hurrying lights of infinitely minuscule fires. Maxian calmed himself
further, letting his mind discard the illusions that his conscious mind forced upon the true face of the world.

All sense of matter was shed, leaving only these tiny rivers of fire tracing at impossible speeds the outlines of the
chair, the writing desk, and the three things on the void-surface of the floor. Maxian focused his sight upon them,
seeking to find their resonance. The lead slug expanded in his sight, becoming impossibly large. The whirling motes
that formed its surface, to hisfirst sight so heavy and solid, to his second a ghost, and now, to the third, nothing but
emptiness filled with a cloud of fire, parted. There was a sudden sense of dissipation, and Maxian stumbled in that

strange realm. Something beyond the matrix of the lead slug was suddenly drawing him, tugging at his perception
and even his essential self.

Maxian willed his sight to fall back, to resume the greater vision apart from the distracting detail that formed the
slug. Now he could see the resonance that echoed and impinged upon the tiny weight of lead. Wonder at first, and
then anumbing horror, pervaded his consciousness. The slug, the cloth, the nail were the center of a maelstrom of
forces. Dark energies of corruption and dissolution spiraled out from them, flaying at everything they touched. Now
that he was aware, Maxian felt them pricking at his own core of being, like a cancer, eating away at In’s own strength
and vitality.

A curse, he thought wildly, some malefic power summoned by a great sorcerer! | must destroy these things
immediately! The urge was so strong that he almost cast off the meditation right there and ran with the objects out of
the room. But hisinner calm held, and Maxian realized with a start that his own thought and will were being bent by the
forces that were collecting in the room. Destroy them, the vortex whispered, smash them, burn them up.

With a great effort, he called up the Shield of Athena, as had been taught him in hisfirst days at the school of
Asklepiosin Pergamum. By this means, all dire forces could be turned away from the body of healers, allowing them to
engage a diseased or corrupted form and perhaps, if they were very lucky and skilled, drive from it the deadly humors
that arose in men and ate away at them from within. A shining band of blue-white flickered into being around him,
struggling against and finally severing the tendrils of night-black that,had been digging into his self. Immediately he
felt better, his mind clearer, his thoughts ordered and his own again.

Now he made a curious discovery, seeing the strength arrayed against him. The three objects on the floor were not
the source of the corrosion that still flashed and burned

againgt the flickering blue-white shield. Rather they had drawn it, like a shark is drawn to blood in water or the wolf
to the wounded in the flock. As he watched the weave of the cloth began to unravel, breaking down into single
strands, then to wisps of fabric. It will be utterly gone in a day or two, the Prince thought, marveling at the power of
this curse. Even the lead of the slug and the iron of the nail were deforming under the crushing power of the black
tendrils. What can give it such awesome strength? A feeling of familiarity tugged at his thought, something he had
seen before. ..

Ignoring the three tokens for the moment, Maxian gave his thought flight and rose up in vision through the wooden
timbers that made the roof of his apartments, through the floors above and then into the night sky over the Palatine
and the city. From this vantage, the city was a pulsing sea of light—the people, the buildings, the river, all shimmering
with their own rivers of hidden fire. And through it all, Maxian was stunned to see the blue-black power rise, swirling
around his rooms at the palace like a‘whirlpool. The curse rose from the very stones of the city, from the sleegping
people, from the statues of the Forum and the sand on the floor of the Circus.



Itisthe city! heredlized in awe. The city is purging itself of an enemy, of a... a disease.

That was what he had seen before in the third sight, the body collapsing upon a cancer and destroying it. An
invader, something inimical to the body. His vision collapsed then, suddenly, and in lessthan agrain, he waslying
on the floor of his room, bathed in sweat, his palms and forehead so hot as to burn.

THE ISLANp OF DELOS, THE AEGEAN THEME H

Dwyrin woke to the wailing of slaves and the crack of the lash. His head had a strange, light feeling to it, but the riot
of colors and space-bending distortions of vision were absent. He lay back on a smooth marble bench, fedling fully
awake for the first time. His stomach growled with hunger and his mouth was parched, but he could think and see. A
low vaulted ceiling stained with soot stood above him. Sore, he tried to move, but iron chains were shackled around
hisarms and legs. Thisis not good, he thought, peering around the room. A high window stood at the left, letting a
shaft of sunlight in to light up the far wall. Through the window, he could see clear azure sky.

Other than the marble bench, the chains and the single door, the room was unremarkable. The window let in the
echo of abusy marketplace, though to Dwyrin’'s ear there came no sound of animals, only a multitude of voices, most
raised in despair and sorrow. Coupled with the regular sound of the lash, he realized that he had not dreamed the slave
ship. / have been sold into slavery, he thought dully. How will | finish my training? | have to escape from here.

There was arattle as the bar did from its socket, and the door swung outward. Two men entered the small chamber,
one a stout, muscular tub of aman in the leggings and tunic of a sailor. The other wore atoga and sandals, tall and
thin with a crown of white hair plastered against his skull. The patrician came to stand by the marble bench and looked
down upon Dwyrin with limpid blue eyes, amost the color of the sky through the window. His face was as lean as his

body, with a delicate nose and eyebrows that wicked up against his forehead. Carefully the white-haired man
examined Dwyrin’slimbs, rolling back his eyelids and poking and prodding his extremities. The patrician kept his
hands away from Dwyrin's mouth and was very cautious. When he was done, he stepped away from the bench and
rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“In good health, Amochis, though your finger marks are still on his neck. The drug is still in him, so heis safeto
hold here for the moment. | see no sign, not that | truly expect it, of any ‘magica’ powers.”

The sailor flushed at the dry sarcasm in trie doctor’ s voice. “1 saw what | saw, master, he threw fire from his hands
and it killed one of my crew. Burned his head right off, it did, even under water.” The sailor’ s voice was not angry yet
but that was bubbling under the surface of his calm expression.

The doctor smHed, histhin lips creasing alittle. “ Do not take offense. | merely meant that | cannot write a certificate
verifying that this boy is possessed of special talents be-* yond a pretty face and red hair.”

Amochis frowned at this and hooked his thumbsinto his belt strap, saying “To proveit, you'd have to let the drug
wear off, and then it might be you that has no head.”

The doctor shrugged, having given his opinion.

“1 will pass on my report to the Master of Merchandise, though | expect that you will only be ableto sell himasa
link-boy or house slave. Asit stands, you should move him to one of the pens. It will be cheaper than keeping him
here...” A thin-boned hand with carefully trimmed nails gestured to the bare walls.

So saying, the doctor left, ducking under the lintel of the door. Amochis stood for a moment in the center of the
room, glaring at Dwyrin, who had not moved or spoken during the examination. Finally Amochis shook his head as if
to clear the cloud of anger that was gathering around him and stomped out, muttering. Dwyrin caught a fragment

about money. The door swung shut with a heavy clang and then the scrape of the bar being shoved home. Some
time passed and the dat of light from the high window drifted across.the far wall, creeping up until at last it
disappeared and darkness filled the chamber. In all that time Dwyrin had lain still, listening to the constant murmur of
people outside of the window. With asick feeling in his stomach, he realized that there must be thousands of daves
outside, and hundreds of overseers.

He had heard of this place, at the school and before, when he was taken on the Imperial ship from his distant
homeland to Egypt. He had come, by dreadful circumstance, to the island of Delos. The human stockyard of both the
Eastern and Western empires. A tiny, aimost barren island off the shore of Achaea, consisting entirely of the single
largest lave market in the world. Ten thousand slaves bought and sold per day, part of his mind gibbered, and you
only the latest of them. The slavers would never believe that he was part of the Emperor’slevy. If they did believe the
sailor, that he was amagician, he would either be killed out of hand as too dangerous to sell or auctioned to the
powerful asafreak or an ornament. Tears forced themselves out the corners of his eyelids. If only he could summon
the meditations or the entrance of Hermes, he could take these shackles off. But nothing came, the preternatural
lightnessin his head kept coming between his groping thought and the remembered shape of the power. Night
deepened and at last he fell asleep, famished and exhausted.

When the light in the window brightened again, Dwyrin woke, groggy and with a splitting headache. The lightness
in his mind was gone, however, and he fumbled to bring the meditations into focus. Hunger kept intruding on his
thoughts and distracting him. At last, by digging a fingernail into his palm, he managed to focus enough to bring the
first entrance into focus. It wavered, though, and his

concentration kept dipping away, into realms of roasted lamb, or fresh grapes plucked from the vinesin the village,



or tart olives fresh from the brine. He struggled through this, finally managing to reach the clarity of vision that had
allowed him to see the chain link on the ship. Slowly, with many stops and starts, he began examining each link in the
chains that held him to the table. His neck throbbed with pain at the strain of keeping his head up so that he could see
the heavy iron bands. None of them evinced the discoloration that the one on the ship had. He collapsed back onto
the hard marble, gasping with effort.

Rahad crept up to amost the window itself when the door rattled and opened again. To Dwyrin acold blast of ...
something... came through it. His skin flushed with goosebumps and he turned his head, almost afraid to see what had
stepped so lightly through the doorway. In his partially restored over-sight he watched in fear as the timbre of the light
flexed and dimmed. Strange flows of power licked around the room, crawling on the wallslike indistinct spiders. A man
entered the chamber, with Amochisin tow. Hewas gray, and of middling height. He was plainly dressed, in a small
dark-colored felt cap, along cape and shirt, with a dark-brown tunic below. His face was a narrow triangle with heavily
lidded eyes. Dwyrin flinched away from the crumbly chalklike skin, the pale eyes, amost the color of lead. Sickly white
currents of power glided under and over his skin and garments like caressing snakes. He. had no smell.

“Thisisthe dave | spoke of, master,” Amochis said in aquiet voice. Over the dead man’s shoulder, Dwyrin could
see that the sailor was amost paralyzed by fear. The acrid smell of his sweat filled the room.

“Pretty, very pretty,” the dead man whispered with avoice like dry bones tumbling into the bottom of awell. “1 see
promisein him, buried like a hot coal. Y ou were right to bring him to my attention, Master Amochis.” Feather-light
fingers drifted over Dwyrin's face, amost touching

him, but never quite making contact. The dead man leaned over the Hibernian, his face close to Dwyrin’s chest.
Dwyrin shuddered at the intimacy as the dead man began sniffing him. Up close, Dwyrin could see thetiny line of
stitches that ran from the man’s neck up his throat and around the back of his skull. A scream began to bubblein his
throat and he scraped himself as far away from the breathless exhalation of the dead man as he could.

The dead man smiled, the muscles of his cheek twitching like earthworms to compose hisface. A narrow hand was
laid on Dwyrin's shoulder like a grave cloth settling on the newly dead.

“No, no, my young friend, do not be afraid. | shall not harm you. Lie. still and think of pleasant things. | will take
you away from this place, to somewhere you will be greatly appreciated.”

The smile came again, and this time the muscles were quicker to respond to the ancient will that swam in the
deep-black pools of its eyes. Dwyrin froze like a rabbit in the face of awolf. The dark pools became deeper and deeper,
like alake draining into whirlpool. Frantically he tried to summon the Meditation of Serapisto hold hismind inviolate
against the pull of that darkness. He failed, and consciousness left him again.

Dwyrin woke again in almost darkness, though now no chains lay upon him. Another ship creaked around him, and
the groaning sound of ropes rubbing against the sides of the ship filled the air. A sheet covered him; by itsfeel
against his skin it was cotton. He shuddered at the thought of being naked, either physically or mentally, in the
presence of the creature that had leaned over him in the slave cell. The air around him seemed oppressive and his skin
crawled with a sense of imminent danger. Very cautiously he opened his eyes and looked around. Thistime the
chamber was not belowdecks in the hold, but it was small, low-ceilinged, and occupied only by the cot upon which he
lay,

abucket, and a curved door. The wall the cot was built out from was curved as well, and Dwyrin realized that he
must bein a small room wedged into the corner of aship hull. A dim blue light shone from the edges of the door,
giving him what light there was to see.

Carefully he checked hislimbs, finding no shackles or chains. His clothes were gone, and he seemed unharmed. *
At his neck, however, there was athin cord of metal. Delicately he tested its strength and its feel in his hands
suggested that it was unbreakable by regular means. He slowed his breathing and attempted the First Entrance. After a
moment he stopped. The power, the passage that had always been there before was simply gone. Despite his best
effort, despite running through the entire litany of the meditations, nothing unfolded in his mind to lead him into the
overworld of forms. He fingered the cord around his neck again, puzzling at its sudden warmth.

The creak of the door and a flood of blue-white light into the room interrupted further ruminations. Squinting and
raising a hand to shield his eyes, Dwyrin quailed to see that the figure outlined in that harsh glare could only be the
dead man.

“Come, my young friend, dinner is set upon the table.” The half-hidden mockery present in that dust-dry voice did
nothing to assuage Dwyrin's fears. Still, there was nothing el se to be done at the moment. Wearily, for his body
seemed very weak, he levered himself off of the bed and crouched down to crawl out of the tiny space. Beyond, a
cabin held atable bolted to the floor, a profusion of carpets and bric-a-brac, two chairs, and a number of plates and
bowls. The smell of dinner slithered across the Hibernian like a snake, the prospect of food twisting his stomach but
the subtle smell of carrion clogged his throat. Dwyrin took the smaller of the two seats gingerly, clinging to the side of
the table as the ship rolled alittle.

Even as the Hibernian seated himself, the dead man was aready composed in his larger chair. A spidery hand lifted

apae-white bowl and drew back acloth laid over it, offering it to Dwyrin.

“Bread?’ the voice whispered from its bone-filled well. *Y ou should start easy, do not take too much at once.” The
bowl! was placed at the side of the platter in front of Dwyrin. The boy took a piece of one of the cut-up loaves. It



looked and smelled like way-bread, heavy and solid. It was not fresh. He bit at it gingerly, his tongue checking for the
small fragments of stone that often survived the sifting at the end of the milling process. The bread was nine or ten
daysold, but till it was edible. He chewed dlowly. His host watched him with interest.

“You may call me Khiron,” said the dead man, drawing a bronze goblet toward him. “Y ou are my or, rather, my
master’ s property. Y ou seem an intelligent youth, the more so for having spent timein one of the myriad Egyptian
schools.” Thethin black line of an eyebrow quirked up at Dwyrin's sullen gaze. “ The signs upon you are quite
unmistakable, you know. The calluses of the fingers, caused by areed pen. The inkstains on the same hands,
obviously of an Egyptian source. The meditations that you summon to calm yourself, to try the exert your will over the
hidden world. All of these things point to such a conclusion.”

Dwyrin did not respond, continuing to slowly chew the bread. Khiron looked away for a moment, his thoughts
composing themselves. His profile was that of a hawk, with a sharp nose and deeply hooded eyes. For dl his
appearance, however, Dwyrin was unaccountably sure that he was not Egyptian. With his othersight gone, Dwyrin
had to look very closely to see any of the signs that had convinced him before that this creature was a dead man. The
skin was pale, but not with the chalky texture and graininess that it had shown in histrue-sight. The long dark hair,
lank and alittle oily, still hung down from his shoulders, but now it did not coil with the glowing worms of power that it
had before. His dark eyes were still pools of vitriol, but now they did not swim with living darkness. In hislips, there
wasthe

dightest trace of arose blush. Then the creature smiled at him, and Dwyrin shuddered to see the pure malice and
hatred in the thing for him, aliving being.

“We will bein the great city in another three days,” Khiron said “and my master will take you into his House. You
will be well cared for there. Y ou shall not want for food, or drink, or attention of any kind.” The dead man leaned alittle
closer over the table. “But you will not have your precious freedom, though you may walk freely in the city. No, the
master will be delighted to add you to his collection.” Khiron drank again from the goblet, and Dwyrin felt a chill settle
over him as the touch of rosein the dead man’ s lips flushed and began to spread into his cheeks.

“Eat and drink* my young friend, there is more than enough for both of us. Delos is aways most accommodating in
providing me with provisions.” Now the creature laughed. The sound was like babies' skulls being crushed between
iron fingers, one by one.

Dwyrin continued to chew the bread.

The ship rolled up over another swell, its sails filled with a southern wind. North it drove, through adark sea, its
oars shipped, only the hands of dead men upon the tiller.
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CONSTANTINOPLE

Thyatis stood on the bow of the Mikitis, the north wind in her face, her hair, loose, streaming behind her in agold
cloud. Though the wind off of the Sea of Darkness was chill, the Aegean sun was hot, and she had stripped down to a
short leather vest and a thigh-high skirt. Her

normally fair skin had bronzed under the Mare Internum sun, and she ignored the sidelong glances of the ship’s
crew as she had for the three weeks of their journey from Ostia. Nikos was watching her back, a silent presence on the
fore-deck where he sat, sharpening one of his many knives. Like aknifeitself, the leek merchantman that the Duchess
retained for her “work” diced through the deep-blue waters of the Propontis. Around her the narrow seawas broad
and open, its waves gentle. Before her, between twin dikes run out from the towering walls of the capital of the Eastern
Empire, the military harbor was a great confusion of sails, masts, ships, and longboats.

The Mikitis banked over and the crew ran to furl the main sail. The steering oars hit the water, and the ship
shivered as the captain lined up to pass between the two hulking towers that stood watch on the entrance to the
harbor. Beyond the profusion of sails and rigging, the granite walls of Constantinople rose up: height upon height
topped with sharp-toothed crenellations and the jutting shapes of massive towers. Even from the deck of the ship, one
hand holding easily to the forward guyline, Thyatis felt the brooding power of the fortresses. Beyond them she knew
from the Duchess’ s notes, a thriving city of close to two million souls bustled about its daily business. All this despite
the six-month-old siege of the Avar barbarians and their Slavic and Gepid alies. Coming up the Propontis the signs of
the nomads had been clear on the northern shore—burned-out farms and distant pillars of smoke. Now the Mikitis
entered the harbor and the walls loomed even greater above her.

With a practiced eye, she surveyed the flotillas of short-oared galleys, crimson sails furled, drawn up on the dlips of
the harbor, their bronze beaked prows gleaming in the afternoon sun. Hundreds of merchantmen crowded the harbor
aswell, swarming with sailors, laborers, and a vast confusion of supplies, materiel, and men. Under the aegis of the
walls, the wind died and the sailors aboard the Mikitis unshipped the long oars. The splashing of their first strokes

was overborne by the sudden beat of a deep-voiced drum. Thyatis swung around on her perch and saw one of the
galleys nose out of a shed built on the western rim of the harbor. Like agreat hunting cat, it surged forth from
concealment, a hundred oars on each side flashing in the sun like a thicket of spears. The drum beat a sharp tattoo and
the ship leapt ahead as the oars, rising and falling as one, cut into the water.

The galley strode across the low chop of the harbor like a great water spider, each beat of the drum a stroke. The
wicked shape, the glaring eyes on the prow, the unison of the rowers brought alump to Thyatis' throat. To command




such a creature of war! she exulted. To be like a god, speeding across the waters ... In too few momentsthe galley
had crabbed out of the harbor and into the open waters of the Propontis. Sadly she gazed after it.

Within the half hour the Mikitis had dlid into its assigned space at dock, and Nikos and the other men in Thyatis
command were unloading all of their gear with practiced ease and speed. Thyatis had changed back into her
nondescript garb, with the voluminous hood of her heavy cloak brought up, though now she had added a shirt of
closely woven iron links underneath her other garb. The weight on her torso, and the close feeling of the padded
cotton doublet that underlay it, gave her acomfortable feeling. Now that they were on land, she rationalized that its
weight would not be a detriment. Besides, this was an unknown city—at least to her, though Nikos had been here
before—and that meant it was more than usually dangerous. She moved through the crowd of men, speaking to them
individually, double-checking that no one had forgotten anything.

Finishing her inspection brought her to the landward end of the dock and a young Imperial officer in alight boiled
leather cuirass, ared cloak, and strapped leather boots. He wore a short fringe of beard in the eastern manner, though
his hair was cropped short. He was peering down the dock while fidgeting nervously. A message pouch was slung
over

his shoulder and a bored-looking horse was tied up to a post on the dockside.

“Can| help you?’ asked Thyatis, guessing that he had to be their guide into the city.

“Ah, well, perhaps... I'm looking for the centurion commanding this, ah, detachment. | have orders for him as well
as quartersfor his men.” He continued to peer past her, though she had moved to place herself directly in front of him.
He suddenly turned to her, apparently seeing her for the first time. “Do you know which one heis? They all look kind
of, well, scruffy.”

Thyatis smiled and pulled aleather orders pouch from one of the pockets on the inside of her cape. She handed it to
him, flipping back the waxed cover. The sun flashed for a moment on the Imperial Seal and the smaller, though no less
ornate, blazon of the house of Orédlio.

“Weall look scruffy* Optimate, it's our job. I'm the centurion in command, Thyatis Julia Clodia.”

The optimate stared at her, the mill wheelsin his head obviously jammed for the moment. His mouth opened, then
closed. Then he shook his head and he made a short salute. “My pardon, lady, my brief did not include the gender of
the commander. | apologize for any insult | may have given.”

Thyatis looked him up and down for a moment, theft shook her head. “I’m not in the mood for a duel today, and
getting to quarters sounds pretty good. I’ ve got twelve men instead of ten, will that be a problem?’

The optimate shook his head, relieved to have avoided a problem with the odd-looking Western officer. His tribune
had taken great pains to impress upon him the necessity of keeping a steady ship with all the new crew aboard. Getting
on the wrong side of a* special” unit was a quick way back to the farm with his head on a platter. He looked over the
Western crew as they hauled what seemed to be an inordinate amount of kit up to the end of the dock. Their
appearance did nothing to allay his sinking feeling that the

junior officer had gotten the biggest hassle in this muster. None of the men was well kept at al; their beards were
straggly or far too long. Their clothes were ajumble of rag pickings and armor, without any semblance of uniform. All
of them had avillainous look, none more so than a quartet of short, bandy-legged men with long mustaches and
danting eyes. With a start the optimate realized that they were Huns, or at least Sarmatians.

Looking around, he realized that there was a serious problem. He turned partially away from the crew standing
around behind the young woman, gesturing for her attention.

“Milady, I'm afraid that | was told that thiswas an infantry detachment—I didn’t think to bring any horse transport,
or wagons, and your men have far too much to carry. Can | beg your indulgence to wait here for an hour or so while |
round up something to carry your gear in?’

Thyatis tugged at one ear, glancing back over her shoulder at Nikos, who drifted toward them in his customary,
slent manner.

“Well...” shesaid, dragging it out, “al thiskit is awfully heavy to carry. | wouldn’t want to wear my men out, they
have too much drinking and wenching to do later.”

She gently took the optimate by his elbow, her thumb digging into the pressure point behind it just enough to get
his attention. Then she leaned close and whispered into his ear. “My men and | can carry this gear twenty milesin the
hot sun without animals. Y our city is barely two miles across. | think that we can make it. Now, if you're too busy to
giveusdirections, I'll just let them follow their noses— they do have an ingtinct for finding someplace to stay,
whether the locdslikeit or not.”

The optimate did not flinch, which bought him a point of favor with Nikos, who had come up on his other side. The
Greek idly removed the orders from the waxed leather pouch at the young under-officer’ s side and began leafing
through them.

«“Ah... milady,” the optimate said, struggling to keep his voice even, “you misunderstand. My orders are to give
you and your men all assistance in getting to your quarters and you to the staff meeting this evening. If you want to
walk all theway tothe...”

“... Palace of Justinian,” Nikos said, finishing his sentence. “Theroyal treatment, asit were.”



Thyatis grimaced at her second.

“What isit now,” she said, “aprison? Fallen down in ruins? They’ re not going to put us up in apalace, for Hermes
sake.” Nikos grinned and passed her the orders tablet. She read it over and shook her head in amazement, handing it
back to him. The optimate sighed in relief as she let go of his elbo"w.

“We'd really better walk then,” Thyatis said with aresigned tonein her voice. “Best to get everyone settled down
before they start breaking things.”

Martius Galen Atreus, Augustus Caesar Occidens, stood in the window embrasure of the suite of rooms that he
occupied while in the Eastern capital. From the third floor of the Palace of Justinian, now commonly referred to asthe
“Other Palace,” he could see out over the rooftops of the Imperial precincts. The bulk of the “ Great” Palace loomed
almost due north, blotting out the skyline save for, beyond it in turn, the huge dome of the Temple of Sol Invictus. To
the west the gardens filled the space between Justinian’s old brickwork palace and the rising wall of the Hippodrome.
Beyond that the city, a vast teeming hive of people, three-, four-, and five-story apartment buildings, forums crowded
with merchants, the great Mile Stone, and the rest of the sprawl of the Eastern capital. Leaning against the sill, Galen
was stricken by an unaccustomed despair. By the count of his secretaries the precincts of the Constantinople held
almost as many people aslived in Rome, Ostia, and their surrounding provinces. The plague had devastated Italy, but
it seemed to have barely touched the East.

A polite cough behind him heralded the entrance of his aide. Galen turned, taking care to show a dight smile and
betray nothing of the sadness that now filled him.

“Ave, Augustus,” Aetius said, bowing slightly. The boy was still alittle stiff in his presence, atendency made
worse by theritual of the Eastern court. Galen shook his head in dismay; had anyone ever been so young? Romulus
Aetius Valens was the scion of one of the few patrician familiesleft in Rome that still boasted numbers of sons.
Nomerus Valens, the patriarch of the family, had been smugly pleased to obtain the appointment for his son, but from
Galen’'s point of view there had been a paltry number of suitable candidates put forward. Of them Aetius was the best,
even if hisinstinct was to bow at any occasion.

“Aetius, | am only aman, not agod. Y ou need not bow and scrape before me.” Galen’ s voice was gentle and filled
with wry amusement. Aetius looked up and saluted again.

“Stand at ease, lad, and tell me the news.”

Acetius saluted again, standing straight. His short brown hair was cropped in a severe line above his brows and his
usually pale skin was beginning to brown in the Greek sun. He pulled two wax tablets from under his arm, placing them
on the writing desk that stood between them. Galen sat down in his camp stool and perused the tablets. While he did
so, Aetius reported:

“Augustus, the third and sixth cohorts of the Seventh Augusta, the equites of the Sixth Gemina, and four thousand
Gothic auxillia have landed today at the harbor. With these men, the numbers of the Western vexillation here in the
capital have grown to twenty-five thousand men. The quartermaster has requested that | inform you that we are out of
places to put more troops. If, perhaps, you could discuss this with the Emperor Heraclius...”

Galen waved off the rest of the statement. His men could double or triple bunk for the short time that the army
would be in the Eastern capital. Now that both he and the Eastern Emperor were in the same place and able to meet
faceto

face, the coordination of the great expedition had vastly improved. The use of the telecast had been intermittent
and tremendously tiring to the sorcerers maintaining the link. The ancient devices still tended to lose focus and drift to
other scenes or faraway lands. Though they had shown great promise, they were not a reliable mechanism. Galen had
been forced to dismiss them from his calculations save as a means of emergency communications. The trouble now
was not on the part of the Western Empire, but rather the East, for Heraclius was engaged in a power struggle with the
great landowners that supplied the majority of his fighting men.

“Go on, what other news?’

“Resupply of the ships continues apace, though it seems backward that we should come here to bring on supplies
when al of the suppliesin the city are already brought in by boat.” Aetius paused, but Galen did not respond to the
implied question. Gamely the youth continued, “ The word from the chamberlain of the palaceisthat the Khazar
embassy has still not shown up, delaying that meeting and aletter came by messenger from the Duchess de’ Orelio.”

Galen raised an eyebrow at thislast and put down the tablet. “Where is the letter?’

“In the hands of the messenger, Augustus. She informed me that she had been directed to deliver it in person.” The
boy, if anything, became stiffer. Galen shook his head—he was afraid that the boy’ s reaction would only be a small
reflection of the trouble to come with the Easterners.

“Sheis here, then?’

Aetius nodded.

“Show her in then, lad, and stop looking like you' d swallowed a prune pit.”
“Ave, Augustus!”

Aetius turned on his heel and marched to the door. A moment later the messenger entered and Galen raised an
eyebrow in surprise. Rumor had held for some months that the notorious and “ oriental” Duchess had finally decided



to

bring her mysterious ward out into the open. Though An-astasia had been the Imperial spymaster for three
Emperors and had never given Galen any indication that she was anything but utterly loyal to the state, he was
pleased to see some indication that she was mortal.

An Emperor reguired many spies and informersto serve hiswill and be his eyes throughout his domain. Over the
last eleven years, the de’ Orelio faction had gathered nearly all of those resources to themselves—first when the old
Duke had been the spider, now that his widow was. Galen had taken painsin the last year to establish his own sources
of information, ones that were not beholden to Orelio, but it was slow work. Most damnably, he had not found any
man who could execute the covert strategies of the state as well as the Duchess. It galled him, though he felt no ill will
toward de’ Orelio, that she was so obviously his superior in this area.

The messenger planted her feet and stood at parade rest before the writing desk. Galen noted with interest that she
was both as young as had been reported and as beautiful. Too, she wore simple garb, most reminiscent of aLegion
scout. Tall worn leather boots, light-green cotton breechesin the Gothic style, aloose tunic of weathered brown with
piping at the collar and cuffs. A dark-gray cloak was pulled back alittle off of broad shojjjders. Her hair, arich gold-red,
was braided back from her head. Gray-green eyes surveyed him camly, even as he looked upon her.

“Ave, Augustus Caesar. Thyatis Julia Clodia, centurion, Legio Second Italia, at your service,” she said, handing
him a scroll tube. “ Greetings from my mistress, the Duchess Anastasia de’ Orelio. She hopes that you are well and that
your venture is blessed with success. | am to tell you that if there are any questions, | am to answer them.”

Galen nodded at the politeness, breaking the thick wax seal at the end of the tube. Within were thick sheaves of
finely rolled papyrus sheets. They were covered with the spidery writing, in dark ink, that de' Orelio favored. He be-

gan readirtg but put the report aside after the first page. Much of it was routine business and the other he would go
over in private. The messenger interested him more than the message. He gestured that she should sit on one of the
stools facing the desk. With only a minute hesitation, she did so.

“Aetius, could you go and get something for me to eat. Something light. And wine, but not the Greek, something
we brought with us.”

The boy bowed and hurried out, closing the door behind him. Galen smiled again and scratched his ear, looking
sidelong at the young woman sitting across from him. How to approach this? He realized with arueful chagrin that he
had never had a“business’ conversation with awoman save the Duchess. D€' Orelio had always made him nervous,
though she did not give him heart palpitations as she did the Senate. Galen realized that the foremost reason he trusted
the Duchess was the effect she had on the senatorial class.

He shook his head slightly, then decided to dispense with the usual politeness that obtained between women and
men in his socia circles. Thiswas one of his officers, for all that she was awoman, and he had work for her to do.
Being polite and following convention would not speed things up or make them more efficient

“Clodia, you are abit of apuzzle for me, given that you are, to my knowledge, the only woman officer that | have on
this expedition, indeed, the only woman soldier that | have in my army. | have discussed you and your situation, and
your talents, with the Duchess on more than one occasion and | will be blunt. | did not think that you could do the
work that she set you to. In fact, | was entirely opposed to the concept of this... ‘special’... contubernia when she
proposed it to me.”

Thyatiswas very till, not even blinking. Galen paused a moment, seeing if he could gauge her reaction. She waited
patiently, so he continued.

“1 did not interfere, however, when she pressed ahead with your team on her own initiative, and | understand from
her reports that you have been successful. She took great pleasure in relating to me the events of your pursuit in the
Subura. | am, | was, pleased by your success. Y ou have proved your ability enough to win you and your men a place
here, on this expedition.”

Now the girl cracked the smallest of smiles. Galen did not smile back; he was not finished.

“Our situation here is different. | have noted in my admittedly limited time here in the city that the Eastern officers
are even more traditionally minded, more constrained in their thinking than mine. | do not believe that you are going to
be useful herein an... open way.”

Galen held up a hand to still the young woman’ s incipient protest.

“In therolls of the expedition, you are listed as one of my couriers, amember of my staff. | am uneasy at bringing
you to the general meeting tonight, but | do not want you to be unfamiliar with the other officers. | put this question to
you. Can your optio, Nikos, go in your stead?’

Storm clouds gathered in Thyatis' gray eyes. Only the ceaselessy drummed lessons of Kristaand Anastasia kept
her from launching into a stream of invective suitable to a sailor. Instead, she breathed deeply and seriously
considered the Emperor’ s request. “ Augustus Caesar, Nikos is a steady man with many useful skills, but heis not the
leader of my team, | am. The men follow me because | have won their respect and fear. If he goesin my stead, then my
authority will be challenged and | will lose that respect. | urge you to reconsider your decision.”

Galen frowned. The girl, no—the centurion, was all too right. He would not undermine the authority of any of his
other officersin such away. Though it would cause trouble with the Eastern officers, he could see no way to avoid



taking* the minotaur by the horns.
“1 don't suppose you can be unobtrusive?’ he asked, re-

signed to an even longer and more contentious staff meeting than usual. If she proves too much trouble, he
thought, I'll send her back to Italia.

Thyatis suddenly smiled and the room, to Galen’ s surprise, seemed suddenly brighter.
“Imperator,” she said, “you won't even notice that I’ m there.”

Trueto Thyatis suspicion, the quarters that she and her men were assigned were in no way “royal.” Beneath the
Palace of Justinian were a series of great vaulted cisterns, now long dry and replaced in function by the cistern of
Philoxenus, beyond the Hippodrome. Now they were crowded with engineers, servants, great heaps of equipment,
wicker baskets of grain, and other goods. At the back of the far chamber, in stuffy darkness, she found Nikos and the
rest of her detachment. The rest of the interview had gone well, the Emperor finally becoming just aharried and
overburdened army commander to her rather than a suspicious near enemy. Unlike some who had gone before, this
Emperor wasiirritated by the practices of the court and seemed more of aprovincia landowner like one of her uncles
than aliving god.

She couldn’'t help grinning to herself. Her right hand flexed unconsciously and drifted to the hilt of her sword. The
mechanics of a plan, the hundreds of options and possibilities inherent to violent action, swam in her mind, rising and
falingin alake of possibilities. Asthey had always done since she was alittle girl, her thoughts coalesced into a
strategy and intent. She slapped her hand against her thigh in delight.

Nikos had not been idle, waiting for her return. The men were quartered behind a great pile of wicker basketsin a
corner of the vast room. Most were inspecting their gear for rust or broken links when she walked up; the others were
huddled in a corner of the little camp, engrossed in the rattle of dice. The optio looked up, then cleared off the

overturned crate that he had been using to fletch arrows on. Thyatis grunted and dlid the whole smoked ham off her
left shoulder. It made a meaty thwack on the wood.

Nikos grinned. “Been to the kitchens, | see. Was there wine aswell?’ His dark eyes glittered in the light of the
nearest lamp.

Thyatis snorted in amusement. “ By the example of the Divine Julius, the favored drink of the legionnaireis
vinegar.”

Nikos rolled his eyes and pulled awineskin from under the crate. “No matter, I’ ve my own. Was there trouble at the
commander’ s office?’

Thyatis shook her head, “No, we got along fine. He was concerned that my delicate nature would be offended by
attending the general staff meeting tonight, with the officersin the Eastern army. He wanted you to go instead.”

Nikos paled. The prospect of hobnobbing with more than a hundred officers, nearly al of them of noble birth, filled
him with dread. Better athousand screaming woad-blue Picts charging your position than ageneral staff meeting.
Thyatis was still smiling though, so it couldn’t be that bad.

“Settle down,” she said, pulling aknife from her belt and spinning the blade around its point on the top of the crate.
“1 disagreed, politely, and promised to be unobtrusive. There seems to be trouble brewing between the two armies. He
doesn’t want to rock the galley right now.”

Nikos rubbed his nose, thinking.

“How are you going to avoid notice?’ he asked, thinking of her with her looks and hair and attitude among the
bearded nobles of the East or the stiff-backed Western officers. There was surely going to be trouble of it. The word
that the Legion commanders were at each other’ s throats was all over the city. Brawling between the soldiers only one
incident away. Though neither Heraclius nor Galen had affected to notice it yet did not make it go away.

Much of the problem sprang from the simple fact that while the Western Empire had clung tenaciously to the mil-

itary organization of the early Empire, the East had not. Where the Western forces were in the numerical minority,
they had a clearly defined chain of command. The Eastern army that was gathering was more a collection of personal
retainers, each under its own warlord, than a professional army. The Western officers expected thereto be asingle
overall commander, preferably their own Emperor, while the Eastern lords al demanded a voice in the course of the
expedition. The Western troops and officers spoke Latin, the Easterners Greek or Aramaic. Thiswasjust the beginning
of the difficulties, mused Nikos, watching his commander with aworried eye.

How will they accept her ? he wondered. We accept her, even though she is younger than most of us, save Tycho,
and a woman besides. Why is that ? he questioned himself. We follow her without question, sheis our commander, yet
by no precedent should that be so . . .He shook the thought away. It was not germane to the situation. She was his
commander. Even when he had first met her, it seemed only natural that she should lead and he should follow. Her
shoulders are broad enough to carry us, he thought, and nodded to himself.

Thyatis had turned away from her lieutenant and threw an apple core at the crowd of gamblersin the corner. It
bounced off the partially turbaned head of a Syrian. The Syrian looked up, scandalized, but his handsome face cleared
when he saw who had thrown it.

“Anagathios, get your perfumed buttocks over here. I've a question.”



The Syrian gathered up the pile of coin in front of him, pocketed the dice, and sauntered over to the little desk. He
knelt on the floor next to Thyatis and prostrated himself with a great flourish.

Thyatis grinned but cuffed him on the side of his head. “ Stop trying to look up my dress, I'm not wearing one.” She
grabbed on his ears and dragged his head up. He put on a pained expression, and his mouth dragged down in a

doleful grimace. He spread his hands wide in supplication.

Thyatis leaned close. “Do you still have your box of mummers’ paints?’

Anagathios nodded in the affirmative and pointed off into the pile of bedrolls and kit.

“Go get it,” she said, slapping the side of his head affectionately. “1’ve work for you to do before evening comes.”

The Syrian sprang up from his crouch and then fairly bounded away into the gloom to the rows of packs. Thyatis
shook her head in amusement. She turned back to Nikos, but her face was concerned now. He knew that face. It was
the mission face.

“Do we have anyone that speaks Vaach well? | mean redly well.”

Heraclius, Augustus Caesar Oriens, looked down the long marble table with something akin to disgust in his heart.
Though hisimpassive face showed none of the growing rage within him, his eyes were beginning to betray his temper.
Theodore, sitting at his side and alittle lower, nudged his arm gently and shook his head. Heraclius sighed; his
impetuous younger brother was the one he was supposed to keep in check, not the other way around. To hisleft
hand, in watchful silence, sat the Western Emperor, Galen, his Legion commanders, and afew underofficers and
couriers. To hisright, in loud confusion, milled the thematic commanders, their aides, in two cases their concubines,
and a constant procession of underlings. Of them, only Mikos Andrades, the drungaros of the fleet, showed any sign
of organization or respect.

At last, Heraclius rose, his face carefully ordered, and tapped loudly on the tabletop with the hilt of his dagger. The
sharp sound rang off the marble and through the whole long chamber. Some of the Eastern commanders |ooked around
and, grudgingly, began seating themselves. After almost ten minutes there was something approaching quiet

in the room. Heraclius looked them over slowly.

The comparison between the richly attired and bejeweled Eastern commanders, each a Duke or better, commanding
thematic provinces from Egypt to Anatolia, with their beards and long curled hair, and the little collection of Romans
on the opposite side of the table grated on Heraclius. The Eastern Empire had not been ravaged with plague, invasion,
and civil war like the West, yet for all the robust survival of the East, the Western officers carried themsel ves better,
were politer, and more... Roman... than the rabble that Heraclius had struggled to lead for the last five years.

“Gentlemen,” he said at last, “today we are to discuss the planning and execution of the greatest Roman military
expedition in amost two hundred years. The specifics of our intent have been discussed with all of you separately,
either in person or by letter, so | will not belabor them.

“1 will, however, formally- introduce my counterpart in the west, the Augustus Martius Galen Atreus, who stands
together with me today as no Emperors of East and West have done since the time of Constantine the Great. We are of
like mind, we see that a bold stroke is necessary to resolve the threats to the Eastern Empire...”

This was too much for one of the Dukes, and Theoplanes surged to his feet, shouting.

“Bold! Reckless and suicidal is more like it! What of Thrace and Achaea, which lie under the Avar yoke? What of
the army of barbarians that besiege this city? What of the Persian army encamped within sight of this palace, across
the watersin Chalcedon? Y ou have had bold plans before, Augustus.Caesar, but they have been failures, expensive
failures!”

Heraclius surveyed the crowd of nobles and officers, ignoring the ranting of the Thracian duke for the moment.
Theophanes was right; past efforts to drive back both the Persians and the Avars had been disasters. In his heart,
Heraclius wondered if the entire Eastern Empire was

cursed, or if, at least, he was. His support among the remaining nobles was very dlim, which was only one of many
reasons that he was very glad that Galen and the Westerners were in the city. Not only did Galen’s Legions give him
troops that would support him personally, but also they showed the citizens of the city, aswell as the nobles, that he
was gtill Emperor.

“Lord Theophanes, sit. | know what has happened before. | know the setbacks we have suffered. But the state of
affairs remains this: The Avars cannot take the city unlessthey can bring afleet against us. They have neither the
skills nor the facilities to build ships to match ours. This means that the only way they can take the city isif the
Persians are able to cross the Propontis. The only way to cross the Propontisis if the Persians have a fleet. Though
the Royal Boar sitsin Chalcedon in my Summer Palace, eating figs from my orchards and drinking wine from my
vinyards, he does not have afleet. If, however, the Persians take Antioch, or Tyre, or Alexandriafrom us, then they
could build one. So, the Persians are the true enemy. If they are defeated, then we can turn against the Avars and run
them back into Daciawith their tails between their legs.”

Theophanes was still standing, but the vehemence in Heraclius' voice had stilled him, and his courtiers, in low
whispers, urged him back to his seat. Eventually, with the air of bestowing a great favor, he did so. Well, Heraclius
thought sourly, that is past at least... He tapped Theodore on the shoulder. The Prince rose, bowed to the Western
Emperor, nodded to the Legion officers and ignored the Eastern nobles. With the assistance of one of his aides, he



unfolded along parchment map on awooden frame, then took his place beside it.

“My lords, thisis the eastern half of the Empire, from Pontus Polemoniacus in the north on the Sea of Darkness to
Arabia Felix in the south on the Sinus Arabicus. As my brother has aluded, the Persians have thrown their armies

forward to Chalcedon in the west and Antioch in the south. By good fortune their advance south against Palestina
and thence to Egypt has been halted for the past nine months by the presence of the Shahr-Baraz here, beyond the
Propontis. We expect, however, for thisto change soon. Luckily for the continued grain supply of the city, the
approaches to Egypt are blocked by our alies, the kingdoms of Palmyra and Nabatea.”

Theodore paused and glanced aside at his brother. Her-aclius shook his head minusculely and the Prince skipped
forward over that part of the plan. “ Our forces have almost completed gathering here, in the western end of the Eastern
Empire. Once the muster is complete, we will leave the city by ship under the cover of darkness. Now, our spiesin
Chalcedon and the ports of the East have circulated that our intent isto sail an expedition north, into the Sea of
Darkness, past Sinope, to Trapezus. From there, this purported expedition will march south, gathering the support of
the Armenians and cutting off the Persian armies that are still to the west of this line of advance. By this meanswe
could force the Persians to abandon all of Anatoliaand Cilicia.”

The Eastern lords were abuzz now, for this very plan had already been related to them by their spies aswell as by
various officers of the Imperial Court. It had made good sense, and for this reason they had agreed to meet with the
Emperor. Now, however, it seemed that the plan would be changed. None stood, however, to put the question to the
Prince.

Theodore waited until they subsided before continuing. “Thiswill not be our plan. Despite the long alliances that
the Empire has held with the kingdoms of Armeniaand Lazica, they are unwilling to join usin this campaign. The state,
frankly, istoo poor to bribe them, and we do not have the men to spare in fighting our way through the mountains. We
will use adifferent axis of attack. Both Emperors are united in the belief that only way to defeat the Persiansis to strike
against their heartland, the provinces

between the city of their .capital at Rayy and Ctesiphon. It is not enough to defeat their armies, though we will
surely have to do that as well, but we must capture their centers of religious and political power."

Theodore turned again to Heraclius, who now stood' . He surveyed the assembled nobles and officers with agimlet
eye. He needed these men, their troops and their gold, to carry out his plan. In amoment of odd clarity, he understood
that they were as surely his enemies as the Persians or the Avars, the more dangerous because he had to rely on them.
In their faces he saw, in varying degrees, treachery in the desire for power, for gold, for dominance over their fellow
men. For the moment, and only for the moment, he was their master. Slowly he took a battered iron dagger out of the
folds of his brocaded robe and placed it on the ta-bletop.

“Thisisthe blade of my father,” he said. “What you will now be told must remain in strict confidence among those
assembled in this room. The plan that my brother has outlined is what we desire the Persians to learn, but what he will
now tell you iswhat they must not learn. The betrayal of this confidence will earn you death, by my hand, by this
blade. Do you swear secrecy in this?’

There was amoment of silence, and then the Western Emperor rose, his face stern, like a statue cut from Minoan
marble. His men rose at his back.

“1, Martius Galen Atreus, Augustus Caesar Occidens, so swear.”

His men, as one voice, echoed their master. The Western contingent sat. Heraclius turned his gaze to the
easterners. They were eyeing one another, uncertain of this new tack. At last, the drungaros of the fleet stood. He was
athick-bodied man with athick black beard and beetling eyebrows. His garb was plain, a cotton tunic with the emblem
of the fleet upon it, amail shirt underneath. Alone among the commanders of the East, he had been elevated to his
position by means of ability and skill. He turned to Heraclius.

“1, Mikos Andrades, drungaros of the fleet of the Eastern Empire, so swear.”

With some reluctance, the other nobles swore as well, finally sitting.

Theodore resumed.

“The fleet will sail south, rather than north, first to Cyprus and then to the port of Tarsus. We know that the
Persians hold Tarsus only lightly, and the army will seizeit. From this port the army will disembark the fleet and then
march with good speed northeast to Samosata on the old border with the province of Osrhoene. If our reports are to
the good, the Persian army that had been encamped at An-tioch will have already marched away south, to capture
He-liopolis and then Damascus on its way to Egypt. Engaged asit is against the Palmyrenes and Nabateans, this army
will then be unable to prevent the movement of our force deep into southern Armenia, to the Persian city of Tauris,
beyond Lake Thospitis.

“At or before Tauris, our armies shall meet our aliesin this expedition, the forces of the Khazar Kagan. From Tauris
we shall strike farther east, towards Rayy in Tabar-istan, before turning south to come down upon Ecbatana and
Khermanshah before striking at Ctesiphon not from the west, as we have always done, but from the* north. In thisway
the Persians will be cut off from their traditional retreat into the highlands. Their capital shall fall and their Empire with
it.”

The Eastern lords |ooked on with avariety of sour expressions. Heraclius could see that they felt the plan far too
ambitious. No matter, he thought, we will win thistime or the East will fall into the same darkness that almost



consumed the West.

Theophanes rose again, with a considering ook upon his face. The Thracian glanced up and down the eastern side
of the table speculatively. “Now, Avtokrator, thisis abold plan indeed, and | can see that there is both the possibility
of victory aswell as the possibility of considerable loot to

be had. No Roman army has ever gone beyond Ctesiphon; the lands beyond it must be rich indeed. The Khazars
are well feared for their horsemen. | agree that thisisthe plan to follow. | have only one small question.”

Heraclius sat up alittle in his seat; he suspected what the Thracian would ask next, and inwardly he smiled in
anticipation. He motioned for Theophanes to go ahead.

“Who will lead this expedition? Which general, which lord will carry out your plan?’

The shouting began immediately and Heraclius settled back in his high-backed chair to watch with interest asthe
great lords bickered with one another. On the left side of the table the Westerners, who aready knew what Heraclius
had decided, had called for wine and something to egt. It was going to take awhile at this rate. The Eastern Emperor let
them argue among themselves for atime, carefully gauging who thought himself the strongest, who had the alliance of
whom. At last hetired of the game and rapped on the tabletop again. He was ignored, so he nodded to Theodore.
Theodore stood, took a breath, and then thundered, in his best battlefield voice:

“The Emperor would speak!”

Echoes died and the lords of the Eastern Empire slowly turned to their nominal master. Remaining seated, Heraclius
toyed with the dagger for amoment, then he said simply: “I will take personal command of the expedition.”

For more than a mere moment, silence absol ute reigned around the table. The faces of the thematic lords were
studiesin puzzlement, alarm, and outright fear. No Emperor had essayed to lead the armies of the Eastern Empire to
battle in over two hundred thirty years. The very thought that the Emperor should stand on the field of battle at the
side of the fighting men was unthinkable. Heraclius glanced over at Galen, who smiled alittle, and spoke again.

‘These are desperate times, as has been repeatedly pointed out. The legionnaires, the people, expect their Emperor
to defend them and their families. | can think of no

better way to show that | mean nothing but victory than to go myself. It also resolves the question of who will lead,
for Gaen and | will command the armies of the Empire, asit wasin the beginning.”

Behind Galen, the Western underofficers stood forward from the wall, raising their armsin salute. “Ave!l Ave
Caesar! Thou conquerest!” The Eastern lords stared back at them in puzzlement; in some the sense that a new and
unexpected factor was forcing itself upon them began to grow. Theodore rolled up his map and, with hisaidesin tow,
departed the room. The other lords milled about but then began to disperse as well. Heraclius continued to sit,
watching their faces as they left. At his side, Andrades remained until all of the others were gone save the Western
Emperor and two of his aides. The room was quiet and a servant entered and began blowing the lamps out.

“Avtokrator,” Andrades said quietly, “your oath was stirring, but | doubt that these words will stay in confidence
for more than aday or pair of days.”

Heraclius nodded and looked to Galen and the two young men who stood behind him. The Western Emperor
smiled. “ Drungaros Andrades, sometimesit is necessary to set bait to find the fox. So we have done tonight. My
hunters’—he gestured at the blond youth with only atrace of beard on his left—"are waiting to see what is flushed.”

Andrades stroked his beard, till lush though now shot with streaks of white, considering the poised young man at
the western Emperor’s side. Then he eyed Heraclius. “A risk, Avtokrator . What if the Persians get wind of it? What if
someone escapes the net? The Boar has at |east one sorcerer in his camp across the water. They could send a message
to Chrosoes in Ctesiphon and a new army could be raised to meet you in the highlands as you march to Tauris. There
would be nowhere! to retreat to.”

“The Persians will know sooner or later,” Heraclius answered. “ Our ploy hereisto seewho in the city isin the

pay of the Avars or their Persian allies. Despite the speed of awizard, Shahr-Baraz till has to march himself and his
men back to Syria. Our fleet is vastly faster. We can beat him to any location on the coast that he triesto reach. | am
more concerned with treachery here, at home, than with the Persian army.*

Andrades nodded glumly, seeing the truth of it. More troubles had come from Roman fighting Roman over the past
thirty years than from the invasions of the Avars or the Persians. More trouble could come of it now.

“Avtokrator , who will command the defense of the city while you are gone?’

Heraclius frowned. Thiswas athorny issue that he had been struggling with himself. He had found no good
answer. Any lord he left behind would be well tempted to seize the Empire for himsalf if things went awry for the army
in the field. Heraclius had sent armies against the Persians twice before; each had been soundly defeated. Thiswas his
last throw of the dice.

Seeing no answer from the Emperor, Andrades cleared his throat. “A suggestion, if you would not takeitill. The
priest Bonus, of the temple of Sol Invictus, isaman of good character and wit. He was, if | remember rightly, a
centurion in his youth before entering the temple, so he knows the way of war. The people would support him, and as
apriest of the god, | doubt that he would want the Purple.”

Heraclius considered, biting his lower lip. Galen, now sitting beside him, nodded in agreement with the drunga-ros.
The Eastern Emperor nodded aswell. “ A good suggestion. So it shall be.”



THE HOUSE OF DRACUL, NEAR THE HIPPODROME, CONSTANTINOPLE

Dwyrin was thrown to atiled floor, landing heavily. The bag over his head was untied and pulled off with ungentle
fingers, allowing fresh air, at last, to reach him. He gagged and tried to spit to clear his mouth, but there was no
moisture left in him. Thetiles under his hands were small and worked into amosaic. The sharp scent of incense came
to him, though the pain of hisright wrist was overriding all other senses. A clammy hand dragged him up by the scruff
of hisneck. A warm white light from a hundred candles filled the room, banishing even the smallest of shadows.
Dwyrin knelt at the edge of agreat rug; an opulent room surrounded him, filled with rich lacquers and wood, hung with
silk and brocade. A sizable wooden desk was set alittle off to one side, and before it sat a sturdy-looking manin a
light-colored shirt and dark breeches.

The man bent forward alittle and gestured to Khiron to bring Dwyrin closer. The dead man hoisted the boy up by
his arms and dragged him forward, dropping him on the carpet at the end of the desk.

“Now, Khiron, don't be harsh to the boy. He' s young. Not used to rough treatment.”

The voice was thick with the burr of an accent, but not one that Dwyrin had heard before. Still queasy at Khiron's
touch, Dwyrin looked up, meeting the eyes of his owner. They were amerry blue, twinkling in the light of the lanterns.
The man’s face was broad and rather plain, but creased with the beginnings of asmile. A light-blond beard edged his
chin, and he showed the signs of incipient fat.

His whole body was broad, like a cart, as were his hands. A gentle finger brushed Dwyrin’ s forehead, tracing the
line of hisforebraid.

“Pretty young thing, isn't he?’ The voice was cheerful, but despite all appearances Dwyrin shrank from the man.
For al hisjollity, thiswas Khiron's master. The time with the dead man was till ablur of horror and despair. Even this
place, wherever it was, was better than the boat with Khiron and his captives.

“Oh, aye, master. The very paradigm of vitality. Does he please you?’

Therich voice laughed again, saying “Well, not yet! But there is promise here. How did you come by him, dear
Khiron?’

“In my travels, master, | came by chance to Delos and decided to take to shore to acquire provisions for my voyage.
While perusing the cattle, | was approached by a nervous Egyptian slavemaster who said he had something special to
sdl. I am not unknown on Delos, so | presumed that it was some exotic frippery. Instead, there was this sweet boy, all
drugged and beaten. But | could smell the power in him, so | purchased him for a pittance, sure that he could find some
use here, in your house.”

The stout man laughed, a deep bubbling sound, like a spring in the mountains.

“He has the Power, does he? Have you seen it? What expression of that art does he own?’

Khiron placed athin-fingered hand on Dwyrin’'s shoulder. “Master, he brings forth fire by the tale of the
slave-master, who lost one of his men when the boy attempted to escape from the slave ship in the waters off of
Alexandria. The man, by the account, was utterly consumed while leaving not so much as a char mark on the decking.”

A talonlike fingertip hooked under the thin metal chain that ran around Dwyrin’s neck.

“Asyou see, | have a ban upon him so that | do not

suffer asimilar fate... Thefireisstrong in him, though, like water building behind adam.”

“A fire-bringer.” The stout man’s voice oozed with pleasure. “Many uses for such atalented young man. Y ou
wound me, Khiron, bringing me such a pleasant dinner companion and then telling me this! Stand him up.”

Hands like iron set Dwyrin upright. The stout man stood as well, and Dwyrin was surprised to see that he was only
alittle taller. The stout man placed his hands on his hips and stared into the Hibernian's eyes. Dwyrin sagged against
Khiron's claw-grip but fought to match the stout man gaze for gaze. Lanterns hissed quietly in the background, then
the stout man blinked and looked away.

“Know, young man, that | am the Bygar Dracul, the master of this house and al that exist within it. Y ou are my
property now, asave. If you serve me well, you will be treated well. Otherwise, there are more torments than the lash
to be found here. Khiron, take him below, into the pits, and see that heis safely put away. But he isto be kept whole,
until 1 call for him again.”

The dead man took Dwyrin from the office of the Bygar and down through a maze of corridors, all lit by lantern or
lamp. Dwyrin dimly sensed that they were now below-ground. The rock walls were no longer covered with tapestries
and hangings. They descended along flight of stairs that doubled back upon themselves once, then twice. Now the
walls were damp with seepage. They passed through a solid oak door, which Khiron carefully closed behind them,
muttering the while. Now the corridor was dark and ill lit. Only onefitful lamp guttered in aninvisible breeze. A strange
tang filled the air, like rotten lemon. Khiron drew his cloak back from his shoulders and pushed Dwyrin ahead of him.

“Walk, boy, and stay at the center of the corridor.” The dead man’s voice was thready and low, like a whisper
caught in the wind.

So they walked for atime. Dwyrin felt the grade of the

corridor descend again, and now dark spaces opened on either side of them. Some of the openings seemed to have
worked lintels and walls, others were gouged from the raw stone. A cold exhalation crept from most of them. At last



they came to another door, though this one was of iron, and studded with bolts and spikes. Khiron reached over
Dwyrin’s shoulder, though so quietly that Dwyrin had to focus hard to see his hand in the gloom. There was a clicking
sound, and the door suddenly split in the middle. Golden light spilled out, blinding the boy. Khiron pushed him ahead,
again, into the room.

The cell was small, and lit only by the reflected brilliance of the lamps and candles that Khiron maintained in his
own chamber. A sturdy door of iron bars separated Dwyrin and his tiny space from the rest of the dead man’s domain.
Dwyrin spent histime curled up with his back against the smooth stone wall of the cell. There was a thin blanket of
scratchy woal to lie upon and a ewer of water to drink from. Beyond the bars, Khiron paced restlessly in aroom filled
with lamps and candles, such that no corner was cast in shadow, no wall darkened by the lack of light. A narrow cot
and a small stand completed the furnishings. The cot was covered with another blanket and a straw tick, but Khiron
lay on only it rarely. Though Dwyrin woke, dept, woke, and slept again, the dead man only paced endlessy around
the lighted room.

The stand held a pair of candles and asmall icon, though the face of it was turned away and Dwyrin could not see
what it represented. The dead man muttered as he walk’ ed, and after six wakings, Dwyrin began to make out the words
of his captor. They were ajumble, single words repeated over and over, short phrases, along rambling internal
monologue. On the seventh waking, Dwyrin’s mind had cleared enough that his body could wesakly tell him that it was
ravenous with hunger. Too, he was aware enough to realize that Khiron was reminding himself, over and over,

of al the things that he had seen or done when he was alive.

“K-kk-hiron...” Dwyrin's voice sstumbled. Histongue felt enormous, choking the breath from him. “... hungry « « ¢”

The dead man paused in his endless pacing and turned, hooded eyes focusing on the boy behind the tiny grate.
Khiron moved closer, adark bird, head bobbing asit turned sideways and peered into the little cell. A simulacrum of a
smile fleeted over hisface, amask put on and then taken off. A bone-pale hand reached out and touched the bars.

“Hungry? Why, | had al but forgotten you, little mouse. Y our belly must be quite empty now. It would not do for”
you to starve or waste away. Food you shall have.”

Khiron straightened and his body was tensed with energy now. He passed to the door, agray cloud in the
butter-yellow light of the room. In amoment the room was empty, the door shut. Dwyrin crouched at the entrance to
his cell, athin arm snaked through the grate and groping around the outside. His fingers found the sconce of a
candleholder, rusting and ancient to his touch. Stretching upward he managed to catch the dripping wax on his
fingertip. The heat of the hot wax flashed through his arm and, for a moment, sight threatened to return. For a bare
instant the room flared unimaginably brighter as Dwyrin’'s eyestook in the radiance of both the candlelight and the
shimmering power that coiled endlessly behind the physical light.

Then the thin band of metal around his throat turned freezing cold and his head snapped back in a howl of pain.
The burning ice around his neck choked off all thought, all breath, and plunged him into an abyss of cold, filled with
grinding ice and a bottomless black lake.

“Food...” adistant voice hissed. There was a clanging sound and hands like spiders clawed at him, dragging him
out of the warm cocoon of unconsciousness that had been wrapped around him. Histhroat still burned with the cold
fire, though it was greatly muted now. A bowl filled with

some sweet-smelling porridge was pushed into his hands. Trembling, he ate from it with hisfingers. The porridge
was thick and had chopped nuts and figsin it. There was more water in the ewer. After cleaning the bowl, he looked
up, exhausted with the effort. Khiron was crouched before him, long cape lying in a puddle of storm-gray around him.
The dead man’ s head was cocked to one side again and his deep-yellow eyes surveyed the starving boy curiously.
Dwyrin bowed his head and pushed the empty bowl away. Weariness filled his body from hisfeet to the top of his
head.

“Sleep...” said Khiron, his voice growing distant even in the space of that word.

The cell door rattled and swung open. Khiron crouched outside again, snaking along arm in to drag the boy out.
Dwyrin shook his head to clear the muzziness of sleep. The sharp smell of the dead man tickled at his nose and he
wokefully.

“Timeto go upstairs,” Khiron growled, his voice and body equally tense. He shoved a bundle of clothing into
Dwyrin’'s hands. “Dressin this.”

Dwyrin stripped out of his tunic and breeches. The new clothing was awadded lump. In it were trousers, a shirt, a
cloth belt, and afelt cap. The fabric was plain and gray, with alittle embroidery at the cuffs and hems. It was allittle too
large for him, particularly in his current state. The dead man watched him closely but without overt malice for thetime it
took him to dress. Flat-bottomed sandals completed the garb. Done, Khiron surveyed him up and down before
pushing him toward the iron door.

“No timeto dawdle,” he rasped—his voice tighter than usual.

They ascended the long passageway again, returning to the office filled with candles. The stout man, the Bygar,
was till seated at his desk, but now two others joined him. Khiron guided Dwyrin to the side of the desk, facing the

two new men. Dwyrin felt the dead man recede to the edge of the room, but he did not leave, he merely became less
obtrusive. The men in the room had been speaking but had fallen silent upon the arrival of the boy. Now they
surveyed him, and he them. The first of the two men waslarge, taller than Khiron, with a bristling beard and great



whiskers. His black hair was curled and fell in ringlets past his broad shoulders. His arms were thick and corded with
muscle. He was clad in heavy woolen garments, like a merchant, but they sat uneasily upon him. Dark piercing eyes
scanned Dwyrin up and down, then the chin lifted in appraisal, a hand adorned with many rings stroking the lushness
of hisbeard.

“Barely asprig of aboy.” Whiskers s voice was like a trumpet, echoing in the confined space of the office. “He
should still be watching the sheep, not about on a man’s work.”

The other man was well built too, but next to his companion, he seemed a sapling to an ancient oak. Where
Whiskers wore his clothes like a stone, this one was dressed in a flowing black robe of some shining material, with
dark cotton trousers and arms graced by many bands of dark gold and red and amber. He too had dark hair, but it hung
long and straight on his back, bound back by a silver fillet. His face too was long and straight, with arching eyebrows
and a sharp nose. He was clean-shaven, without even the shadow of a beard. Whiskers exuded an aura of strength
and vitality, amost abrim with energy. This one was cold and distant, like the ice on a mountaintop. Looking upon, him
Dwyrin met his eyes for an instant and quailed away. They were deep pools of darkness, filled with horror and
suffering.

Dwyrin felt faint, realizing that if the othersight were still upon him, the true shape of the creature across from him
might be revealed, and that knowledge might destroy his mind. Being trapped in the same room with this monster and
Khiron seemed to drain dl air from the space. Dwyrin

could now dimly sense the tightly controlled fear in both the Bygar and, behind him, Khiron. The school and the
sun on the bricksin front of the dining hall seemed infinitely far away.

“He has potential, Dracul.” The voice of the creature in black was smooth and cultured. His Greek was flawless and
filled with anironic lilt. “ Y our servant has done well. Y ou make our journey not only profitable but pleasant as well.”

Dracul made a half bow in his chair, acknowledging the compliment.

“Your presenceis ahboon aswell, Lord Dahak. | know that you are a collector of rareitems and so | thought of you
when this young man was brought to me. He carries Power within him, waiting to be channeled, tapped, used.”

Dahak nodded, his eyes flickering in the candlelight. “ Show us.” >

The Bygar nodded to Khiron, who stepped up behind Dwyrin and rested his bony hands on the boy’ s shoulders.
The dead man leaned close, his gray presence blotting out the candlelight in the room.

“Now, dear boy, | will lift the ban from you alittle. | want you to cal fire from the stone.” A gnarled finger drew
Dwyrin’'s chin around and pointed to a stand of bronze set against the wall beside the entry. Upon it sat an oblong of
dark flint. The wall hangings had been taken down, the carpets rolled back from the foot of the stand.

“Not too much, now. Just enough to show our guests.”

A fingernail dlid between the chain around Dwyrin’s neck and his skin. The edge, so sharp, cut into his neck,
drawing abead of blood. The veil that had lain over Dwyrin lifted alittle, revealing the room awash in aswirl of dark
purple, midnight blue, and a nameless color. By utter effort, Dwyrin kept from looking to hisleft, where Dahak lounged
on adivan. The echo of his presence in the room was enough to distort the flow of power around him, drawing it into
himsdlf. The flint block was inert, no so much as a spark of its ancestral fire remaining withinit.

“Bring thefire...” Khiron crooned in his ear. Dwyrin stumbled through the Opening of Hermes, failing to reach the
level of calm needed to exert hiswill. Khiron’sfingernail dug into his neck. The pain sharpened his focus and he was
able to complete the Meditation of Thoth. Now the power in the room, in the bronze stand, even buried deep in the
innermost heart of the flint began to expose itself to him. With a deep breath he focused on the block as he had done
on the ship, drawing power, first in atiny thread, then in a surge from the candles, the rugs, the wall, the floor. A bright
white-hot point suddenly danced into view in the heart of the flint. Dwyrin fanned it with the flood of power he was
drawing from the appurtenancesin the room. It began to glow.

Even Dahak flinched back when the flint oblong suddenly flashed into flame, burned white-hot and then shattered
with abooming crack, scattering shards of flint across the room. Many bounced back from a sudden, wavering wall of
power raised by Dahak’ s languid hand. There was a pattering sound as they rained down onto the floor and tabletop.
Flameslicked at the wall and the bronze stand collapsed, riven into shattered bits. Dwyrin fell forward onto the carpet,
his head spinning with the power.

With Khiron’s hand gone from the chain around his neck, the flood of sensations cut off. The room seemed terribly
dark.

Dahak laughed, aterrible sound like graves opening. “He will do, my dear Dracul. He will be magnificent.”
The Bygar smiled and gestured to Khiron to take the prize away.
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THE TEMPLE OF ASKLEPIOS, INSULA TIBERIS, ROMA MATER

Maxian sat amid roses on amossy stone bench, his face drawn with exhaustion. Despite the calm peace that
pervaded the gardens built on the downriver side of the Temple of the Healers, his mind was unquiet. Darkness
seemed to hang over the city now, with aflickering dissonance in the shadows under the buildings or along the
wharves that lined the river. Since the night that Gregorius had come to him with the two barbarians, the prince had not
slept in his rooms on the Palatine. The whispering of the stones had grown too loud. Now he wondered if he could



even bear to remain within the precincts of the city.

Here, in the domain of the priests, he found that there was some peace. Whatever power it was that had invaded the
city, and was now so obviously crushing the life from its citizens, the god of healing had the power to keep it from his
doors. Maxian rubbed the side of his head, trying to relieve the knots of strain that bunched in his shoulders and neck.
He snorted to himself, thinking of how little use he was to his brother.

To hisgreat credit, Aurelian had seemed to know that something was weighing on hislittle brother’s mind and had
quietly reassigned al of the tasks that Galen had intended for Maxian. In away, this made it worse, for now Maxian felt
useless. The power that gnawed at the vitals of the people of Rome was so strong that he could not even budge it
from a single stone. He was unwilling to bend his thought to dealing with the bureaucracy as his brother

needed him to. He groaned aoud and buried his head in his hands.

“So bad, isit?’ came a soft basso voice like an echo of thunder. Maxian looked up, and his drawn, pale, face
lightened for amoment at the sight of the stout man who now stood by the bench.

“Tarsus!” he said in delight, and stood. The two men embraced and Maxian felt much of the weight of
responsibility lift from his shoulders. Then he stood back and looked on his old friend with glad eyes. Tarsus met his
gaze with solemn brown eyes and then laughed, hugging the young man close to his massive chest.

“Y ou're too young to have such a care-worn face, my friend,” the priest of Asklepios rumbled. “I’ve not seen you
since | cameto the city, so tell me your troubles.”

Maxian sat again, though now he looked up, where long ribbons of cloud marked the sky like a race course. Tarsus
sat down as well, leaning back against the willow tree that butted up against the end of the bench. The Prince turned a
littleto see him.

“1’ve come upon a serious problem,” the Prince began, “one that threatens, or afflicts, everyonein the city. You are
new come here, from Pergamum, you must have seen the sickliness of the citizens!”

Tarsus nodded, his craggy face falling into its own lines of care and worry.

“Too many dead babies, or mothers dead on the birthing table. Wizened old men and women of thirty and forty.
Bones too brittle to knit properly. Summer colds that become the coughing death...” The healer regarded the Prince
gravely.

“Y ou’ve found something causing this?’ Tarsus asked.

Maxian nodded, then paused, shaking hishead. “I... | might have found something that could be causing this. I...
don’t know. My skill in the otherworld is not strong enough to see the whole shape of the. situation.” The Prince
turned pleading eyes to histeacher. “I don’t know enough

of the kind of sorcery that could cause such athing to say... I'vefound a...”

Maxian paused, suddenly loath to relate the vision of the city drowning in darknessto his old friend. A dreadful
thought formed unbidden in his mind. If the curse afflicted things that were outside of its purview, like the new cloth,
or the ship at Ostia, then if he told what he knew to Tarsus, or to Aurelian, then they would be at risk as well. Though
Tarsus was an exemplary doctor, surgeon, administrator, and teacher, he did not have the power over the otherworld
that Maxian owned as an accident of birth. He could not protect himself from the tide of corrosion that permeated the
city outside of theisland.

Maxian looked away from the concerned eyes of the priest. Hefelt sick. “I can’t tell you now. | need to find out if
I'mright... It isvery dangerous, Tarsus. If | could tell you and keep you safe, | would.”

The Prince stood up and walked quickly out of the garden. Behind him, the old priest watched him with grave
concern. After amoment, Tarsus shook his head as if to clear it of worry and got up to return to his dutiesin the
sickward of the temple.

Maxian climbed the long ramp of narrow steps that ascended the southern side of the Coelian Hill. At the summit,
he paused for breath. His tunic was damp with sweat from the exertion. At the top of the steps, there was a small
square, and on the western side, alittle circular Temple of Jupiter. In the midday heat, the streets radiating out from the
sguare were empty and the lackluster chuckling of the fountain on the northern side was a lonely sound. He crossed
the square and went up the broad steps into the dim coolness of the temple.

Within, a marble statue of the god dominated the circular nave, his arm raised to hold a pair of bronze thunderbolts.
Beyond that there was a column-lined porch overlooking the sweep of the city. Maxian hauled himself over the low

wall and sat, his feet dangling over the edge, and surveyed the thousands of roofs that now lay below him. The
white shapes of temples rose like shipsin a sea of red tile that descended in steps and a slope to the banks of the
Tiber. To hisright, upstream from the island that held the calm garden of Asklepios, he could make out the broad open
space of the Campus Martius, now all but abandoned with the departure of the Praetorian Guard with the Emperor to
the east.

Sitting in the shade, he felt a great fondness for the weathered old city. It had sheltered the art, civilization, and
culture of the entire world for centuries. Now it was amost beaten down, its once-proud monuments chipped and
cracked, many in ruins. High up here, above the stink and the crowds, he could see the sweep of the city and feel the
breadth of Empire that it represented. He thought, his face twisted in regret, of all of the old ghosts he had seen in the
palace. Each of them had laid down his whole life for the dream of aworld Empire that would sustain civilization



forever. A faded glory now. He rubbed his eyes, feeling terribly sad for amoment.

Under the hot sun, the city lay somnolent in the |ate afternoon. Maxian restrained himself from seeing the city,
knowing that eddies of corrosive power were lapping even around this temple. The problem presented by Tarsus, or
his brother, occupied his mind. How could he defeat this curse upon the city if he could not tell anyone else? He was
far too weak to break the spell, or spells, that anchored it to the city. He needed powerful help. Another sorcerer,
someone who was a master of the art, someone who could supplement his own meager skills.

Another thought occurred to him as he sat with his back against the cool marble pillar. He needed help that was not
Roman. By constant vigilance he held the curse from his own mind and body with the Shield of Athena, but in some
way it was a part of him aswell. He could feel avestige of it dipping and diding through his arteries and veins.

Another Roman wizard, brought into such an enterprise, could well be overwhelmed and destroyed—Iike the
seri-canum had been consumed—nbefore he could defend himself. The Prince rubbed the stubble that had come during
the last few days. | need to shave, he remarked to himself. And | need to find a foreigner who is strong enough to help
ne...

Feeling vastly better that he had at least the beginnings of a plan, he left the temple, striding down into the narrow
streets and alleys of the Subura district.
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THE GREAT PALACE OF CONSTANTINE, THE EASTERN CAPITAL

The flood of servants ebbed back at last, leaving the small dining chamber on the top floor of Heraclius' palace at
last inhabited only by himself, Theodore, the Western Emperor Galen, and the ambassadors from Naba-tea and
Palmyra. Heraclius poured the latest round of wine himself, careful to avoid spilling more of the fine Miletean vintage
onto the thick carpets that filled the room. All of the diners were well full, having demolished a nearly endless series of
courses. Galen, as seemed to be hiswont, had eaten moderately and drunk even less. His dry wit, and Western accent,
had greatly amused the two ambassadors. Adathus, the Palmyrene, leaned over and picked two perfect grapes from
the remains of the bunch. His aquiline face was creased by a dight smile. His garments were rich, embroidered with
tiny jewels and pearls. His hands were well adorned with rings, and the brocade of his shirt was an intricate wonder.
Beside him the Nabatean, Malichus Obo-das, seemed plain in comparison, though Malichus was

dressed in an elegant sea-green silk robe and girdle. Both men had spent vast sums upon their attire, but was that
not expected when one visited the court of the Emperor of the East?

“So,” Adathus said, “what blessing brings us the attention of the two most powerful men in the world?’ His words
were flattering, but his eyes were not for they calmly considered both of the Romans before him. Galen was attired in
his customary costume; the field garb of alegion commander: white tunic with ared cape, a heavy leather belt, and
lashed-up boots. Heraclius much the same, though he had forgone the cape and settled for a tunic of heavier material,
edged with j*old. Asthe Palmyrene had expected, both were calm and possessed of a tremendous confidence. Even
with the sad state of the Eastern capital on this day, both of the ambassadors could count ships in the harbor and see
that strength was flowing to the Roman hand.

Heraclius helped himself to a peeled apricot dusted with sugar. He took a bite and savored the play of flavorson his
tongue. Then he put it aside on the little silver tray by his dining couch.

“Thewind isturning in the East,” he said, his voice cam. “In short time the Persians will be blown back to
Ctesiphon by it. The barbarians who are camped before my walls will be destroyed or chased back to their grasslands.
The Boar will be hunted down with long spears and skewered. These things will transpire, regardliess of what we
discuss this evening.”  Malichus rubbed his sharp chin with awell-trimmed fingernail. “If thisis so, and | do not
doubt it, great lord, why summon usto your presence?’

“We intend more than the simple chasing off of the Persians,” answered Heraclius. “We intend to deal them such a
defeat as they have not suffered in almost a thousand years. We have the men and the will. All we need are the pieces
put into the proper motion. For that, frankly, we need the aid of both of your states.”

Adathus stole alook at his companion, then arched an eyebrow, saying: “Even now the armies of both our cities, as
allies of Eternal Rome, have forestalled the advance of the Persians from Antioch southward. We protect Damascus
and thence the road to Alexandria. What more can we do to bring about the defeat of the Persians?’

Heraclius nodded in agreement. “This is so. However, the Persian army at Antioch will soon be marching south,
intending to capture Palestine and then Egypt. There will be battlein Syria Coele somewhere. Our plans are adready in
motion, as are Shahr-Baraz's. It is vita that the Persian army in Antioch remains south of the city, preferably diverted
to asiege of Damascus or some other strong city. This state of affairs need not pertain for long, no more than afew
months. Thiswill give ustimeto complete our part of the evolution.”

Adathus leaned back in his couch, his brow furrowed in

thought.

“And what evolution would that be?’ he asked, clearly

suspicious.

Heraclius rang a spoon against the pewter goblet he had been drinking from. Servants entered the chamber and
cleared away the platters and other dishes. The last servant gathered up the dining cloth that had covered the table



used to serve the four men. Benesth it, the surface of the wooden table was inlaid with amap of the Eastern Empirein
tiny, carefully crafted, mosaic.

“The Persian armies are four,” Heraclius began, using his dining tine as a pointer. First he pointed to the narrow
strip of blue between the Mare Aegeaum and the Sea of Darkness. “ Shahr-Baraz stands across the Propontisin my
Summer House with a swift force of cavalry. Though he daily bites, his thumb at me, he holds no more land there than
the width of hislances.”

The tine moved south and east, across the brown shape of Anatolia, to the eastern edge of the Mare Internum,

where the Levantine coast ran up to meet the body of AsiaMinor.

“The nearest true Persian army is at Antioch, under the command of his cousin, Shahin. Thisis the army that will
threaten Egypt as soon asit can. Beyond those two armies, the main force of the Persiansis at Ctesiphon, under the
command of the Shahanshah himself. A fourth army is currently in the uttermost East, campaigning along the Oxus.

“We desire to defeat the Persians one at atime, so we have let rumor dlip that our army will sail north from
Constantinople and land at Trapezus.” Thetine slid north across Anatolia to the verge of the Sea of Darkness, and
then east along that coastline to the mountains that ran down to the dark waters. “From there that army will advance
south through Armeniaand Luristan, to threaten the Persian heartland. To counter this, the Boar will take his
horsemen back east, across Anatolia, to join up with Chrosoes army from the heartland.”

The Palmyrene broke in, eyeing the map. “But that is not your true plan then.”

“No.” Heraclius smiled and pointed to the plain of Issus to the northwest of Antioch. “Our army will land here
instead and march inland to Samosata. We will be between the Boar, to the north in the mountains, and the main
Persian army to the south at Ctesiphon. But our situation will be very precarious if Shahin and hisarmy at Antioch are
not already engaged in campaign.”

“So we are to occupy their attention,” Malichus commented, frowning. “Our armies are equipped for border
skirmishes, for fighting bandits and policing the desert. We do not have the heavy infantry or horsemen to face Shahin
and his clibanari. They would roll right over usin the first standup fight.”

“1 know,” Heraclius said with agrim look on hisface, “your generals will have to be careful and draw him southward
with the promise of battle. One legion of Eastern troops and one of Western will be coming up the coast from

Alexandriato join you. If you can keep Shahin's attention and fall back to meet them, then you will have the
fighting men to fight him on even terms. But... that is not the plan either.”

Malichus and Adathus looked up from the map in concern.

Heraclius took a deep breath, steeling himself for the next words. “By the time you would come to that battle, our
armieswill have engaged and defeated Chrosoes’ main army somewhere between Samosata and Tauris. Then we will
turn south to assail the Persian capital. Shahin will know our movements by then for sure, so he will be forced to turn
back to defend their heartland. When that time comes, your forces, and those of the two L egions that have come up
from Egypt, will be well placed to press him as he retreats back across the Euphrates.”

Now the two border chieftains glanced at each other and smiled. An army in retreat would be easy prey for the swift
horsemen and raiders that their principalities commanded. There would be rich loot to be had as well from the fleeing
baggage train. At little cost or even risk if the Persians could be denied battle...

From his chair, Galen watched the by-play between the two ambassadors, and saw their native caution warring with
naked avarice.

Adathus pursed his lips and stroked his mustaches with along, olive-toned, finger. “This plan has promise, great
lord. Still, it isrisky if Shahin should managed to trap one of our forces and bring us to battle. Our peoples are not
great in number and we husband our fighting men carefully—what assurances can you offer me that the Legions from
Egypt will arrive on time? What restitution will you make us for the losses as the Persians march through our

lands?

Heraclius fought to keep his face impassive. The haggling had begun. He nodded solemnly. “War is aterrible
business, and Palmyra, in particular, may suffer greatly. To

thisend | propose that in recognition of the aid and assistance you give us, as you have given in the past, the
Queen shall be proclaimed Tribune for her part in this defense of the East.”

The eyebrow of the Palmyrene ambassador inched upward in surprise. Within the hierarchy of the Empire, a
Tribune stood just below a Caesar in rule, only two steps from the Purple itself. Such honors were not bestowed
lightly, and never upon the head of an alied state. The Eastern Emperor is both tremendously assured and in a grave
situation, he thought, to make such an offer.

Heraclius turned to the Nabatean, his, face serious. “Our friends in Nabatea have long stood by our side as well.

Y our state handles the vast mgjority of the sea trade from Axum and Sinope, your ports on the Sinus Arabicus are
thronged with ships carrying our goods and the goods of others, destined for Rome and Constantinople. Y our frontier
patrols restrain the nomads of Arabia. We have been remissin not acknowledging your aid and assistance. It seemsto
us, if you join in this endeavor, that Petra and Bostra should be treated as Roman cities henceforth.”

Now the Nabatean roused himself from hislanguid air of detachment. The alliance between Bostra and Palmyrawas
°ld> and loosdly fitting, but traditionally the Northerners had taken the lead in dealing with the Empire. The Nabateans



had long been more than content to count the coin that spilled into their coffers from the vast flow of trade between
the Empire, India, and distant Serica. Still, asan allied state, they were forced to pay a hefty toll when the goods
actually passed into Imperial lands. Were Bostra and Petra to be proclaimed urbes, true Roman cities, then nearly a
third of that toll would be removed. Great sums were to be made from such achange in tax status.

Malichus nodded involuntarily.

Heraclius smiled genially. “Let us drink, then, friends, and discuss the more mundane details of such ajoint effort.”

The moon rose huge and yellow-orange over the spires and towers of the city. Galen stood on an embrasure of the
palace overlooking the waters of the Propontis. To the east, across the band of dark water, he could make out the
twinkle of bonfires on the farther shore. A cool wind blew out of the north from the great open waters of the Sea of
Darkness. He turned to his companion.

“A nice ploy with the desert chieftains,” he said in aquiet voice.

Heraclius nodded somberly, leaning on the still-warm stone of the crenellation. Even in the soft light of the moon,
Galen could see that his brother Emperor was troubled.

“1 think that it will work as we have planned,” the Eastern Emperor said. “ Their greed will lead them to battle and
defeat at Shahin's hands.”

“Do you doubt your stratagem now? Do you wish to discard it? We can still split off the Sixth Gemina and enough
Germans to make another Legion-strength auxillia band to prop them up.”

Heraclius pushed away from the wall and hooked his thumbs into his belt. “No, we are committed. | do not want to
face the Boar with twenty thousand fewer men than | could. Sending those troopsto fight in Syriawould be awaste.
Besides’—and now the Emperor smiled—*both of those cities are rich enough to take the |oss.”

Galen frowned, tapping his fingers on the stone. “ Petra and Palmyra have been allies of the Empire for hundreds of
years—are you sure you want to expend them in such a manner? It does not seem particularly honorable.”

Heraclius laughed, a grim sound. “ That bastard Chrosoes was surely honorable when he violated the treaty and
attacked me five years ago. Thisis not an honorable war, my friend, thisis survival. | will repay himinsult for insult. |
am the Emperor of the East.”

“True,” Galen said, shaking his head alittle at the venom in the Eastern Emperor’ svoice, “but what of afterward.

when we have won? The desert frontier will still have to be defended—and the men of these cities will be dead.”

“There is nothing to defend against,” Heraclius said, dismissing the subject. “Chrosoes is the enemy. He will pay
for his treachery and his pretensions to my throne.”

Galen was silent, balancing the good of the Empire as whole against the devastation that would be visited upon the
distant citiesin his mind. He was still standing by the wall, looking out on the dark bulk of Asia, beyond the moonlit
waters, when Heraclius went back inside.
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THE VIA APPIA, SOUTH OF ROME H

The moon rode lower now, a great orange melon in the sky. Clouds obscured part of itsface and cast the road into a
deep gloom. Maxian nudged his horse forward to keep up with the lead rider. The clip-clop of the horses hooves
echoed from the metal ed surface of the Via Appia, but the sound was swallowed by the hedgerows that bounded the
road on either side. Beyond the hedges, unkempt fields were scattered with small buildings and raised mounds. Almost
three miles behind the Prince, the guard-towers of the city wall at the Porta Appia could barely be made out, marked by
gleaming lanterns and torches. The guide halted and raised his lantern. A black opening yawned on the right side of
the road, marked by two pale white columns. The lantern lowered as the man leaned down from his horse to make out
the inscription on the pillar.

An owl hooted softly in anearby tree, then there was arustle of leaves asit took flight.

Maxian, his face shrouded by a deep hood, fingered agold coin. It was a double aureus, with the face of his brother
on one side. Freshly minted, almost sharp-edged. He sighed and put the coin back in the pocket of histunic. At his
side, the old Nabatean laughed softly.

“Soon, soon, my lord, you shall have the lever that you need:”

Maxian had rapped sharply on the overhung door with the head of hiswalking stick. Late afternoon was dliding
quickly to night, and the narrow streets of the trans-Tiburtina were growing dim. People were walking quicker, trying to
get home before full dark. The sky, what of it could be seen, was a deep purple streaked with rose-colored clouds.
Maxian rapped again, faintly hearing movement within the residence. The door was unremarkable, marked only with a
small sigil of two raised horns around a trap-ezoid. He had come here, to astinking aley in the “foreign” district, on the
recommendation of the last wizard he had visited. Though he had begun his search for assistance with agrim
determination, now he was bone tired and ready to give up and go home.

The sorcerers and wizards he had approached, particularly those on the Street of the Magi in the Forum Boarium,
had either refused to speak to him outright or had sent him away when he began to explain that the city was infused
with some terrible power that could kill men or corrode metal. The last, a Jewish numerologist, had listened patiently to
him for over an hour, then spread his hands and said that he had no experience in such matters. But, he continued,



there was a man known to him, a Nabatean, who might be ableto help. |
And so Maxian was here, at this darkened oak door, at nightfall.
The sound of adiding bolt rasped through the thickness of the door, then another noise, like a pin being drawn out
of ametal socket. The door creaked open a crack, and a startling blue eye gleamed out at the Prince.

“Good evening,” Maxian said in avery polite voice. “I seek the wise man, Abdmachus, who lives here. | am Maxian
Atreus. | seek assistance in a delicate matter.”

The eye disappeared and the door opened the rest of the way, revealing a short, thin man with awisp of white hair
showing from underneath asmall felt cap. The fellow was dressed in atrailing robe of narrow blue-and-white stripes,
bound at his waist with a dark-green sash.

“Comein, young master. | am Abdmachus. Welcome to my house.”

The house of the Nabatean was long and narrow in its plan, wedged between two larger buildings. Thetiny front
room was bare with atile floor. A second, heavy door led from the atrium into the rest of the house. It had no lock, but
Maxian felt atugging sensation as he passed through it. Beyond that portal there was a sitting room with asmall firein
abrazier. Unlike the homes of the poor, the smoke was well behaved, swirling into a corner of the ceiling and vanishing
up a partially exposed pipe of fired clay. The floor was thick with heavy rugs, al in muted browns and reds. Two low
couches faced each other, making a triangle with the brazier at the head of each.

Abdmachus gestured Maxian to the rightmost couch and settled himself on the other. Maxian chose to sit rather
than recline. The olive-skinned foreigner continued to regard him steadily.

Maxian coughed, clearing histhroat. “ Sir, | amin need of assistance. | understand from afellow | met yesterday that
you may be able to help me. Are you familiar with the, well, the unseen?’

Abdmachus cocked his head to one side, regarding the young man.

“If you mean,” said the old man, “am | of the magi, then yes, | am experienced with the unseen world. | am
confused, however, by your coming to me. Y ou show unmis-

takable signs of being possessed of power aswell, of the ability to see the unseen. | can feel the pattern of defense
you have raised around you even now. Why have you come to me?"

Maxian raised an eyebrow; the elderly man was no fool, and well skilled to boot.

“l am not asorcerer,” hesaidin reply, “I am apriest of Asklepios. | have found something, however, that isfar too
strong for me to affect with.my own powers. | need the advice, perhaps the help, of someone more... experienced.”

Abdmachus smiled, showing small white teeth.

“Ah, experience | have,” the old man said, “1 no longer have the strength ‘ of youth such as you possess. But | do
know atrick or two that gets me by in my dotage. | am no longer as strong as | once was—but as the Greek said, with a
long-enough lever one might move the world! Now, this thing that you have found—it is a dangerous thing, and
something that you have come across in your work? But if you are a priest of the healing art and you have not been
able to defeat it, it must not be a disease, but something... something that causes disease?’

Maxian spread his hands, his face even grimmer than before. “Master Abdmachus, | beg you to hear me out fully
before you make up your mind. | have gone to other wizards before you, and all of them, save Simon the
Numer-ologist, have turned me away or told methat | am insane. There is an affliction upon this city that only I, as
best | can tell, can see. A corruption and a bane that brings disease, death, insanity upon the inhabitants. Now that |
have perceived it, | seeit everywhere—in the broken stones of the street, upon the faces of the people in the markets,
all around us. | know this sounds absurd, but it isasif aterrible curse has been laid upon the city of Rome.”

The old man, much to Maxian’ s surprise, laughed softly, his eyes twinkling. Maxian’ s face clouded with anger; he
had expected better of the Nabatean. He stood up.

The old man stopped laughing and held up awizened hand.

“Wait, wait, my impetuous guest. | am not laughing at your theory. | am laughing at myself, for wasting so much
time of my own. | believe you. | think that | know what you speak of. Sit, sit.”

Maxian returned to the couch, not sure that he believed the old man.

“What you see,” the old man said, “islike atide of dark power, one that pervades the city, al unseen, almost
unnoticed unless one knows what to look for. It is subtle and powerful, and it is so prevalent that to one raised here, or
along-term resident, it would seem... natura. Y es?’

Maxian nodded. “Yes, but it isinimical, deadly. Do you know what curse has spawned it?’

Abdmachus laughed again and shook his head slowly.

“It isno curse, young master, it is a blessing, aboon to Rome.”

“How can you say this?’ Maxian sputtered. “ It has caused the deaths of eleven people that | know of! | have seen
its ability to destroy, to erode and deform even metal, with my own eyes!”

Abdmachus shook his head again and stood up, going to the opposite wall of the room. There he passed his hand
over a section of the brickwork, and it folded silently out to reveal a hidden space. From this space, he took a leather
bag of coins. He returned to the couch and carefully removed a single golden coin from the bag.



“Look, young sir. Thisisacoin | accepted in payment yesterday from a noble of the city, a patrician, an officer of
the state. Only now have | touched it, and only long enough to show it to you and to placeit here.”

The old man placed the coin on the small table that lay between the two couches. The pale gold gleamed in the
firdight.

‘The last man to touch it was this officer, who came to me seeking afavor. Heis still close tothecoinanditis

il close to him. It isfreshly minted, so almost entirely clean of the impressions of others, only his shape is upon it.
Do you understand my meaning?*

Maxian nodded. The school in Pergamum had touched upon the theories of contagion and similarity, though more
in the light of mending broken limbs and curing fevers than working power upon a hale person.

Abdmachus put the bag of coins behind his couch and leaned over the single coin. He looked closely at Maxian.
“Now, | know that maintaining the pattern of defenseisdraining, so | shall make a new one, one that encompasses
both of us. When | am done, please lower your own so that they do not interfere with one another.”

Maxian nodded and almost without thought his sight expanded to fill the room. Now he could see the trembling
auraaround the old man, a stolid, burnished bronze color. Therest of the room was atracery of fine blue lines of fire.
His own shield glittered in the air between him and the Nabatean. The old man too was still and quiet. For a moment
nothing happened, and then the blue fire began to wick up into the air. The brazier sputtered and went out, though
Maxian could still see clearly in the darkness. The walls, floor and ceiling gave up their energy to a coalescing sphere
that spun out, slowly, from the figure of the old man to pass over Maxian and then halt just beyond him. The blue fires
did, glutinoudly, to the sphere and at last it was complete.

The Prince relaxed for the first timein days, and his own shield flared and went out. He slumped backward on the
couch, the low-level headache that he had been fighting while the shield was up passing away.

“Better, isit not?’ the old man whispered, his eyes still closed in concentration. “Now | will show you the blessing
of Rome... but be prepared to raise your pattern again at an instant. Thiswill be quite dangerous.”

The Nabatean reached out a thin hand and plucked at the air above the gold coin. Bidden by his hand, it rose up to

spin slowly in the air between the old man and the prince.

“By the shape of the man who held this coin, | can influence him for good or ill. | can harm him, so...”

The old man twisted his hand in the air, and a virulent crimson tendril sparked intheair in front of him. Maxian sat
up straighter, his own hand raised in an involuntary ward. The tendril of fire crept through the air and twisted around
the coin. The air around the coin flexed, becoming cloudy, and for amoment the image of a stern, patrician, face
appeared around the coin.

“Easy, easy, young master, | will not actually harm the officer, but ook, beyond the pattern of defense...”

Maxian turned his attention outward and his face froze at the sight beyond the pale-blue barrier. Acidic darkness
surged against the blue sphere, filled with deep-purple fire and an eye-dizzying eddy of contorting shapes. The power
that lay throughout the city, in the stones, in the air, in the war, englobed them and hissed and spit against the blue
wal.

“You seethe blessing? As| raise evil intent against a steward of the state, against an officer who isavery pillar of
the Empire, the blessing moves against me. The pressure upon the pattern isincredible... even here, in aplace where |
have lived for many years and invested much power, it is almost enough to overcome me. | withdraw the threat.”

The crimson tendril faded away and the coin spun gently down to rattle on the tabletop. Abdmachus opened his
eyes, breathing heavily. Beyond the flickering blue wall, the darkness surged and spun about, beating against the
invisiblewall. Then dowly, inch by inch, it receded and flowed back into the walls, into the air, into the earth. Maxian
let out along slow breath when the last vestiges were gone.

The old man also slumped against the back of the divan in exhaustion, but his eyes were still bright. “It has always
puzzled me that no Roman mage has written of this effect, or that the Empire has not trumpeted its protection to the

four corners of the world. But seeing you here, now, with an equally puzzled expression tells me that no Roman has
ever come athwart it and lived to tell of it to another.”

Maxian pursed hislips and slowly nodded.

“Any who provoked the power,” the Prince said, “would be destroyed were they not ready. No one would know...”
He looked up sharply at the old man. “Then how did | survive discovering it? How did you survive discovering it?’

Abdmachus ignored the question for a moment, wearily levering himself up from the couch and disappearing
behind a curtain at the back of the room. He returned in afew moments with jugs of wine and water and two
broad-mouthed cups. He poured the heavy wine and then added a liberal dose of water to each. After he had drained
the cup, he spoke.

“When | first cameto thecity, | was... soto say... not officially welcomed. | sought no license to practice my craft
and | did not make myself well known. | took these rooms and set about assiduously minding my own business. | was
younger, but still careful, so when first | essayed a commission such as | just demonstrated, | took many extra
precautions.”

He paused and poured another cup of wine, motioning to Maxian to drink himself. The Prince sniffed the wine and



put forth asmall fraction of his ability to seeif it was safe. It was, and so he drank.

“It is common knowledge among the practitioners of the craft, at least it is outside of Rome, that the Empireisall but
inviolate to sorcery and magic of al kinds. The widespread presumption is that the Imperia thaumaturges are so
powerful that they detect or repel all attemptsto do ill to the state. But my time here in the city has told me otherwise.

Y our sorcerers are strong, true, but they could not do this.
“Has it never struck you, or any other Roman, that your enemies have not slain your Kings or Emperors by magic?

That the priest-kings of Persia or the witch-men of the Germans have not shriven your armiesto ruin in the field of
battle? These enemies can summon horrific powers and, | assure you, have done so in the past. But their efforts were
for nothing. Such an attempt is a sure path to ruin for the practitioner. And this, what we have seen this evening, is
why.*

Maxian put the empty cup down. By parts he was greatly relieved that he had found someone who not only
believed him but had considered the same problem himself. The perspective that he brought, however, was
disquieting. He rubbed his face again, trying to urge his mind to motion. Abdmachus saw this and smiled again,
though the young man did not see.

“Young master, you are gravely tired. There is nothing that can be done tonight about this. If you would care to,
you may sleep here tonight. Here, at least, you can sleep free of troubling dreams and the effects of the power.”

Great cypresstrees folded over the top of the lane as they turned off the Via Appia. A suffocating darkness
surrounded Maxian, and he shivered though the summer night was still warm. He could smell the richness of the fields
on either side of the hedgerows. The lane descended and then turned to the left. The lantern ahead jogged to the right
and the horsemen entered a small clearing.

The moon had passed through the clouds and now loomed large over a small temple on the far side of the clearing.
Silver light lay upon the stones at the entrance to the tomb. Abdmachus swung spryly down from his horse, as did the
two attendants who had led them to this place. Maxian looked around, surprised that the burial place of the Julians
would seem so insignificant. Then he too dismounted. The Nabatean stepped to his side, carrying one of the two
hooded lanterns they had brought.

“Light your lantern,” he said, his voice low.

Maxian nodded and lifted the heavy bundle from the sad-

dlebag on his horse. Praetor whickered at him and nudged his shoulder with a great soft nose. Maxian smiled in the
darkness and dug in his pocket for a carrot. The stallion accepted the bribe with a gracious air and alowed himself to
be tied off to atree near the entrance to the temple. This done, Maxian unwrapped the lantern and sparked the wick to
light with a snap of his fingers. Abdmachus had lighted his as well. The Nabatean turned to the two attendants and
bade them sit in the cover of the trees and watch the entrance of the tomb and the lane.

“You've the other tools?” Abdmachus asked, turning back to the Prince.

Maxian hefted the leather bag he had slung over his shoulder; there was a clank of metal from within. In the
moonlight, the Nabatean's head bobbed in acknowledgment.
“Then let usgo,” he said, hisvoice till low.

The door to the temple was a heavy iron grate, ornamented with a heavy cruciform lock. The bars were closely set
and very thick. Abdmachus knelt next to the lock and carefully felt it with hisfingertips. After amoment he began
chanting in avery low voice, amost inaudible, yet Maxian could feel the shape of the words clearly. The air around the
two men changed, becoming oppressively heavy, then there was the sound of rusted gears and rods scraping and the
lock clicked open. Abdmachus stood and breathed out a shuddering breath. He wiped his forehead, then pushed the
door gingerly open.

“1t'sbeen too long since | practiced that,” the Nabatean said, his voice wry.

Within, along narrow room led to the back of the building. The walls on either side were lined with deep-set niches,
each holding a portrait bust. At the end of the room was a curved wall and a small atar. Behind the atar stood the
mossy statue of awoman. Maxian stepped close and could barely make out the visage of a grim-faced goddess.

Minerva, he thought to himself. Behind him, the Nabatean was rooting about in the heavy bag.

“Here,” Abdmachus whispered, “there should be a circular hole in the side of the atar.” He handed Maxian an iron
rod, sixteen inchesin length, with a handle at the end. The Prince knelt by the side of the marble block that comprised
the dtar. He felt along the side in the gloom; the lanterns were almost completely shuttered to prevent their lights from
betraying them to passersby. His fingers found a smooth-sided hole, and he guided the bolt into the receptacle. On the
other side of the block, Abdmachus had done the same. The Nabatean peeked up over the stone.

“Areyou ready?’ he asked. Maxian nodded. “ Then on the count of two.”

“One, then two... heavel”

The Prince grunted as he put his shoulder into dragging at the handle. Between the two of them, they managed to
dislodge the block, revealing a dark opening under the altar and a draft of icy air. A smell of dampness and decay rose
from the pit as well. Abdmachus shifted the hood on his lantern and peered down into the darkness.

“Excellent!” he breathed. “ Thereis ill aladder.”



Maxian laughed softly.
“You've done this before, | see,” he said to his companion.

Abdmachus' white teeth flashed in the light of the lantern. “My family was poor, and the hills around my home city
of Petraare riddled with the tombs of the nobility... sometimes an apprentice magi must make do with what he has. It
has been some time, but one does remember some things.”

The Nabatean tied off aline on the handle of hislantern, then leaned over the pit and lowered it Slowly down.
When it rested at the bottom of the pit, he swung his legs over the lip and onto the first rung of the ladder. Maxian
watched while the old man’ s head disappeared into the shaft, then took one last ook around. The empty eyes of the
ancient

heads gazed curiously back at him from the funereal niches. He shook his head in amazement at the desecration he
and the old man were about to perform. No matter, he thought, the dead care nothing. | need a tool, and many who
would die will live because of what we do.

Maxian had fallen asleep within moments of his head hitting the thin pillow. The little storeroom behind the sitting
room was crowded with bags of herbs and odd-smelling boxes, but the Prince had paid no notice. He was snoring
within aminute, the thin blanket pulled tight around him.

Abdmachus stood in the doorway for alittle while, his hands warmed by the “ copper lantern he held before him.
The old Nabatean considered the young man carefully. The Roman was exhausted and emationally drained.

Why, after all these years, should such an opportunity fall to me? he wondered. He had come to enjoy living in the
barbarian city, even if his dress was mocked by the laborers who frequented the taverna on the corner. His brow
furrowed in concentration and he raised a single finger, quickly tracing the glyph for friend in the air before him.

On the cot, Maxian moaned a little and turned over, hiding hisface.

The tunnels of the catacombs were narrow and low-roofed. Abdmachus led the way with hislantern, now
unhooded, while Maxian carried the bag of tools and the other light. The air was fresh and a soft breeze blew into his
face as they clambered through chambers strewn with bones, skulls, and decaying burial goods. After fifteen minutes
the Prince realized that they were tending downward. Tunnel after tunnel branched off to the side of their path. A huge
warren of narrow holes, pits, and cavities filled with skulls had been dug under the tomb of the Julians. A fine drift of
finger bones crunched under his boots as they walked.

“Master Abdmachus, how big isthis place?” Maxian asked at last as they descended another ladder.

The Nabatean laughed and stopped at the bottom of a corroded wooden ladder, steadying it as the Roman came
down. “Thisvalley has been the burial place of Rome for over athousand years, my young friend. All of those millions
of bodies have to go somewhere. Worry not, we are almost there.”

At the bottom of another ladder, unaccountably, the tunnel veered sharply left and climbed steeply. Maxian
scrambled in the loose dirt to climb up, then caught hold of afirm edge of stone. He pulled himself up and found that it
was amarble step. A staircase now ascended, and the light of Abdmachus' lantern was far ahead. It was easier going
than the loose dirt but till difficult as the steps were tilted sharply to the left. After amoment they joined awall with a
smooth marble facing. Maxian paused, staring in amazement at the bas-relief carved into the marble. A Roman family
sat around atable, raising wine-cups in the blessing of the fall harvest. The face of Bacchus was graven above them,
laughing from awresath of holly leaves.

“Come, my friend.” Abdmachus' voice echoed from ahead. “ Thisisthe place.”

At the top of thetilted staircase, Maxian crawled out into a large chamber. High above, arough earth ceiling
showed the twisted roots of trees. The floor was uneven and loosely packed with gravel and dirt. By the light of the
two lanterns, three tomb-houses jutted from the floor and walls. Dirt spilled around their marble doorways, but they
were unmistakably of the vintage of the temple they had entered through. The Prince stared around in amazement.

“How... 7’ Hisvoicefaltered.

Abdmachus looked up from where he was squatting by the door of the middlie tomb-house. “As| said, young
master, the people of the city have been burying their dead here for over athousand years—once the valley that we
rode through was not flat and level, but along, low, swale running south from the city. Hundreds of tombs like these
dotted that valley. There was, if Cassius Dio isto be believed,

a Temple of the Magna Mater, not too far from where we entered. Then, when during the glory of the Republic it
was decided that the Via Appia should be built, the Claudiansfilled in the valley, burying al of those tombs, temples,
and monuments. Like these...”

Abdmachus turned back to the door of the tomb-house. His long fingers traced an inscription cut into the door,
brushing dirt away. He grunted noncommittally as Maxian leaned close with the other lantern. The inscription was
shallow and hard to read.

“I think that thisis the one. The patterns coalesce around it in the right way.”

The Nabatean looked up at the Prince, his eyes shadowed in the lantern-light. “The door is sealed in such away
that | cannot open it. Y ou must, and it will be difficult.. The body within was lain here after along journey, and the men
who buried it feared that it would not rest well—not unexpected from a man foully murdered by his supposed friends.
A working was laid on this tomb, particularly upon this door, and it has only grown stronger with age, not weaker. It



will take plain force to overcomeit in thetime available to us.”

Maxian nodded and laid the bag of tools down at his side. Abdmachus moved aside, and the Prince knelt in the
loamy dirt before the door with his hands on histhighs. He calmed himself and then silently chanted the Opening of
Hermes. After taking acirclet of twisted yew branches from the bag, Abdmachus settled the crown on the Prince’'s
head. The darkness of the cavern seemed to closein on Maxian for amoment, but then his sight blossomed.

The door to the tomb-house was a deep viridian abyss. Trickling currents of fire crawled across the marble facing
and descended into unguessabl e depths. For a moment he quailed before the strength of the door ward. Then he
centered again and reached out to draw power from the crusty loam of the floor and the tree roots high above.

There was an instant of emptiness as the Prince drew on

the fabric of the unseen world around him, then a stunning rush of power burst to him from the walls, the floor, from
the litter of bones that were scattered about the cavern. Blinding white-hot energy coursed through the corridors of
hismind.

In the dark cavern, Abdmachus had closed down all of his othersight and sat, cross-legged, at the side of the
young man, hisfingertips laid lightly on the pulse at Maxian's neck. The body of the Prince stiffened suddenly, and
Abdmachus struggled to keep from laughing out loud in triumph. The boy twitched and his body convulsed, but his
pulse—though it began to race—stayed strong. The Na-batean began a low chant, placing his fingertips lightly on
either temple of the Prince. Around him, the detritus of bones trembled in the ground and then each femur, skull, and
scapula began to twist itself free of the earth. Finger bones scrabbled in the dirt, then began to riseinto the air.
Clavicles rose and joined the slowly spinning array of bones. The door of the tomb-house began to flicker with a
tremendously deep blue, amost black.

One of the skulls, already missing a quarter of the forehead, suddenly disintegrated in midair with aloud crack as
the power Maxian was drawing from the remains of the dead took its physical integrity. There was arapid popping
sound as the smaller fibula and ribs pulverized. The other remains began to erode as an invisible wind lashed across
them, spinning them faster and faster around the old man and the Prince.

Maxian felt and saw and heard none of this. His attention was utterly filled by the snarling whirlwind of power that
had rushed into him like a mountain torrent. Something in the back of his mind gibbered in fear at the deeting fire that
channeled through his body. But hisintellect was soaring on a godlike wave of ability. He directed hiswill against the
tomb door and the ancient ward rang like a porcelain plate as the vast power smoteit. The viridian

abyss flexed under the assault and then deformed, suddenly becoming an almost silver mirror, throwing back a
contorted reflection of the Prince. Then it broke apart in a shower of tiny green flecks. Maxian’sintellect stormed into
the tomb-house, greedily swallowing up the long-dormant energies of those buried within. At the center of the tomb,
his rush slowed and then .stopped. The body of a man lay on asimple bier. The body, long decayed and shriveled to a
bundle of dry sticks, was dressed in the tattered remains of aformal white toga. Once leather-bound sandals had
attired his feet, but they were only scraps now.

Maxian struggled to stop the avalanche of power that hisinitial attempts to draw on the rocks and stones had
precipitated. At the edge of his perception, he could sense that the roof of the tomb, the walls, even the floor was
beginning to erode. If he did not halt the effect, even the body before him, the lever that Abdmachus had promised
him, would be destroyed. Grimly he tried to recenter his thought, and after a seemingly endless period of raging
against the dissolution that was tearing at him, he succeeded. Though he could no longer fed it, his body was soaked
with sweat and had collapsed in Abdmachus’ arms.

Maxian’s spirit hovered over the ancient body. His shape body was filled with what seemed to be an amost infinite,
power, burning white-hot at the core of hisform. Mentally he flexed his healing talent and found that it had subtly
changed. Before it was a delicate skein, capable of settling with utmost precision into damaged flesh or awounded
organ. Now it throbbed with a visceral power, capable of reforming shattered bones from chips, of reconstructing
whole bodies. He wondered with delight at the vision of transformation it showed him. His thought turned back to the
body. Thiswill work! he exulted.

He placed his hands, shimmering in and out of mortal sight, on the withered body. He muttered alow chant and
dust puffed from the floor into a great cloud that filled the chamber. He spoke again, strange inhuman words, and the

dust congealed into the visage of adull red heart suspended over the body of the dead man. Stiff fingers sank into
the chest of the corpse, peeling back dry leathery skin to expose the corroded organs. The dust-heart began to beat,
stiffly at first, but then filling with blood. The organ steamed and smoked. Maxian seized it from the air and crushed it
in hisinvisible fingers. Hot blood, almost boiling, spurted between his fingers and flooded into the exposed cavity.

Maxian steeled himself, bringing the words of an old spell to his mind. Abdmachus had shown him the crumbling
parchment and he had labored to make out the words, crudely scribed in the tongue of ancient Thessaly, but now they
were clear and bright in his mind. Ghostly lips moved, saying:

“O Furies and horrors of hell! Dread Chaos, eager to destroy countless worlds! O Ruler of the underworld, who
suffers for endless centuries because the death of the gods above cannot come too soon! Persephone, who hates and
reviles her own mother in heaven! Hecate, goodness of the dark moon, who grants me silent speech with the dead! O
Custodian, who feeds the snake-crowned Dog with human flesh! Ancient ferryman who labors to bring souls back to
me on his ship of bones! Heed my prayer!”



The blood, steaming and hot, settled in the inner cavity of the body, soaking into long-closed arteries and veins. A
sucking sound filled the dank chamber and the corpse trembled, filling with the burning liquid.

“If these lips of minethat call you have been tainted enough with hideous crimes, if | have always eaten human
flesh before chanting such spells, if | have cut open the breasts of new mothers and washed them out with warm
brains, if any baby could have lived, once his head and organs were placed in your temple—grant me my desire!”

The corpse, its lips flushed a pale rose by the blood curdling within it, did not move.

“Tisiphone and Megaral Are you listening to me? Will you not use your savage whips, studded with hooks and

teeth, to drive this ancient wretch from the wasteland of Erebus? Shall | conjure your true names to call you forth
into dreadful light? Shall | follow you over graves and burial grounds, driving you away from every tomb and urn?
You, Hecate, shal | drag you before the gods in heaven and show them your true aspect, pale and morbid, always
hidden behind artifice? Shall | tell the gods, O Persephone, what kind of dear food it is that keeps you under the earth,
what bond of love unites you with the gloomy king of night, what defilement you welcomed that makes your mother
deny you?*

The stones of the tomb echoed with the violence in Maxian’s shout. The air crawled with strange lights and
shuddering darkness. Still, the body on the slab did not move, though now wisps of steam and smoke issued forth
fromits eyes and mouth.

“Upon you, you lowest rulers of the world, shall | focus the sun—breaking open your caves—and daylight shall
strike you. Will you obey my will? Or must | call him who makes the earth tremble when his name isinvoked, who can
look upon the Gorgon unveiled, who lashes a frightened Fury with her own whip, who dwellsin the depth of Tartarus
that is hidden even from your view, for whom you are the * gods above,” who commits perjury in the name of Styx?’

The clotted blood, thick and viscous in the open pounds of the body, suddenly boiled up again. The limbs of the
corpse twitched asit circulated, reaching the extremities. Flooded with the black liquid, the tissuesin the cold breast
began to vibrate, new life stealing into organs long unaccustomed to it, struggling with death. Every limb began to
shake, the sinews stretching, the tendons popping. Eyelids flickered open, revealing dead white orbs. Stiff lips
twitched and the chest, its gaping wounds closed and puckered, heaved with breath.

Maxian was giddy with triumph, seeing life and vitality flow throughout his creation. His head began to spin and

he clutched at the stone lip of the table. His ghostly fingers fell through the platform.

In the cavern, Abdmachus stared up at the ceiling with near terror. The whirlwind of bones was gone, al of the
remains consumed by the young master. The roots that anchored the roof were gone as well, and a steady trickle of
gravel and stones rained down onto the floor of the chamber. The tomb door was gone, dissolved into dust, and a
strange wind now blew into the open tomb. For all hislong years scrabbling in the earth of graveyards, ossuaries and
among the remains of the dead, the Nabatean harbored a carefully concealed fear of close spaces. The earth groaned
around him as abused stones shifted. He cowered over the body of the young man, his own talents extended to the
utmost to hold up the pattern of protection that kept him from being consumed.

The body of the young Roman twitched in his hands, and suddenly a scraping sound came from the open door of
the tomb. The Nabatean twitched around to face the opening, his mind gibbering to him of cold-eyed ghouls and the
other denizens of the dead places. In the ruddy orange light of the remaining lantern, the hand that suddenly came out
of the darkness and gripped the door frame was smeared with red blood. Abdmachus flinched back and scuttled away
from the body of the Prince. Another hand joined the first, and then the naked body of an elderly man heaved itself out
of the doorway. He was almost bald, with thinning gray hair and a strong, patrician nose. His body was well muscled
yet showing age despite an active life. A welter of scars marked his chest and the side of his neck. The dead man
sneered, seeing thelittle oriental cowering in the dirt before him.

“Get up,” the man snarled in an archaic accent. “Bring me clothing.”

Abdmachus crept across the floor to the bag of tools and began rummaging in it, one eye on the dead man. The
corpse pushed away from the wall and shook its head like

adog shedding water. It raised its hands and turned them over, seeing their pale flesh. It felt its chest and traced
the scars and old wounds. At last it looked down on the unconscious body of the Prince.

“Thisisthe one who has given me life again?’ the dead man rasped.

Abdmachus looked up from the tunic, boots, undershirt, and cowled robe that he had removed from the tool bag.
“Yes,” hesaid, “heisyour master now.”

The dead man snorted and dust puffed from his nose. Puzzled, he dug a bony finger into each nostril and dragged
out dirt and the desiccated remains of worms.

“Pfaugh!” The dead man cursed and tried to spit. A fine cloud of white powder drifted out of his open mouth.
“Have you any wine?’ it asked in a querulous voice.

“No,” answered Abdmachus, handing the corpse the undershirt. “Put this on.”

The corpse dragged the cotton shirt over his head and patted it down. It looked down at the Prince lying- at its feet.
“1 could break his neck right now, while he slegps. Then | would be my own master.”

Abdmachus shook his head slowly, saying “If he dies, you go back to the worms. While he lives, and willsit, you



live”
The corpse accepted the tunic with awry smile. Its dead eyes turned to Abdmachus.
“Then he should live along time, shouldn’t he... Persian?’
[2OMOM QHQH(M)HQHOWOMW)HOWQM QHOHQM QWQWQHQHNWOWQfI THE CISTERNS OF THEODOSIUS, CONSTANTINOPLE

The slow gurgle of water dlid past under the bow of the long boat. Thyatis crouched in darkness, her head just
above the lip of the hull. She could barely hear the soft sounds of men breathing at her side or the faint swish of oars
in water. Like Nikos and the two Turks that were rowing, she was clad in loose-fitting black robes with soot blackening
her face and hair. The darkness around them was only fitfully broken by the light of a shuttered lantern that danced
over the water ahead of them.

Thyatis squinted, trying to make out the features of the men they were following. It was too dark and the light of
the lantern too intermittent. She bit at her lip nervously. The chase was long and slow, wearing on her nerves. At first
it had seemed it would be an easy operation—follow two of the Eastern lords who had slipped out of the Great Palace
to their presumed meeting with Persian spies, then swoop down and bag the whole lot. She had not expected the
quarry to descend into the depths of the half-abandoned cistern system that burrowed under the hill holding the
palaces.

The sound of the oars of the other boat echoed off the high ceiling. Intermittently, the murmur of a man speaking
carried to Thyatis, but she could not make out the words. Behind her own craft, two more shallow-drafted boats carried
the rest of her men.

Around them, great pillars rose out of the cold waters, passing overhead like the branches of great stone trees. The
air was chill, for the waters were fresh from springsin the

hills beyond the city. Despite the Avar “siege’ of the city, the aqueducts that fed the great public cisterns remained
open and full. Nikos gently touched Thyatis' elbow. The boat ahead had pulled up to ajetty of stone jutting from one
wall of the vast chamber. The distant lantern brightened as the man carrying it did the hood aside and a set of steps
were revealed, leading up into darkness. The thump of the boat coming to the jetty slithered across the water.

Thyatis held up her hand and the two Turks gently backed their oars. The other two boats glided silently to a stop
in the partial cover of one of the towering pillars. The Roman girl watched and waited as two men got out of the boat at
the jetty and climbed up the stairs, leaving one man in the boat with a second lantern. After afew minutes there was a
distant clang of metal and the last traces of the lantern the two men were carrying disappeared from the steps. Thyatis
turned and her hand flickered in quiet-talk to Nikos. Go, she signed, quietly and take the boat.

Nikos nodded and shed his cloak and shirt. Barefoot, he eased over the side of the boat. Thyatis and the two Turks
subtly adjusted their seating so that the boat did not rock and make a noise as the Illyrian slipped into the dark water.
Taking along breath, he submerged and the water closed over him with barely aripple.

For atime, the men and woman in the three boats waited. Thyatis sat, still and quiet, watching, fegling the air
around her and the breathing of her men. At last she felt the soft breath of Jochi as he breathed in and pushed his bow
away from him, bringing the string taut. Ahead, in the pale light of the lantern on the jetty, she saw the dark waters part
near the end of the boat and a lithe, stocky figure emerge. Nikos' hand blurred and the boatman’s throat was suddenly
crushed by iron fingers. The knife in the other hand dlid through cloth and flesh with a whisper, and the body of the
boatman jerked. There was no sound, but the boatman crumpled into the bottom of the boat. Nikos crouched over him,
staring up the stairs.

No sound came, no shouts of alarm. Nikos climbed out of the water onto the jetty. Moving quickly, he picked up
the lantern and moved it to the bottom of the steps, pointing upward. On the lead boat, Thyatis motioned her men
forward. Jochi reslung his bow and took up his oar. The three boats slid forward over the dark water to the dock.

Dwyrin was curled into as small a space as he could manage, well back in the little recess on the side of the chamber
of candles. He practiced being invisible, his breathing faint, his thoughts concentrated on stone, rock, and tile. In the
chamber, the dead man Khiron was sitting quietly, staring at the little table and the items upon it. From time to time he
would reach out a gray hand and shuffle the items about, making little tinkling sounds. So he had been since Dwyrin
had awoken. The air in the chamber seemed close and heavy. The dead man had not taunted the boy, or brought him
any food or water. The ache in Dwyrin’s stomach was growing, but there was nothing to be done about it. Dwyrin
watched the dead man out of the corner of his eye.

Suddenly Khiron stood, brushing hislong cloak back from the little chair. He strode to the heavy doorway that led
outside, to the long corridor, and paused asiif listening. When he turned back, his face was drawn and grim. Then
suddenly it stretched into the rictus of asmile.

“An arrangement has been made for you, boy,” he said, his voice gravelly.

A tremor of fear rippled through Dwyrin and his eyes began to smart with tears. He scrunched himself smaller and
pressed against the rough stone at the back of the recess. Khiron ignored this and unlocked the grate, reaching in and
dragging the boy out with along arm/ He stood the Hibernian up and dusted him off.

“I will missyou, little mouse,” the dead man said, hisvoice light, like flayed skin flapping in the wind.
“Come, it istime to meet your new master.”
At the top of the long flight of stairs from the cistern, Nikos and Thyatis stood on opposite sides of the iron-bound



door that closed off the top of the steps. One of the men, Ulfgar, stood before the door, carefully attired in the garb of
the dead boatman. Anagathios had finished daubing color on his face and carefully smearing it to make an even
surface. Done, the Syrian packed his small wooden case with precise, unhurried motions and then dipped back down
the stairs. Thyatis nodded at Ulfgar and then quietly unshipped her shortsword from the sheath slung over her back.
With the blade free in her left hand, she drew the fine-meshed silk veil of her hood over her face with her right. On the
other side of the door, Nikos shook out alength of wire that had been threaded through a medium-length copper tube
with knurled ends. His head, too, was shrouded in a hood of fine black silk.

Ulfgar swallowed and then rapped sharply on the door. There was no answer. He rapped again, louder. A few
grains passed and then there was a metallic scraping sound beyond the door and a small window swung open. A
smoky yellow light shone through and Ulfgar raised his own lantern, illuminating his face.

“What isit?’ aheavy voice snarled in Walach. Through the edge of the small window, Thyatis could see part of a
small room, lit by more than one lantern. A murmur of voices echoed off the walls—two, perhaps three more men.

“Let mein,” Ulfgar said, his voice sounding tired and worn. “1I’m tired of sitting in this cold pit.”

The man in the window sneered and rubbed the top of his bald head, saying: “Too bad for you. Y ou’ re supposed to
stay with the boat.”

Ulfgar scratched the side of his eye with afinger of the hand holding the lantern and raised an amphora.of wine
with the other.

“1"d rather not drink thisalone,” he said, mouth twisted to the side in ahalf grin. The eyebrows of the guard inside
raised. Some kind of thought pattered through his head and he came to a decision.
“Pass that through and we' |l take care of it,” he said, smiling.

Ulfgar snorted and tucked the amphora under hisarm. “Alone and cold | may be, but I’'m not stupid.” He turned and
began making his way down the steps. The guard in the window |ooked after him and sighed.

“All right!” he called, laughing after the retreating back of the Saxon. *Y ou and your wine are welcome!” There was
adliding sound of metal on metal, then the door opened a crack and the guard inside stepped partway out into the little
landing at the top of the stairs.

Nikos was quick, like a snake, and the wire loop was over the guard’ s head, around his throat, and being dragged
savagely tight before the Walach could as much as take a breath. Nikos held the copper tube in one hand and had
yanked the end of the wire, which was wrapped around a short crosspiece of old oak, with the other. Thyatis blurred
past the choking guard with the crushed trachea and the blood bubbling out of his nose and was into the guardroom
before the three men seated around the stone table could more than look up in mild amusement at the antics of their
friend.

The nearest one was looking over his shoulder at the doorway. His eyes widened as she rushed in. Her short-sword
speared through his half-open mouth, cracked its point through the back of his skull, and then whipped back out like a
bloody snake. He was still diding sideways out of his chair, his spinal cord cut nestly in half and his mouth in ruins,
when she ran past the man seated on the right side of the table and rotated her torso. The blade, spattering blood and
white bits of bone across the room, rotated with her and sheared through the throat of the second man, carrying him
and his chair over backward to spraw! across the floor with a clatter of wood.

The third man had sprung up out of his campstool and

had lunged toward the spears on awooden rack next to the rear door of the guardroom. Thyatis, nearly turned al
the way to her right by the follow-through of her swordstroke, plucked athrowing knife from the bandoleer at her belt
with her free right hand, cocked and threw in one smooth, effortless motion. The heavy-tipped blade sank into his back
below hisright shoulder, hilt deep, even as two black-fletched arrows, fired through the doorway, punched into the
side of his chest from the opposite angle. He crashed into the wooden frame holding the spears and other gear. It
collapsed with agreat clatter of wood and metal.

Thyatis leapt over the body at her feet and to the far door. It was bolted on her side, which gave her pause for a
thousandth of a second, and then she slammed the bolt open and rolled out into the passageway beyond. It was dark,
and broad, with a musty smell. She glanced each direction and saw and heard nothing. The two Turks scuttled through
the doorway behind her and took up positions facing each direction. Thyatis stepped back inside the guardroom.

Anagathios and one of the Greeks were dragging the bodies of the dead guardsmen out of the room as she entered.
Nikos had cleaned off his strangling loop and had slid the copper tube back into the holder slung over his back.

Anything! he signed.

No, she answered, aso in finger-talk, a crossways corridor, empty and dark. We must be in the cellars of the
building. Take your team and find the roof or a window. Alert the Imperials and then head for the fighting. I'll take
my team into the main part of the building and find the Persian agent.

Nikos nodded and then gathered the three Greeks, Anagathios, and Ulfgar to him. After amoment of silent
discussion they faded off into the corridor outside and headed off to the |eft. Thyatis took stock of the room and then
joined her team, comprised of the two Turks, a'Y ueh-Chu

exile named Timur, and a hulking Goth named Fredric.

Can you smell a kitchen? she signed at Jochi.



The Turk smiled broadly, revealing amouth filled with snaggly yellow teeth under alank black mustache. He
pointed to the right and up.

Let's go, she gestured. The two Turks led off, their bows out and arrows on the string. Thyatis followed, with Timur
behind her and Fredric at the rear. They trotted up the corridor.

Thistime, when Khiron dragged the foul-smelling leather bag off Dwyrin’s head, they were not in the study.
Instead they stood on a raised wooden deck that overlooked a garden of pale-white flowers and dark bushes with long
narrow leaves. Above them arched aroof of iron slats with mottled glass between each support. A huge yellow-green
moon wavered down through the glass. A heady scent filled the air. Dwyrin knelt on athick rug. Sittingin
wicker-backed chairs were the Bygar, the whiskered man, and the dark thing in flesh. Again, Khiron stood just behind
Dwyrin and to one side, the fingers of one hand resting lightly on the boy’s shoulder.

The remains of ameal lay between the Bygar and Whiskers. The Lord Dahak had only a partially full glass of wine
in front of him. The smell of roast lamb, chickpeas, fresh bread, and resinated wine tickled at Dwyrin’s nose. His
hunger began to wake up, clawing at his stomach. It grumbled, loudly, and Whiskers laughed at the sound.

The Easterner turned to the Bygar. “Al, friend, do not deliver merchandise in such poor condition! At least a scrap
of bread for the boy. He is thin enough already.”

The Bygar smiled and made alittle half bow in his chair.

“| fear that my servant may have forgotten his charge,” said the Walach.

Khiron knelt on one knee, his head low. “Forgive me, master, | did forget. Shall | call for the servantsto bring him a
med?’

The Bygar glanced at Dahak, who was observing Dwyrin with lidded eyes. The Eastern sorcerer looked back and
shrugged. It was of little import to him. The Valach nodded to Khiron, saying, “Y es, the boy should eat before he
leaves my house for his new home.”

Dwyrin quailed at the implication and sank lower on the rug. Fear filled his mind at the thought of departing from
even the minimal sanctuary of Khiron's chambers to be with this... Creature. Dahak smoothed back hislong hair and
stood, pacing over to the Hibernian. Khiron slunk away at the approach of the Easterner and then went off through the
moon-flowers and bushes to find a servant. The sorcerer ran his hand just over Dwyrin’s head, and the closeness of
his touch was like standing in afrost-gale. Dwyrin shuddered and collapsed into atightly curled ball on the floor.

Dahak laughed, and the moon-flowers wilted and closed at the sound of hisvoice. “Y our pardon, Bygar. | did not
mean to spoil the display of your flowers.”

The Easterner bowed to his host. While he did so, there was a sudden fall of light through the windows in the roof.
White and orange sparkled in the sky for a moment, and the shadows danced across the deck. The Bygar looked up
with puzzlement, but Whiskers stood quickly and dragged his cape, hat, and alongsword encased in battered |eather
wrapping from behind his chair.

“An Imperia signal rocket,” Whiskers rasped as he jammed the hat onto his head. “It istimeto leave, my lords.”

Dahak spun slowly around on his heel, his brow furrowed in mild concentration. Dwyrin was forgotten at his feet.

“There isnothing outside...” he began, then he rocked back as a black-fletched arrow sunk into his chest with a
mesaty thwack. For just an instant the Easterner stared down in puzzlement at the long shaft of the bolt, his hand raised
to touch it. Then two more feathered into him, and he fell backward with a grunting sound.

Dwyrin rolled away from the falling sorcerer and off the decking. He fell heavily into a moon-flower bush by the side
of the deck, crying out as thornsin the underbrush tore at him. There was a sound of running feet as a group of men
charged out of the dimness. The Bygar shouted an alarm and then vaulted over the back of the deck and into the
darkness of the garden. Whiskers, on the other hand, snatched up his cloak and spun it around his left arm. His right
held a gleaming three-foot blade that had seemingly materialized there. He too shouted and sprang down the steps of
the deck and into the midst of the charging men.

To Whiskers' s great surprise, hislopping overhand stroke was parried by aflicker-bright length of steel in the
hands of the lead attacker. He danced back as the assailant, dressed from head to toe in black, lashed out at him, nearly
catching the elbow of hisleft arm. He lunged back in and for amoment the air was a flutter of stedl in the moonlight
and the spark of clanging arms. The other two attackers split off, the largest bounding up onto the deck itself, while
the other dashed left into the brush of the garden.

Dwyrin rolled over and clawed at the thin metal chain around his neck. It flashed cold and seemed to constrict
around his throat, but this time he knew what would happen and fought to open his mind to the othersight. Then,
suddenly, there was a huge booming sound and the assailant who had charged up onto the deck was blown backward
by agout of white-hot lightning. The attacker sailed back across the garden and smashed into awooden wall, breaking
the timbers even as every bone in the man’s body was crushed to a pulp of blood and bone meal. The nimbus of the
lightning stroke hung in the air, etching a blast that arced across the great chamber.

On the deck, Dahak staggered to his feet, ahao of blue-white sparks leaping from his flesh and the remains of his
clothing. The wooden shafts of the three arrows caught fire and smoked as they were consumed. Thunder boomed
and echoed through the enclosed space like the rampage of the

gods. High above, the glass panes shattered as the shock wave of the blast struck them and they cameraining



down in athousand fragments.

Dwyrin had been blown back aswell, but the rush of power in the garden had torn at the ban around his neck as
well and now he ripped it from his neck. His othersight flooded in and the great space of the room was a maelstrom of
unleashed energies. The creature Dahak stood at the center of avortex of rippling lighting and fire. The lines of force
that crisscrossed the great city began to give up their power to the Easterner and awall of lightning suddenly rushed
out from him.

To Thyatis, the world suddenly went pure white and there was a sound so large that it smashed into her like a
wave. Her sword fight with the whiskered man was forgotten as she was flung backward into the ornamental pool of
the garden. The foreigner was blown forward too, and he tumbled into the shallow water beside her. Distantly, part of
Thyatis' brain was screaming sorcerer sorcerer] Still stunned, she stared at the ceiling above her in amazement as the
thousands of glass fragments that had been raining down into the garden were thrown back into the sky like tiny
comets. The wooden walls of the garden chamber caught fire.

Dwyrin staggered up, the pearly white of a Shield of Athena glittering in the air around him. The powers uncorked
in the room were flooding into him as well, for he had no training to hold them out. Instinctively his mind grasped at
the flames and the burning red torrent that surged in the earth under hisfeet. Fire lit from his hands and he turned
sidewaysto throw it. Like alive thing, it leapt from his handsto tear at the flickering sphere of lightning around the
creature hiding in human flesh.

Dahak staggered as awhite-hot bolt of flame savaged the lightning wall he had raised around himself. He whirled
and saw through the inferno that the firebringing power in the boy was running wild. Desperately the Easterner drew

down the latent energy in the stormclouds hanging over the city and wove atighter wall of defense before him. The
building was fully aflame now, and choking smoke wasfilling the garden. In the distance, there were more screams and
the sound of fighting. Dahak cursed and cast around for his companion. The Boar was crawling away from the.
firestorm, his sopping-wet cloak thrown over his body.

Three arrows suddenly flared into ash in front of Dahak, burned to a crisp by the flames raging against the lightning
wall. More of the attackers were coming and trying to bring him down. Enough, he swore at himself, we must leave. He
summoned wind and suddenly rose into the air.

Thyatis, who had scrambled out of the pool even as the wash of flames from the magel strom around the deck swept
acrossit, bolted for the doorway to the kitchens. Jochi and the other Turk were there, firing their bows as quickly as
they could into the raging fire and lightning storm behind her.

“Saveit,” she barked at them as she dashed through the door. “No arrow will get through that.”

The roof above them groaned and Thyatis realized that the entire building was now dfire.

“Out! Out!” she shouted at the two Turks. “Get everybody out of here.”

Behind her, there was aterrible roar and the roof above the garden collapsed in agout of flame, coming down with a
crash. Dust and smoke billowed out of the door, and Thyatis and the remainder of her men fled into the hallway.

Dahak soared through the storm clouds, ringed by thunder and the ghosts of lightning. Power burned in him, his
body failing, ravaged by the forcesit conducted. The Boar, clutched close in hiswiry arms, screamed as the electrical
surges that coursed through Dahak’ s body tore at his nervous system. Below them the house of the Bygar collapsed
inagreat pyre of flame. Smoke and soot billowed up hundreds of feet to lick at the low clouds. The streets around

the old brick building were swarming with Imperial guardsmen, firemen, and the citizens of the neighborhood. Rain
had begun to fall, but bucket brigades werein full force, trying to save the warehouses on either side of the old
mansion.

Dahak cared nothing for this, bending all of hiswill to reaching safety on the far side of the Propontis. They hurtled
low over the wavetops of the waterway. The sorcerer could barely make out the far shore. The last spark of static
electricity fled him, and for amoment the two of them rushed through the night air, then the dark waters suddenly
snatched up at them, catching Dahak’ strailing foot. The water was icy cold and a sharp shock as it smashed into them,
then swallowed them up. The sorcerer straggled in the surging water for a moment, then consciousness left him and
there was only the weight of the Boar, dragging him down.

Dwyrin sat on a narrow stone bench in anarrow little hallway, fidgeting. He picked at the scabs on the side of his
face and hislower arms. The rosebush had torn him up pretty badly when he fell off the decking in the garden room.
The lllyrian, Nikos, who was sitting on his|eft, nudged him to keep still. To hisright, Timur, who seemed to be Turkish
or Sarmatian, was sleeping, or pretending to deep. The hallway was hot and filled with clerks, soldiers, and couriers,
who pushed past the three sitting on the bench. Dwyrin tugged at the bandage over hisright ear. It itched.

The last thing Dwyrin had seen in the house of the Bygar had been the blossoming flame of his own fire-cast raging
against the swirling blue-white wall of lightning. The voice of the Eastern sorcerer had been huge, like a thunderstorm
filling the sky, but then there had been fire and smoke. Strong arms, wiry and corded with muscle, had scooped him up
and dragged him out of the burning building. Dwyrin had passed out, his throat filled with the bite of

woodsmoke. He had woken in a crowded barracks, lying on athin pallet of straw behind a great heap of barrels.
Overhead, a series of stone ribs held up a soot-stained brick ceiling. An evil face with sallow skin, pinched eyes, and
long, greasy, mustaches had been crouched over him. Dwyrin had stared back in astonishment, but the man had
smiled and given him bread, cheese, and weak wine.



Dwyrin gathered that Timur was a soldier, though not alegionnaire. A mercenary drawn to the service of Rome by
the smell of gold, doubtless. He and his fellows were a footloose band that was living in a basement of one of the
lesser palaces. Their chief seemed to be the Illyrian, Nikos, who had |ooked the battered Dwyrin over after the boy was
strong enough to sit.

“Y ou say you had papers, lad?’

Dwyrin nodded. He remembered the master of the school pressing them into his hands. Where they were now?
Who knew? But he did remember his purpose.

“They were orders to report to the prefecture in Alexandria, to enter the Thaumaturgic Legion. To serve the
Emperor in the great war.”

Nikos had shaken his head in disgust at the thought of the young boy before him being drawn into the toils of the
Imperial military machine. It was bad enough that he had fallen afoul of slavers, but the Legion? Timur, leaning against
the nearest wicker crate, had chuckled at the expression on Nikos' face.

“Areyou sure of this, lad? Being atwenty-year man is no light load. Y ou'll be gray when you get out, mark me.”
Nikos jerked athumb over his shoulder at the crowd of men playing dice at the entrance to the area claimed by the
other members of his squad. “Look at these fellows. With your training, you could take up a soft life in the city,
becomerich. Have servants.”

Dwyrin had shaken his head. He had given old Nephet his word that he would carry out the task set him. His honor
depended on it. Nikos and Timur had argued with him for

another hour, but it was to no avail. So, the next morning, they had trooped with the boy up to the quartermaster’s
billet inthe “new” palace.

A door opened in the hallway and a dlightly built clerk with afrizz of white hair looked out.

“Dwyrin MacDonald, enlistee?’ The man’s voice was devoid of emotion, but it carried to where the three were
sitting.

Dwyrin jerked awake and stood up.

Nikos stood as well and tousled his hair. The stocky Illyrian smiled, his stubbly square face lighting for an instant.
“Be careful, lad. Don't take any extra duty and never, ever volunteer. Remember that!”

Timur stood as well, easing up on his bad leg, and fingered his mustaches. He looked down at the boy for along
moment, his face a mask. Then he smiled alittle too and pressed aworn leather knife scabbard into the boy’ s hand. It
was grimy and nicked, and the hilt of the knife was wrapped in leather so black with age and sweat that it seemed like

obsidian. Dwyrin smiled back and bowed, taking the leave-present. He turned and entered the room set aside for the
oathtaking.

Outside, Nikos glared at the closed door. Timur leaned against the wall at his side.

“We should have convinced him to stay with us,” Nikos said, his voice tight with disappointment. Timur snickered.
“He stoo young for you, optio.” Nikosignored him.

“The centurion will skin mefor letting afire-caster get away,” he continued. Timur shrugged. The boy was gone.

Nikos stalked off down the hallway, ignoring the clerks and bureaucrats who got in hisway. Timur followed close
after, though his leg was hurting him again.
In the room, there was only a desk with a camp stool behind it. On the stool sat alean-faced man with dark brown
hair. He wore the tunic, short cloak, and leggings of a senior centurion. At hisright breast, asmall golden eagle was
pinned to hold back the folds of his cloak. He had a muster roll open on the desk in front of him. The clerk, having

shown Dwyrin in, retreated to the wall by the door. The centurion did not smile and looked the Hibernian up and
down, hislips pursed in disapproval.

“Name?’ he asked.

“Dwyrin MacDondld, sir.”

The centurion carefully checked through the roll. At last, he shook his head dightly.

“Thereis no record of your levy, MacDonald,” he said.

Dwyrin nodded, saying, “| was supposed to report to the prefect in Alexandria, sir, but | became sick and was sold
to davers. During that time | lost my travel and assignment papers, sir.”

The centurion continued to regard him, his light-brown eyes cold. “Do you know which unit, or legion, you were
assigned to, MacDona d?’

“Yes, sir, the Third Ars Magica.”

An eyelid of the senior centurion flickered. He put the main muster roll aside and unfolded a smaller one. He

checked through it, hislong fingers rustling through the rolls of papyrus. He looked up. “Here you are. You areto
report to aunit that was to muster at Alexandria. Have you taken the oath of enlistment?’

“No, gr.”
The senior centurion sighed and gestured to the servant at the back of the room. The white-haired man crossed to
another door and returned with atall wooden pole surmounted by a bronze eagle with downswept wings. Beneath the



eagle were two cross-plates, each inscribed with letters. The servant knelt and held the standard in afirm grip. Another
servant entered through the same door, with a smoking copper brazier and a wooden-handled object. The senior
centurion and the new servant fussed with the brazier. Finally it was ready. The centurion turned and motioned for
Dwyrin to knedl.

“Take off your tunic,” he said, hisvoice level. Dwyrin

obeyed. The centurion stood over hirn. Dwyrin stared at the floor, wondering what the oath entailed.

“Y ou are Dwyrin MacDonald, of the house MacDonald. Son of Aeren.”

“l am,” the boy answered.

“Y ou pledge yourself to the service, in war, of the people and the Senate and the Emperor of the city of Rome?”’

“I do,” Dwyrin answered.

“Do you swear to uphold the state with your very life, under the auspices of the gods?’

“1 do,” Dwyrin said. Now an odd feeling stole over him, a prickling along his skin. For amoment he was tempted to
assume the entrance of Hermes and see if some fey power had entered the room,‘ al invisible. But he did not. The
centurion continued to spesk, his voice rising.

“1 so swear,” Dwyrin finished. The centurion pulled the wooden-handled rod out of the fire in the brazier. Before
Dwyrin could flinch away, the two servants seized his arms and bent them back. The centurion, his eyes glinting in the
reflection of the fire, pressed the white-hot brand against the pale white shoulder of the boy.

At the top of the steps at the far end of the corridor that led away from the quartermaster’ s offices, Timur heard the
echoing wail of pain. He smoothed his mustaches and his hand dlid into the light shirt he wore. Hisfingers ran lightly
over the ritual scarring that decorated his chest and abdomen. He smiled and then made his way down the stairs. They
were narrow and steep and well worn by the passage of thousands of feet.

11PMOM QM QM QHOHQM QHOM OHOWOHQM OM OWQMOM QM QHQHOMQIi] THE SUBURA DISTRICT, ROME

Gods, what apit!* The dead man sneered, his |leathery face twisted into a grimace. He and Abdmachus rode down a
narrow way behind the Forum. The alley was choked with garbage, broken furniture, and the rotting corpses of dead
animals. The little Persian led, while the dead man had the young Prince thrown over the front of his saddle. A gray
cape had been added to the clothes Abdmachus had given him in the tomb. The motheaten hood was pulled forward,
shading the man’s extremely pale complexion. The Persian nudged his horse right and they turned into alittle
courtyard behind the brick edifice of afour-story insula. The dead man looked around carefully, his face a mask, while
the Persian swung off his horse and made his way up aflight of broken steps to bang on the door at the back of the
block of flats.

A sound rose, echoing from the pale brick faces of the buildings, agreat murmur like the sea against a steep shore.
The dead man turned around on his horse, looking for the source of the noise. Off to the south he saw a great cliff of
marble rising over the red tileroofs. A forest of banners and pennons surmounted it. Smoke rose around it, curdling
against the soaring wall and collecting in the arched openings that ringed the top of the edifice. He scratched his nose,
then held his hand up in the morning light. It seemed odd for it to be so bleached and pale, very like the belly of afish.

A manin adirty yellow smock opened the door and

nodded to the Persian. Abdmachus stumbled down the steps and came up to his horse.

“What isthat?’ The dead man pointed at the building looming over the rooftops.

Abdmachus turned, his fingers busy untying the straps that held the Prince to the horse. He squinted into the sun.

“Oh,” the Persian said, “it’ s the Colosseum. There must be games today.”

They had entered the city through the Porta Ostiensis gate, by theriver, at dawn. A great throng of merchants and
draymen had aready clogged the artery leading into the city from the southwest. The Persian had shown his papersto
the overworked guards at the gate, and they had entered without incident. The dead man was, by turns, troubled at
the- wan pallor evident on the faces of the people and stunned by the vast size of the city and the crumbling
monuments therein. Cutting across the city toward the bowl of the Subura, they had passed through ancient gates,
triumphal ways, and skirted the palace-clogged magnificence of the Palatine. As they rode through the thronging
crowds, the Persian could hear the dead man muttering to himself.

The Prince owned an insulae on the southern side of the Subura, and the Persian and the dead man carried his
body up the steps, down arank hallway, and through a stout wooden door into a bare apartment. Only a few sticks of
furniture were about, but there was a bed made of pine boards and crisscrossed |eather straps. They lay him there and
the Persian bustled off to find water and make an infusion. The dead man crossed the bare dusty room to the windows
set into the south wall and, putting his shoulder to them, opened the shutters. Brilliant sunlight flooded the room,
cutting long sparkling trails through the dusty air.

“Ai, no strength in these limbs,” the dead man mused to himself. He clenched hisfists and frowned at the sound of
muscles cracking.

Beyond the windows, the temples and pillars of the Forum rose up over the tiled roofs of the buildings across the

street. The way below was crowded with morning shoppers. The little door fronts were crammed with goods: fruits,
dabs of meat, bushels of grain, carefully bundled feathers. The noise from the street echoed off the roof in the




apartment. The dead man half closed the shutters. Abdmachus returned to the room with a steaming pot of water. The
sharp smell of mint and sage rose from it.

“What isthat great cylinder?’ the dead man asked, pointing out the window.

Abdmachus glanced up, then said, “The triumph of Trajan. A long bas-relief depicts his conquest of the Dacians.”

The dead man snorted and rubbed the side of hislong face. Dust and grit came off under his fingers. He smiled.

“Dacia... dways troublesome. How long was | in the ground, Persian?’

Abdmachus tipped the lip of the pot to Maxian's lips and spilled alittle of the brew. The young man twitched and
the Persian managed to get more of the brew down him. The Prince groaned and his eyelids fluttered.

“Over six centuries,” the Persian answered absently, his attention focused on the pulse and color of the Prince.
“Six centuries and the Republic winds up looking like a pigsty?’ The dead man came to the other side of the bed
and gazed down on the long-limbed youth who lay between them. “ Six centuries and the city is a crumbling ruin, filled
with plague victims and lepers? |s there no order? | see that the administrative skills of the Senate have not

improved...”

Abdmachus looked up briefly but said nothing. The Prince stirred, his eyes opening.

“Areweinthecity?’ Maxian'svoice wasfaint.

The Persian rolled back each of the young man’s eyelids and pursed hislipsin concern. “Lie still, lad, you're still
shaken up. The effects of the spell were rather stronger than | expected.”

Maxian smiled weakly. “Feedls like my skin has been scrubbed off and then put back on, wet.”

With agreat effort he turned his head to look at the dead man. “Welcome back to the land of living.”

The dead man scowled and looked over his shoulder at the partial view of the city from the window. “Not much to
see. How many have died from the plague?’

The Persian and the Prince exchanged puzzled glances. Abdmachus cleared his throat. “My lord, thisistwice
you've referred to the plague. We don’t understand.”

The dead man stared at each of them in turn, his face a picture of incredulity.

“Out there”—he pointed out the window—-*the people on the street. They look ghastly... the only time I’ ve seen
such deprivation in an unbesieged city was during the outbreak of the plague in Thapsos when | was ayoung man.”

Maxian coughed, then managed to clear histhroat. “It is no plague, my friend, it is the common state of the Roman
citizen in these days. Those men and women are as healthy asthey’re liable to get.”

The dead man shook his head in disbelief, then took quick steps to the window. He looked out for along time. Then
he said: ‘ They are like the walking dead. Each face is cut with terrible weariness and pain. The citizens are...
diminished, frail amost.”

Abdmachus exchanged a knowing glance with the prince, then said: “It is why we have brought you back, my lord.
Thereisa... acurse upon the city. We need your help to break it. But be warned, it is very strong. We believethat it is,
in part, the doing of your nephew.”

“Who?" The dead man was puzzled. His face creased in thought. “1 have—/ had—no nephews. All of my children
aredead.”

Maxian struggled to rise and managed to get up far enough to lean against the plaster wall. “The Histories say that
he was adopted by you, made your heir. He used your name, in part, to make himself Dictator of the city. Y ou must
remember him—Gaius Octavius. Y our sister’s daughter’ s son.”

The dead man stared at Maxian with something like shock on hisface. He rubbed the back of his head, then turned
around and paced to the window. There he turned back again, his hands on his hips. “ Octavian? That mousy little
sycophant claimed to be my heir? A colorless, mewling senatorial lickspittle? All he did was follow around on my
heels, snooping. | surely left no will naming him my heir...”

Abdmachus laughed. The dead man was beside himself with disgust. Maxian was more serious. The dead man
continued to curse luridly, until at last he ran out of epithets.

“Whether you made out that will or not, it was presented to the Senate in your name. After acivil war he became
Emperor,” the Prince continued with aweak voice. “The first of many. Under his supreme rule, the Republic became a
shell, and the Empire came to rule the world. It wasin histime that this curse that you see reflected on the faces of the
citizens began. We think, Abdmachus and 1, that it was intended to protect and sustain the state and that for along
timeit did. But the world is changing and the state, because of this curse, cannot change with it. The people are the
ones who are suffering. The state remains, but it is becoming more and more rotten. Great changes must be made to
curethisill.”

The dead man had barely heard anything that Maxian had said. “But what happened to Marcus 