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Prologue
 
   Thick ash choked the air.
 
   She found it increasingly difficult to breathe as each labored step carried her farther and farther away, rushing as fast as her small legs could manage. Plumes of shadow lay ahead; the light of the sun extinguished and hidden. It truly seemed to be the end of times.
 
   “Hurry!” he shouted. Her small hand clutched a much larger one. The earth trembled. Flickers from the fires illuminated the distance. She tried to cry out, but no sound escaped her. Body collided against body as the flood of refugees pushed onward, her hand grasping as tightly as possible to that larger one lest she find herself swept under the tide of human flesh.
 
   Just a little more.
 
   There was no reprieve. Only shade. It chased after her, its long tendrils reaching behind her.
 
   “I’m scared!” she finally cried, but her voice was lost in the sea of chaos. The protective hand only clenched her tighter, dragging her along. The trembling grew stronger. The darkness crept closer, and now pain burned her legs and lungs as ash fell upon the countryside like gray snow. This could be nothing short of the apocalypse.
 
   She had taken comfort in the flickers of the torches, but that comfort was gone now. The ground shook harder. She heard screaming in the distance in a tongue she didn't recognize. She hoped to never hear it again; and then, there was the wailing. Grief stricken wailing. Some of those running alongside her collapsed, consumed by the darkness as others simply chose to lay down and die. But not she. Never she.
 
   “We’re almost there!” the voice cried ahead of her.
 
   She didn’t think it possible that there could ever be a there, that there could ever be a respite from this madness. The pain grew sharper, the absence of the sun’s warm embrace suddenly seemed all too familiar. Too cold. Too sore. She tried to breathe in, but the ash allowed no relief. Swirling mists of darkness rushed forward, her fingers growing weak
 
   “Hold on!” the distant voice cried, slipping further still from her mind. The darkness crept closer. It enveloped her, consumed and comforted her. It felt like a gentle cloak had suddenly wrapped around her body and she simply let go, fingers releasing that strong hand as the figures drifted away and her eyes closed.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter I
 
    “Alexandra!” A voice suddenly bellowed, jostling her from her slumber. 
 
   She toppled off the bed, her limbs tangled in blanks that collapsed a around her, a squeak of distress escaping her mouth as she collided with the hard ground.
 
   “Huh wha ... I’m a-awake,” she lied. Her arms flailed around as she tried to pry the blankets from her body. Sunlight bled through the thatched roof of her room. She had that strange dream again last night, as she did every so often. The older she got, the more vivid the dream became.
 
   “Don’t ya lie to me, girl,” the voice replied, drawing Alexandra from her thoughts as she brushed herself off.
 
   “I’ll be ready in a moment, father!” 
 
   The older man beyond her door gave a disgruntled grunt. It didn’t take long for her to get dressed as she tossed on her simple tunic and pulled her hair back. It was a dirty rag of a tunic, to be certain, but she was grateful for what she had. There was little of note to the room in the thatched hut where she resided. The room contained only her clothes and the bed of straw and wood that she slept on.
 
   “I’m ready.” She emerged from the room as she reached up to fuss with her hair, shifting the odd strand out of her face.
 
   “By the Gods! Hurry up, girl. We haven’t all day,” Petros barked. Her father's skin was old, like worn leather, and showed the scars of a man who once knew battle. However, he was more a shadow of what he once was. He was pale and gaunt, with a stubbly white beard that wrapped around his chin and matched the snowy white mane receding from his forehead. Her father never spoke much of the wars.
 
   “Nnn... Where’s mother,” Alexandra asked.
 
   “At mass.” Petros grumbled, biting into a chunk of bread and chewing. Her father preferred to keep to the Old Gods, but respected his wife well enough to tolerate her faith in this New God. 
 
   “There’s work to do, stop lollygagging about. Pay your respects to the Family Gods, girl. Hurry up.”
 
   Alexandra groaned. She moved deftly across the floor to the small altar, bowing her head as she paid her respects to the Family Gods before she withdrew.
 
   “Better?”
 
   “Better.” The older man tossed her a roll. Alexandra flashed a cheeky little grin before she took a bite and swallowed. 
 
   There was nothing special about Alexandra—she was normal in all aspects. From her olive skin, tanned from the days in the field to her sun-kissed brown, disheveled hair.
 
   “Jupiter’s Beard ... already fourteen summers old, Alexandra. You’ll be gettin’ suitors soon.”
 
   “Geh! Please! They’ll all run when they see an old war horse like you, father.”
 
   Petros laughed for a moment before his demeanor changed. He took a bite of his roll again, chewing quietly. She knew why he stilled. It was common for girls of her age and position to wed. She’d be leaving, soon, and he would be alone. Her brothers died in the war, and her mother threw herself at the mercy of her Messiah.
 
   “I heard the Governor was going to close the Abbey. Neleos says it’s because the Monks keep taking young men in who want to avoid military service. They say if we throw away our worldly concerns, their Messiah will come save us all.”
 
   Alexandra mused between bites of bread as she shuffled her feet. Her father seemed less than amused by the entire prospect, grunting his displeasure at the line of thought. Secretly, she knew the idea of her mother bringing her religion into their house annoyed him. Ever the superstitious man, Petros worried he would incur the ire of Jupiter if he allowed such nonsense to continue.
 
   The roll was gone and he gave a small nod as he rose to his feet once more, a scarred hand beckoning Alexandra to do the same. “Don’t dally, girl. Work to be done.”
 
   She groaned as she rose, reaching for her staff before the two set out.
 
   Arkadia, her home. Located upon the Peloponnesian peninsula which lay separated from Greece by the Gulf of Corinth, her most famous city being the old City State of Sparta. Arkadia, however, was different from Sparta. It was an almost idyllic, pastoral land. There was a small village not far from her home, but beyond that were rolling meadows and small hills.
 
   “I’ll take north. You go south,” Petros muttered and she obeyed.
 
   She kept the staff hung over her shoulders, her arms draped over it as she marched. The herd of sheep following close by as they grazed in the pasture. Typically, this was the work of women, but some old goats like her father stubbornly refused to enter a political or merchant career and instead became shepherds. In Arkadia, the men went to war and the women watched over the land. Course, that was only how it used to be. Now there just weren’t any men left, plenty of younger lads and older men but very few men her age to choose from. Years of war with the Shahzad Empire had long depleted Arkadia of its young men, leaving the small province with infirm veterans and young boys not long removed from their mother’s teat. To make matters worse, the monks tempted young men with promises of milk and honey in the afterlife if they embraced their Messiah and forsook earthly desires.
 
   Minutes bled into hours as the sun steadily rose into the sky, Alexandra kept to her flock as she passed the time and watched the animals graze. There was little to the work, and often it was tedious. Today however, was a more auspicious day. Her father whistled in the distance and she perked up, herding the sheep along their path.
 
   “They’ve been well fed.” It was time to shear them. Well, sort of. Petros would shear the sheep while Alexandra went through the process of collecting the milk from the animals once they were returned to their paddock. In hard times such as these one made due with the provisions they had available. The wool they traded, the milk consumed.  Her father often made trips to the Capital to sell their wool, but she’d never been allowed to attend.
 
   “Will you really take me with you this time?”
 
   Petros had long promised that on her fourteenth birthday, he would allow the girl to accompany him to the Capital. He paused mid-shear, leaning back before giving a deep sigh.
 
   “I suppose, but you’ll have to stay close—the city isn’t like out here, Alexandra. It’s dangerous. The people don’t look after one another like they do here.”
 
   She almost jumped for joy, her heart fluttering in her chest at the prospect. The city! She’d never seen it before! Father always said it was far too dangerous of a journey, and Mother always needed her around to help tend the house.
 
   “Who knows, Father, maybe I’ll find a suitor.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   He still didn’t seem amused by the prospect. The day grew longer as they continued their tedious task, bundling the wool and securing the sheep within their paddock. Alexandra had just finished securing the last of the wool into their cart when she heard a familiar whistling tune. In their absence, Uncle Caius had agreed to tend the flock. Caius wasn’t actually her uncle, but had served alongside Petros in the Legion. They’d fought together. Bled together. They almost even died together, but Caius was one of few men Petros dared to trust.
 
   It was to be a night of festivities, while Alexandra and her father would head out first thing in the morning. Her discipline faded away as she tore from the cart and bounded the dirt road in time to see Caius.
 
   “Uncle! You made it!” she called out, her voice sweet as honey and teeming with excitement. Caius gave a simple nod. Old habits seemed to die hard for Caius, who had maintained his muscular physique over the years and still wore his hair short and his face clean. Like Petros, Caius bore scars that told tales of battles long since fought. Looking at him, you’d hardly think he was pushing sixty-five summers. Petros followed close behind her a stern look on his face. His glaring eyes made her wither a bit as she quickly ducked behind Caius and peered out from behind him at her father. His expression quickly melted when he caught sight of the befuddled Caius.
 
   “Thank you again, Caius.” 
 
   “It’s nuffin, Petros. Sheep. Legionnaires. Is there really a difference?” His smile was broad, even earning a laugh from Petros for that remark. She always liked it when her father laughed. There was something about the sound that comforted her.  She couldn’t recall the last time Petros had visited, but his visits were always fun. She loved to sit around the fire and listen to the two men swap tales of their days in the legion. Usually Mother would prepare supper for them, but it seemed that task would fall to her as Mother was still at the abbey.
 
   “We’ve just finished up,” Petros gestured toward the cart. “Come inside and relax, old friend.”
 
   Alexandra trailed behind the pair of men, moving into the small hut they called home. There wasn’t much that she could make in terms of a meal but fortunately, there wasn’t exactly much to go around.  Petros and Caius bellowed with laughter and traded wine in the next room over. She was busy in their humble little kitchen, reaching for various ingredients that her mother had taught her. 
 
   An hour passed before she emerged into the other room, delicate in her step as she carefully placed the clay bowls down before Petros and Caius. They both exchanged looks as she departed the room returning with her own bowl as she joined them at the wooden table. She’d made a stew with bits of mutton and vegetables. The two legionnaires didn’t seem phased, Alexandra wondering if they could even taste after years of eating on the campaign trail. 
 
   “Looks delicious.” Caius said. It didn’t take him long to start devouring the stew, Petros giving an approving nod toward her before she began to eat as well. There was little conversation during dinner, the three simply devouring the stew. She found it to be bland, goopy, and mushy but spices were a luxury that few in Arkadia could afford. They had spices in the Capital, she had heard. Spices and lavish meals that consisted of more than bread and stew.  The meal was enough to sustain them and soon the clay bowls were empty. The three found themselves seated around the fire.
 
   Alexandra stared at the embers and watched the flames dance and flicker until she heard a voice.
 
   “Would you like a story?”
 
   “Absolutely!” They had never asked her before. Usually she resorted to eavesdropping on their conversations and hoping that they forgot she was in the room as they talked.
 
    
 
   “Gods remember that thrice damned battle in that forest, what was it called again?”
 
   “Olympos, if I recall.” Petros took a swig of the wine jug.
 
   “Right, what a disaster that campaign was. We knew the Shahzad army had passed through the area so what does the Legatus do? Orders the whole Legion into the forest after them.” Caius laughed as he took the jug and swigged.
 
   “Aye, an upstart Noble trying to please daddy. He didn’t have a lick of sense about him.”
 
   “He was a spoiled cun—“
 
   “Language, Caius!”
 
   “Conniving Brat. A spoiled conniving brat. As I was sayin’, so there we were, barely able to muster up a proper formation when suddenly the Legatus gets cold feet and runs, I mean, he just drops his sword and runs in the thick of it.”
 
   Alexandra stared at them, grinning from ear to ear as her father burst into laughter, Caius slapping his knee as she watched.
 
   “Could you imagine the sight of it? Our fearless leader up and deserts the entire legion because he thinks he’s properly mucked things up and that the entire Shahzad Army is closing on us. So this noble—this man cries that his life is too valuable and flees.”
 
   “Left us to die, s’more like it.” 
 
   “Quite right, Brother. Anyways, your father over here manages to muster our company together. We fight a retreating action through this forest while the Shahzad army keeps hurling everything at us. Shield by shield we made them pay for every inch of ground they took.” 
 
   Caius’ face had turned grim and Alexandra could see it, the laughter fading as he took the longest swig of wine she had seen. 
 
   “A lot of good men died in that battle, Alexandra. For what? Some stupid Noble who didn’t know better, that’s what.” 
 
   She watched as he slumped back, his features sunken and sullen as the thought of friends lost mingled in his mind.
 
   “Only person you can trust is the one at your side, your brothers and sisters fighting and bleeding beside you, remember that. Outsider’s don’t give a shit about folk like us.”
 
   “Brother, the hour is growing late.”
 
   Alexandra had never been happier to hear her father put an end to a story. It was a somber reminder of the reality they had lived in. There wasn’t a soul from Arkadia that could say they hadn’t lost someone in the war. Caius was no exception. Friends he had grown up with, dead before his eyes. She couldn’t imagine what that must have felt like.
 
   “Time for sleep, Alexandra. We leave in the morning.”
 
   “Yes, Father.”
 
   She rose to her feet, a glance cast over her shoulder one last time as Petros drew closer to Caius.
 
   “Good night, Uncle.” 
 
   Caius raised his head and allowed her to see the sadness in his eyes for a brief moment as he nodded. He wore a mask of jovial fun, but in reality, Caius was just as broken as Father. She slunk off to bed, unable to shake the strange feeling that had befallen her. 
 
    
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Morning arrived with little acclaim, the sunlight not having the chance to stir Alexandra from her sleep. A sudden jostling caused her eyes to open wide as she saw her father standing above her bed. First light had not even shone and there he stood, ready to depart. Sleep never came easy to her. Not with her nightmares. She could practically taste the ash in her mouth this time.
 
   “It’s a long journey. You wanted to come.”
 
   She didn’t need his reminder, she needed more sleep. Sleep which was not plagued with such haunting visions. She groaned and dragged herself from her bed and threw her clothes on.  Her feet felt heavy, a yawn cracking her lips as she stepped out into the crisp morning air. Her father checked the cart one last time before he beckoned her.
 
   Just as they were about to leave, Petros gave pause, all movement ceasing as he eyed her up and down.
 
   “You’re not wearing it.”
 
   “Wearing what?”
 
   Petros gave her an annoyed look. A slight twitch in his brow as the laughter faded away and he turned his attention from Caius back to his daughter.
 
   “The bracelet your mother gave you, girl. Fetch it, hurry up.”
 
   She gave a groan. In the height of her excitement, she had completely forgotten the brass ornament that belonged to her mother's family. Father seemed convinced it was "lucky." His superstitious mind assumed that wearing the bracelet somehow protected her. Not even Mother believed it anymore. Alexandra didn’t understand why he insisted she wear it, only that he demanded it. A moment later and she returned, the bronze glimmering in the light. She thought little of it, only knowing that it had fit her wrist perfectly for the entirety of her life.
 
   “C’mon then, get off already!” Caius barked. Petros gave him a stern laugh in return as Alexandra climbed into the cart beside her father. He lifted the reins to give them a sharp crack as the donkey hee-hawed and set off along the road. Alexandra felt overwhelmed with a sense of adventure, a call to leave home and see new places.
 
   It was just a trip to the market, but somehow she felt like she was standing on the edge of a cliff, a voice in the back of her head telling her to jump. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter II
 
   The journey to the city was an uneventful, but bumpy ride.
 
   She passed the time in idle conversation with her father—the only person alive who seemed capable of actually listening while Alexandra prattled on. She shared everything with him. Well, almost everything. She did not speak to him of her dreams. No, those thoughts she never shared with anyone. With his superstitious mind, she was certain he’d think she was cursed by the Gods. She’d wondered it herself, honestly. It was the same, recurring dream that plagued her throughout life. As the years passed and she grew older, so too did the dream. Now it was longer and more vivid. She could still taste the ash in her mouth, though it was hours past dawn. Was it prophetic, memory, or madness? She dared not ask.
 
   “...And that was how Neleos got caught embracing Delia, even though he’d already courted Adrasteia, who was the one that caught them!” Alexandra laughed as she threw her hands up before collapsing back against the wooden cart seat/bench. Petros just smirked, though she was certain her father cared little for the story.
 
   “So... Tell me a war story, then, if my story was so bad.”
 
   “Another? You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Petros asked with a laugh, cracking the reins again before turning back to Alexandra. “Should I tell you of the Battle of Marianus’ Pass, where Jupiter himself threw a thunderbolt to shatter the mountain and create a rockslide, allowing us to retreat? How about the Ambush at Adrianople, and the heroes of the 14th Legion who refused to stop fighting until the rest of us had fled? Tales of glory, of young boys promised eternal glory and sent to die?”
 
   She knew he wasn’t serious. Alexandra pouted, even going so far as to stick her tongue out at her father in protest before she leaned back.
 
   “I get the point.” Alexandra groaned, eyes rolling. “You could just say no, Father.”
 
   “War is not glorious, Alexandra.”
 
   “Uncle Caius likes to tell war stories, though.”
 
   “Caius was a fool then, and he’s a fool now as you saw last night. Caius actually believed the Centurions when they promised us fame and riches. Hard to get a pension out of a defunct government, though.”
 
   It was the truth. In its waning days, the Empire often promised riches and glory to those willing to swell the ranks of the Legions. For many young boys the choice was a life on the farm or a life in the Legion, and at least the Legion promised adventure and riches. The farm just promised dung heaps.
 
   “What about the ancient heroes, though? Surely they were mighty? Hercules? Achilles? Alexander the Great.”
 
   Petros paused at the last name, turning a discerning eye to his daughter.
 
   “I’ve told you before, he’s not your name sake. Don’t get any foolhardy ideas, girl. Those times are long past.”
 
   “I didn’t have any idea," Alexandra huffed as she settled back against the cart.
 
   “Father ... there’s something...”
 
   “What?”
 
   She paused in that moment, her head leaning back as she glanced at the blue sky, watching the fluffy white clouds drifting by. She debated telling him. Telling him about the horrible dream she had. Telling him about the darkness. A voice gnawed at the back of her mind, a twisting in her gut compelling her not to.
 
   The time isn’t right
 
   “Nothing. I just thought I saw something in the sky.”
 
   “Always with your head in the clouds, Alexandra. You always did like Caius’ stories too much... He embellishes most of them, you know.”
 
   “I know, Father... But that’s what makes them good stories.” She replied with a smile, her father returning a smirk in kind. His strong arm lifted, a finger pointing to the distance. Gleaming marble structures came into view, the impressive stone wall offering the city and its denizen’s protection from raiders and bandits.
 
   As they crested a hill and drew closer to the city, Alexandra could see the true state of the city. The days of glory and splendor had long since passed. The walls of Tripolis were now surrounded by shanty towns and squalor as families fleeing the North flocked to one of the last few free cities. She felt her heart sink and she drifted closer to her father, the warrior. He gave her a shallow nod of comfort as the ass pulling the cart began to slow.
 
   “This is the reality of war. Only the broken lives, hearts, and bodies remain.”
 
   She’d never heard her father speak in such a grim voice, the words almost sending a shiver down her spine. Still, she dared not look away. The cart wheeled closer to those massive gates, barring the squalor entry to the city. A wooden post outside the gate bore parchment decrees from the governor. Soldiers still clad in their finest Legionnaire garb stood with menacing scowls, guarding the gate. None passed without permission or set business.
 
   “It seems so cruel. “ Her words came as little more than a whisper. Her father nodded in silent agreement.
 
   “If the Governor let everybody in the city, there’d be no where to house them. Disease would spread rampantly, many more would die.”
 
   Even as she listened to her father explain, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of remorse for those people. Many of them still wore the tattered garb of Legionnaire, some maimed and others infirm, their families huddled around close. Some had lost limbs. Others, their homes. Some had served years, since the start of the war, and others were young men who had enlisted, as was their duty, only to lose an eye or limb in some far away battlefield. Beyond the soldiers were the ordinary folk, the citizens of other cities, razed during the collapse of the Empire. Though they were civilians, they too bore the scars of war. Some lost relatives. Some lost friends. All lost friends.
 
   Religion, however, they did not lose. Granted, religious difference didn’t matter, not here— never here. There was no room for persecution or pointless bickering when one had lost all there was to lose. Enemies and friends shared and shared alike. Old Gods, the Messiah, and even stranger, far off religions were all represented in the slums of Tripolis. Nothing mattered anymore.
 
   The whining groan of chains grabbed her attention as the gate cranked open and the large metallic bars lifted from the efforts of the gatekeepers. A flood of soldiers rushed out, their capes billowing behind them, their sharp whistle bringing pain to her ears. They lined up in formation, parting only at the center as several well-dressed figures stomped forward. Their cart stopped, Alexandra watching the scene with a keen eye and inquisitive mind.
 
   “Right! Listen up you lot! I got twenty work orders! Means access to the fuckin’ city behind me, but it’s not pretty work. Hard labor. Ya’ll hardly make a dime, but ya’ll get in.”
 
   Not even Caius held a tongue so vulgar. Alexandra wondered if all men in the city were so crass, though her father's grimace told her that it might not have always been so. She turned back to the display, to the stout little man who’s pudgy, sausage like fingers clutched a handful of parchment slips. Work orders.
 
   There was an immediate clamor as refugees surged forward, only for a whistle to sound again as the Legionnaires closed ranks and their tower shields created an impenetrable wall
 
   “ORDER! ORDER I SAY!” the Centurion cried. A refugee made a run for the work orders hoping to steal one, only to be met with a swift jab from a spear. His stomach ruptured and blood gushed out.
 
   “This is what war does.” She heard her father’s words, and her stomach churned when the man’s entrails spilled from his body and the Legionnaires pushed him back into the crowd. Suddenly, the city did not seem so glamorous. Silence fell. Order was restored and the deceased man was removed from sight.
 
   The men who were selected collected their work orders and shuffled inside, then the crowd slowly dispersed as the Legionnaires retreated back beyond the gate. Her father gave a nod, the mule pulling the cart forward once more. She was silent, concentrating her effort on keeping her bile down.
 
   “State your business!”
 
   “Trade,” her father replied. His strong hand gestured at the wool and the collected jugs, which stored the milk. Likewise, his other hand lifted a Writ of Trade. Men would kill for such a thing. Often a Writ of Trade was the only thing that could open the gates of a city. It was like a key to all the cities in all the provinces.
 
   “Right. All seems to be in order.”
 
   The Legionnaire’s arm flew up, pumping his fist three times as the creaking of the wheel screeched once again and the chains strained to hoist the metal gate open. The Legionnaire’s poured out again, this time forming around the cart as their shields pointed out. There was a whistle and the donkey crept forward and through the gates.
 
   The churning in her gut was quickly replaced with that sense of splendor once again as her eyes absorbed all there was to take in. The sights, the sounds, the smells... Gods, the smells! Some were foul, and yet others were so sweet and tempting. The city of Tripolis stood in stark contrast to the shanty town that had formed around it. Everything inside was clean and pristine, and people went too and fro. Along one street, she saw the group of men recruited as they hauled  stone to a construction site not far off.
 
   “Welcome to Tripolis.” His rough voice reached her ears, but she was too enamored with everything around her. Her eyes fell briefly upon a group of girls her age, passing by the cart wearing the most elegant of clothing and she could only stare on in envy. Finery. It was a luxury she could never afford and one which a shepherd girl ill needed. Could life have been different if they’d lived in the city? If father had become a merchant instead of a shepherd? Still, she could sense her father’s unease. His eyes shot around from sight to sight, scoping down every alleyway and mapping out every possible path to flee. He preferred the wide open. He always said.
 
   The road they traveled eventually took them to the market center. Merchants competed with each other, shouting over the din of the massive square packed with people browsing the various wares. The sound of gold, bartering, and laughter filled her ears and that aching sense of discomfort slowly faded away.
 
   In the crowd, Alexandra could see the City Guard. Their armor was far less impressive than the metal and silk worn by the Legionnaires, but the simple leather and round metal helmets offered them adequate protection and mobility. Unlike the Legionnaires, the City Guard were armed with clubs, short-swords, and round shields and were obviously more suited for law enforcement.
 
   “We should set up a stall.” Petros gestured. “Over there. There’s a spot I can put the cart down. It won’t take us long to barter our wares.” Father pulled the cart aside and unhitched the donkey, guiding him to a nearby paddock. Petros slipped the stableman some denarii to keep the animal safe and fed before he grabbed the cart and pulled it toward the empty slot. His strength hadn’t left him in old age.
 
   “Sheesh. Showing off?”
 
   “Would you rather I go find some slave?”
 
   “Point taken.”
 
   Alexandra quickly dismissed her argument, moving up so she could grab onto the cart and help him by pushing it. From the corner of her eye, Alexandra caught a glimpse of several hooded figures. Their black attire set them apart in the sea of whites and grays. Though her glimpse was brief, she could feel their eyes on her. Even as she stared forward and pushed, she couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. With a thud, the cart was set in place and Alexandra relaxed in the shade. She adjusted the wares, making sure they all looked fine and on display while her father stepped out into the afternoon sun to market their goods.
 
   His voice blended with the other merchants, crying into the crowd and trying to muster attention. He was an intimidating sort of figure, but his scars drew the compassion of the more patriotic citizens. They knew he had been a Legionnaire, and some even respected him for trying to make a living. A man approached, clad in a full white toga with a stripe of red along the side. He threw his hand back with his palm facing outward in salute.
 
   “Hail, Good Petros!”
 
   “By the Gods...” 
 
   She’d never heard her father so excited before, his eyes practically aglow. 
 
   “Centurion Tullius, you old dog!” he cried. His strong arms reached to embrace the other man. It seemed odd to Alexandra, the two men like night and day. Her father was tall, Tullius short. Her father scarred, Tullius free of most blemishes. While her father’s age showed, Tullius looked as if he were no older than forty summers.
 
   “It’s Senator Tullius now, Petros.”
 
   “I thought the Imperial Senate was dissolved thirty years ago by Emperor Septimius Sextus?”
 
   “Aye, that it was. You’ll have to come to my estate once you are done here. I’ll tell you in depth then. Local politics, really. Exciting stuff.”
 
   “I see... senator now, hm?” Father seemed less than impressed. “Still getting paid to sit on your ass, then?”
 
   “You forgot the wine and whores, Petros, how unlike you.”
 
   “By the Gods Tullius, my daughter is present!”
 
   The sudden attention on her wasn’t entirely appreciated. Her cheeks flushed as she averted her gaze and did her best to look busy. She shuffled wool, readjusted containers and even finished an entire transaction while attempting to avoid the gaze of the two men.
 
   “What of her, Petros? She’s clearly doing busywork. Has marriage unmanned you so?”
 
   “Ya’ll never change, Tullius.”
 
   “If I did, I’d be a shepherd... Money aside, I think you got the better deal. To listen to grown men whine all day, it numbs my skull and poisons my humors. Old men who’ve never known war like you and I, Petros. They’re what ruined us.”
 
   “Ha! It was our job to serve. Wasn’t our fault they couldn’t figure their way around.”
 
   “You’ve not changed a bit, old friend. I implore you... Visit me when your business is done.” Tullius motioned over toward her and she felt a pause, his hand turning and his palm facing upward as his fingers flexed. “Two bundles,” he said flatly, and Alexandra hastily brought him the bundles of wool. A servant collected them, and Tullius promptly handed the girl several gold Aureus. Payment well beyond the worth of the goods, but before she could protest, Tullius was already in flight through the market with his personal entourage fast behind him.
 
   “He was a brilliant general. I’d hate to be the ones that have to oppose him in politics.” His words were dark and serious, though Alexandra’s brow quirked in curiosity. She couldn’t tell whether her father had genuine affection for Tullius, or if that had only been a show of respect. She didn’t dare ask.
 
   “We’ll have to go see him once we’re done. You can’t say no to man like that.”
 
   She didn’t want to know what would happen if they did say no. Revocation of their trade rights? Banishment? Enslavement? Murder. It was probably none of those, but her father had taught her to be wary of the city. Anything was possible.
 
   “I’m sure it will be delightful.”
 
   She forced the words out. Delightful. That was one way to put it, but she wasn’t sure she’d enjoy sitting around listening to talk of policy and war, of the changing tides within the Empire and of battles to be fought. She was a shepherdess. She needn’t care about those things. A change in government just meant the taxes went to a different purse, but little else changed. 
 
   Her day remained rather eventful. Alexandra simply watched her father in silent reverence as she took note of how he conducted himself. From the way he acted, it seemed like there were plenty of repeat customers. People came, some bought their wares, some tried to barter, and others seemed to just enjoy talking to Petros. That wasn’t unusual, really. His appearance was different. Rough. She’d heard them call him that, but he was usually generous in all that he did. It earned him respect.
 
   Still, there was a niggling thought at the back of her mind. A gnawing feeling. Dread. A little voice told her to run as fast as she could, as far as she could. She wanted to tell Father to just leave when the last of the wool and milk was purchased. She watched him carefully as he arranged to store their cart for the evening.
 
   Stop being silly. She’d told herself a thousand times in a thousand different ways, but nothing seemed to quiet her anxiety. Alexandra became keenly aware of a pair of eyes staring at her, burning into her soul. She glanced toward a figure clad in black robes with a hood drawn over its head. The figure ignored her gaze, its yellow eyes fixated upon her bracelet. Her hand moved to cover the simple bronze jewelry
 
   “Alexandra.” The voice sounded distant. Everything sounded distant. Color became less vibrant as those piercing yellow eyes finally met her own auburn eyes. Cold. She felt incredibly, inexplicably cold. Voices echoed in her mind as fog swirled around her thoughts, everything seeming to happen in slow motion as she saw the smallest of blurs passing before her sight. Except the figure. The figure seemed unchanged, red lips slowly curling into a small smile as those yellow eyes captured her gaze. The eyes. She couldn’t look away from them.
 
   “Alexandra...”
 
   It was another faint voice... Or was it the same faint voice? She couldn’t tell anymore. She felt heavy all of the sudden. Heavier than she had ever felt before in her life. She slowly lifted her hand, fingers teaching outward and just like a flash it ended and everything came rushing back to reality.
 
   “ALEXANDRA!” her father cried as she toppled over. The figure she had seen was nowhere in sight as she fell to her knees. Sweat dripped from her body and soon she felt her father’s arm bracing her. The noise. That terrible noise. It hurt so terribly and yet she couldn’t describe it, the sound as if the whole of existence rushed into her ears, thousands of voices, the clamoring of metal, yelling, arguing, bartering. She could hear it all. Feel it all. And then nothing. The sounds all receded and returned to normal, Alexandra breathing heavily.
 
   “I-I’m fine. I just felt faint, Father,” she said, slowly working herself back into a standing position. The whispers were quiet now.
 
   “Honestly, I’m fine,” she caught the concerned gaze of her father. Shaking her head slowly, she dusted herself off. “Let’s proceed to the Tullius abode. Uncle Caius will get bored if we leave him to watch the flock for too long.”
 
   “Fine. We’ll go see Tullius, but you’re going to rest when we get there. No ifs, ands, or buts.”
 
   “Oh very well, Father.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter III
 
   The Palace of Gaius Marcellus Tullius was lavish and comfortable.
 
   Granted, Alexandra wasn’t used to the protocol of the "higher classes," being a girl of relatively low birth. It was strange when the servants arrived to clean her feet before whisking her off to a warm, private bath. Gods, the Bath was amazing.
 
   She didn’t know how they’d gotten the water so warm, nor how they’d made it smell so wonderful as little flower petals drifted by. A personal favorite of Tullius’ youngest daughter, Livia. The bath was comforting for Alexandra after the spell she had in the merchant square. It must have been exhaustion, given the fact that she had been working all day. She started to will herself to believe it.
 
   The bath did wonders for her, and when she finally emerged, she was even provided a proper dress by the generosity of Master Tullius himself, they told her. It was an elegant dress, but the servants had to help her because Alexandra wasn't certain how wear it.
 
   Definitely not what a Shepherd would wear. 
 
   The fine cotton and silk felt unfamiliar against her skin. Finery had never suited her, but Tullius insisted upon offering the gift and his servants hardly seemed like they could be dissuaded. Father always told her that to refuse a gift when offered was incredibly rude. So, she reluctantly accepted. In her life she found little worth in things she considered impractical or useless. Sure, there was value in the fine cotton she now wore, but it would quickly diminish under the hard labors of the life of a peasant girl.
 
   “...a senator, then?”
 
   A servant arrived shortly after her bath to inform her that dinner had been prepared. She walked slowly through the hall, never having seen so lavish a home in her life she lingered and took her time. The large villa was surreal to her, and she slowly stepped into the room in the midst of the conversation, doing her absolutely best to not interrupt.
 
    Tullius lay sprawled upon his divan in a relaxed position as he swilled wine from a golden chalice. Her father stood opposite him, a brow arched.
 
   “Sena—Oh! Yes! I had promised we would discuss that tonight, hadn’t I Good Petros?”
 
   “Aye, you did.”
 
   “Well, have a seat.” Tullius gestured to her father and just like he was still in the legion, Petros obeyed. He moved quickly and promptly seated himself across from his former leader. The two shared a glance while Alexandra quietly crept to one side, lowering herself onto a nearby seat as she waited patiently for their conversation to pass. Her eyes drank in the intricacies of the villa. The fine marble floors and the impluvium centerpiece taking her attention for a moment before glancing to the compluvium. The opening in the roof allowed a view of the sky above.  She could only imagine what it must look like at midday. Artwork and statues decorated the atrium that surrounded them, servants cycling in to provide wine and refreshment when needed. Her slender fingers picked at a few grapes, tossing them in her mouth quickly. 
 
    “As you said, the Imperial Senate was dissolved ... fuck... What was it? Thirty years ago now? Gods, it feels like it was so long ago.” Tullius grinned, taking a massive swig of wine. “And as you know, Emperor Septimius Sextus abolished the whole damn thing and assumed emergency powers, reinvigorating the dictatorship. As you might also know... We promptly wound up at war.”
 
   Alexandra quirked at the word war. Was this to be a war story, then? She drew her legs in close to her body as she sank into the cotton padding of the most comfortable sofa she had ever sat upon. It was akin to sitting upon a cloud, covered in fine silk. Such a seat was far too luxurious for her. It was fit for a king, perhaps, or maybe even a God. A servant came by, Alexandra quickly snatched another grape from the serving boy and popped it into her mouth.
 
   “Yea, a bloody war, too,” her father said as Tullius nodded in agreement.
 
   “Aye. A lot of good men were lost, Petros. Your sons included. They died well.”
 
   Petros nodded, a simple sign that the man appreciated even those little words.
 
   “When Emperor Septimius went and died in the Battle of Three Armies, ten years ago, he left the Eternal Throne empty. Now, Septimius was the sort that thought he’d live forever and actually believed his throne was to be eternal, so he never selected a successor. Long story short, as far as the Empire is concerned, the Imperial Blood went extinct. Nobody can scrounge up enough of a birthright to inherit the throne, and with the Senate abolished, we’re sort of ... well, stuck. There’s talk that a Bastard of the Emperor still lives, but nobody has been able to find them. Our fine Latin cousins in Italia went and declared themselves Kings and Lords in the absence of the Emperor, and now fight among themselves.” Tullius paused, downing the last of his wine and allowed a servant to bring him more. “Fine idea, really, if it weren’t for the fighting part.”
 
   “Aye, so how is it that you’ve come to call yourself a senator, then?”
 
   “Well, that is the best part. There is no longer a central government, and yet we still continue to send our young men off to war. No more. The quality and the local Legion commander have taken it upon themselves to reconstitute order. Since a peace with the Shahzad cannot be negotiated with the absence of a government. The Merchants, The Stone Masons, and the Collegium Pontificum, all agree that it is time for a change. Naturally, we needed representation and so, ever the civil servant, I offered my name.”
 
   There was tension in the air that even Alexandra could sense. Her father didn’t show it, but he was displeased. His weight shifted and he eyed Tullius as if the man had just stabbed the Emperor himself. It was treason, what Tullius described, and everyone knew it. Even if the war dragged on, it was better to be destroyed than to surrender. That was the hard line the Legion had taken, and that was what they intended to do. Military rule was pretty clear cut like that.
 
   “The Most Serene Republic of Arkadia. We’re on the precipice of a reawakening. The Shahzad Empire has agreed to acknowledge our existence, and their emissaries arrived earlier this evening while you were selling your wares. It was good fortune I saw you when I did, Petros.”
 
   “Are you mad?”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “You’ve broken your vows, Tullius. You’ve forsaken all that we sacrificed, all that we built. I can understand that, and even accept it... But you've invited them into the city walls?”
 
   “Yes, what of it?”
 
   “You weren’t there. You weren’t there when Larissa fell, at the Summit.”
 
   “Yes, and? I was injured and recovering in Athens.”
 
   “In Larissa, the Emperor sought peace. He invited the Shahzad’s men into the city. Something terrible happened there. Mark my words, you’ve invited death upon this city and now you’ve brought me and mine into it, you damned fools!”
 
   Alexandra felt terror the likes of which she had never felt as her father lunged from his seat. His demeanor and his words scaring her,
 
   “Alexandra!” he barked, his voice full of panic “Hurry up! We’re leaving!”
 
   “Petros! See reason! This is a new beginning!” Tullius tried to shout after them. His voice faded further behind them as she clutched onto her father’s hand. Panic stirred in her breast as they rushed through the halls of the Tullius villa. Her father looked furious and his hand clutched onto hers, practically dragging her along. There was no peace to be had with the Shah.
 
   They tumbled through the wooden doors, the warmth and comfort inside, giving way to the cold and darkness. The sky filled with black clouds more ominous than any Alexandra had witnessed in her time. A screech echoed through the air as the entire sky suddenly grew brighter, as if the sun had suddenly rose within the sky. In the distance, people screamed in terror as a hand of molten rock and fire pierced the cloud cover. All Alexandra saw through the cloud cover was the faint, fiery outline of a massive figure, a hand swooping through the clouds as the behemoth sent flaming rocks soaring through the air. She cried out as her father’s arms suddenly wrapped around her and they were thrown back from the force of the impact as one such flaming rock collided with ground with an explosive force.
 
   In one fell swoop, that center of Tripolis was obliterated with a force few men alive had seen. Fire and lava rushed through the streets, burning those alive unfortunate enough to be too close to the site of the impact of the monstrous beast’s large hand. Magma boiled from the cracks of its rocky flesh as the hand withdrew and disappeared into the sky once more. The alarm bells rang furiously throughout the city as with the center of the city had been lost to the fires of destruction, citizens ringing the muster bells in a frenzied panic. The Legion was quick to muster from its garrison as the centurions blew their whistles with as much force as they could, soldiers pouring into the streets as they marched toward their defensive positions. In the distance the figure was a clear silhouette upon the dark clouds, outlined by the fire and magma which was its blood. It was a creature wrought of foul magic that stood taller than any man, lording over the city like the Titans of old. Lava snaked through the streets like tendrils now, stretching out and spreading while people fled en masse. 
 
   “Run!” her father screamed. She obeyed, rushing forward with all the strength she could gather in her small legs, following behind his larger form as they bolted away from the city center. Tullius, in his shock, stood upon his balcony as his chalice of wine slipped from his fingers. Fire and brimstone fell upon his palace to end the life of the senator.
 
   “W-what is it!?”
 
   “It’s old magic!!”
 
   Magic? Surly her father was speaking in jest? There was no way those old stories could have been true. But surly now as she lived and breathed, did she not see a fearsome Titan laying waste to Tripolis? She felt a renewed sense of urgency to run.
 
   This is just like your dream. The voice that was not a voice whispered within her. A shudder rolled through her body and she gripped her father’s hand tighter.
 
   I can stop this...
 
   She shook her head! This couldn’t be real. None of this could be real! Her dreams—the massive beast—the fire—the death. No! She was certain she must have fallen asleep back in the Tullius baths. That had to be it!
 
   This is no dream, child.
 
   “Father!” Alexandra cried, the pain in her legs creeping up as she coughed. Her lungs burned as they exerted themselves, the ash and ember from the burning buildings making it difficult to breathe. In the distance, thunder caused the entire ground to quake and tremble beneath her feet. In her head, a constant, steady, drumming. A cadence like the beating of a heart, growing louder and louder.
 
   “I can’t...!”
 
   “You must!”
 
   She found the strength within herself to keep running, pushing through the streets. The beast behind unleashed another fearsome roar as more lava and fire spewed forth into the city. The screams of the people filled the air. The Legion commanders barked orders as Ballista fired their payload, sending giant bolts soaring through the air. Some of the massive bolts even had chains wrapped around them intended to snare a large target and bring it down. Many missed, though some hit their marks as a deafening screech reached Alexandra’s ears followed by more flaming rocks crashing into the walls of Tripolis. 
 
    “We’re almost there!”
 
   Her father’s voice provided much needed encouragement to keep her running. The sky had grown black with ash falling for miles around. Thick plumes of black smoke bellowed into the air from the smoldering buildings that created black clouds which lay heavy over the city. Soon, Alexandra and her father found themselves flanked by a mighty crowd of people fleeing the city in a panic. The gate was open, as the escaping citizens before them found a way to jam the device.  
 
   “F-father! There’s still people...”
 
   “Just keep running!”
 
   “We could go back for the cart and the donkey and help people!”
 
   Her father didn't counter her argument as a large flaming rock zipped behind her, only to explode on the high stone tower that mounted one of the city’s many Ballista.
 
   “COME ON!”
 
   She didn’t need any encouragement that time. The fear and adrenaline kept her running now as embers danced through the air and stone crumbled and collapsed to the ground below.
 
   You need only ask, child, and this can end. You could save them. You could save them all. 
 
   The voice mocked her. Tempted her. It offered her promises of peace, glimpses of salvation to her mind and memories of a time long past. It also reminded her of her dream. The dream she decided to keep to herself. The dream which left a city in ruin. The dream in which she was consumed by darkness.
 
   Alexandra shook her head. Running. Always running. She never stopped running, chasing her father she clasped his hand with her smaller one.
 
   They’d cleared the city, cleared the refugee camp and still they ran. She could barely see as the ash choked the air around her, paining her to breathe. The fine dress Tullius had given her was thoroughly tarnished during her escape.
 
   Others fleeing bumped into her, jostling her around though she dared not release her father’s hand. The ground continued to tremble. A quick glance over her shoulder revealed only darkness, the ash dancing through the air like snow. The faint flickers of a distant light bursting through the darkness as the battle against the titanic beast raged on within the city.
 
   “Just like the dream," she whispered. The trembling of the earth grew closer.
 
   “Hurry!” her father cried. She knew how this dream ended. Darkness. A never-ending, all consuming darkness. She had seen it before, felt it before. She had lived this moment so many times throughout her life. A thousand times she lived this moment and it never changed. This would be the end for her.
 
   She tried to cry out. Tried to muster a reply to her father, but she found herself unable to put words to purpose. All she could do was run. Run and pray to whatever God might be listening that salvation would deliver them from this apocalyptic nightmare. The darkness gave chase, rushing toward them.
 
   “I’m scared!” she finally managed, though her voice was lost in the chaos of the battle. The noise grew louder and the people around her all clamored for reprieve. Some shouted final curses, others called to the Gods to save them, while others screamed for their Messiah as The darkness consumed them. She didn’t see what happened to those who fell into the fog, but she dared not stop long enough to find out.
 
   You were but a child in the dream. Do you remember? The whispering voice plagued her, gnawing at her thoughts, and yet it brought an illuminating truth. She had been only a child in the dream. Why was this different? She wanted to know, but at the same time, the idea of being roasted alive hardly appealed to her.
 
   “We’re almost there!” her father screamed. She could feel the sensations her dreams had prepared her for. The pain gripped at her legs, biting into the muscles, while the ash filled her lungs, making it difficult to breathe. Cold. She felt cold. A cold that pierced the flesh and gnawed at the bone. This was the climax to her dream, the final act.
 
   She had seen this a thousand times. Her hand felt weak, her fingers loosening as her chest heaved. The absence of the sun became present in her mind. She was too cold. Too weak. Too sore. Nothing had changed from her dream. The whispering voice lied to her—she was still a little girl, even if she thought of herself as older. There was only one word to describe her now. Powerless. The mists of darkness swirled around as she attempted to breathe, though the ash blocked all relief. Her resolved faded, fingers loosening.
 
   “Hold on!” her father’s distant voice echoed faintly. She loved him. She loved him for all that he had done, for all that he had provided for her. He was the best father she could have possibly had, but even she knew she was slowing his own escape. She would let go. It would be a good death for her, to die with dignity so the one she loved might escape. The darkness enshrouded her, like the embrace of an old friend. That’s what it was by now, the feeling an all too familiar one as her fingers slipped free of her father’s. This was it. This was goodbye. Her eyes closed and she allowed herself to be embraced by the darkness
 
   “I’m sorry...” she whispered between gasping breaths. Her chest burned and her legs allowed her to run no farther as she came to a halt. She opened her eyes again, still able to see the outline of her father ahead. Collapsing to her knees, she watched breathlessly as he struggled against the wave, fighting to reach her, but the mob would allow him no reprieve. The fleeing mass of human flesh, however, seemed to simply part around her until finally, her father was gone, and her eyes shut once again.
 
   Rest, child.
 
   Darkness had taken her, now.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter IV
 
   The rolling of the sea stirred her sleep.
 
   The sounds of chaos had long since left her. Had it all been a dream? She tried to listen, daring not to open her eyes, lest she find herself once more upon that ashen field, facing down the very abyss as it rose to swallow humanity in its entirety. Birds. She heard birds, gulls, specifically. That wasn’t all she heard, either. No, there was more; the sound of waves breaking, the creaking of wood, and the dull clamor of voices above finally prompted Alexandra to open her eyes.
 
   A ship? She was on a ship? She couldn’t possibly be on a ship! She shot upright almost instantly, looking to and fro in a panicked frenzy as she tried to make heads or tails of what happened. The dress Tullius had given her was gone as well, replaced instead with simple seafaring garments. But what of her father? What of the people?
 
   “Finally came to, eh?” The rough voice echoed, raspy and hoarse, but most definitely feminine. 
 
   Alexandra scanned her surroundings only to fall stop upon a woman wrapped in black fabric. Her fiery red locks framed her freckled face, and a pair of emerald green eyes stared right at her as if the two were the best of friends.
 
   “E-excuse me?” Her voice was timid, but she was tense. Her body language showed it, too, as she drew her legs in closer to her body. Alexandra tried to make herself look as small as possible, but the woman across from her seemed to struggle to suppress a giggle.
 
   “I’m sure you’ll have a lot of questions for me, but now’s not the time. You’ll just have to trust me when I say you’re safe. If I wanted you dead, I’d of done you in while you were sleepin’,” the woman replied, a gloved hand tapping a dagger at her belt.
 
   “But how am I...”
 
   “Alive? We rescued ya. Can’t say much about the rest of them, don’t know if they beat back the beastie, but they might have done.”
 
   “It was real?” She was dumbfounded. She couldn’t believe her nightmare could possibly be real. She suddenly found herself wondering about her father and Uncle Caius.
 
   “Yea. Old Magic. The kind that burns up the soul of the one usin’ it. It wasn’t meant for mortals to mess with, really. Anyways. We’ll be landin’ soon, so you’ll want to get topside.” 
 
   “You don’t...”
 
   “Sound normal? No, I’d imagine I sound fairly strange to your ears, love, but I’m just from a different place's all.”
 
   Alexandra watched the stranger with a curious quirk of the brow as she marched her way to the exit. Everything still seemed to sway before her eyes still. The woman stopped, pausing for a moment before she shot a glance over her shoulder.
 
   “Most folk just call me Cass.”
 
   Alexandra couldn’t even respond in kind before the fiery haired woman ascended to the upper decks. It took her a moment to steady herself. Alexandra never traveled over sea before in her life and found it incredible difficult to maintain her balance.
 
   With clumsy steps, Alexandra made her way to the exit, pulling herself up the ladder and into the sunlight. It hurt her eyes, and she lifted a hand quickly to shield her face and allow her eyes to adjust.
 
   “That ‘er nen?”
 
   “Aye, that’d be her. Got five-hundred Aureus say she jus’ some spoiled sort.”
 
   Their voices muttered quietly, as if Alexandra couldn’t hear them. She was more worried about keeping her footing as the boat rolled over another wave. She shifted her weight, bracing herself against the nearest solid object.
 
   “So the princess is awake? Who is she, then?”
 
   This voice was different and it commanded even Alexandra’s attention. The gossiping crew fell silent as they returned to their duties. Before the captain could even reach her, Cass intercepted the man as she stretched an arm out.
 
   “Mind your business, captain. Ya aren’t bein’ paid to ask questions. Just deliver us. You’ll not talk to her.”
 
   Alexandra had honestly never seen anything like that before. Here was this rough looking captain, clearly curious about his newest passenger, and the only thing standing in his way was Cass. The redhead kept one hand on the hilt of her dagger, the other arm preventing his approach. She thought it might turn to violence, the captain looking rather disgruntled as he mumbled curses beneath his breath.
 
   “Thrice damned Frumentarii whore....”
 
   “Aye, move along.”
 
   Just when Alexandra thought it might come to blows, the captain backed off. That should have never happened. In her world, women generally did not wield power like that among men. Sure, the women took care of the land while the men fought, but the men were squarely in charge. The captain sure didn’t seem to like it.
 
   “BACK TO WORK YOU DOGS!” The Captain bellowed. The harshness of his voice started Alexandra and made her jump. Meanwhile the crew quickly dispersed back to their duty stations. Cass stood with a smug grin on her face before finding a solid piece of wood to lean against.
 
   “They took to calling ya Princess on account of that fine dress you were wearin’ when I brought ya aboard. Dun worry, I didn’t let them peek. Besides, they don’t know your name. Breeds curiosity, I suppose.”
 
   “He called you something...”
 
   “Oh? That. That was nothin’. Just a bit of anger.”
 
   She was almost positive Cass wasn’t being entirely honest, but she didn’t have the grounds to challenge the older woman’s claim. However, she folded her arms squarely over her chest while Cass lifted a hand up and pointed to a mass of land in the distance.
 
   “That’s where we’ll be gettin’ off. There’s a place where we’ll be safe for a while. Shahzad’s men aren’t interested in disrupting the Island for whatever reason, thank the Emperor.”
 
   Alexandra's brow quirked. She’d heard of the existence of those that had venerated the Imperial family as divine and she was almost positive that cult had faded into obscurity. 
 
   “How long has it—”
 
   “Been since I found ya? Five days. You slept like a babe. Had to carry you to the port. Was able to barter us passage. You drifted in and out, kept mutterin’ in ya sleep for awhile then ya settled down.”
 
   Alexandra grew increasingly annoyed at Cass’ interruption of her speech. To have no say in where she was traveling was pretty normal for the young woman, but to be denied the ability to finish her own sentence was wearing thin on her.
 
    “Could you—”
 
   “Not do this? Sorry, love. People are predicable. I’ll try and mind m’self from now on.”
 
   A smile crept across her lips as she gave Cass playful little shove, snickering before she turned her head toward the distance. The land seemed to be incredibly close now, each heave of the oars brought their ship closer and closer. Alexandra grew curious about what had been happening when she was asleep and Cass so far hadn’t offered many answers. It would be sometime before they would make port, which meant there was still time for her to try and pry some answers out of Cass. There was so much she wanted to ask that she could hardly keep the thoughts straight in her head.
 
   “Come on, you must be hungry.”
 
   Alexandra perked at the mention of food, her stomach rumbling in discontent. It had been entirely too long since she had eaten and the pain of hunger was finally settling in on her stomach. Cass took the lead and Alexandra followed, trailing behind the older woman as she was led back to her room.
 
   “Best not to disturb the crew,” Cass explained, sorting through the provisions, “they’d likely make a fuss, so I kept most of our supplies in here.” A couple of rolls of bread were tossed hastily on a bit of plate along with some salted meat. Alexandra didn’t know what it was exactly, but she didn’t ask. The moment the plate arrived in her hands she was devouring it and filling her stomach with the much needed nutrients.
 
   “Gods this is good.” 
 
   The last bit of meat was swallowed down, Alexandra quickly downing the water that was handed to her in a small wooden cup quickly. Clean water was the most important resource on a ship like this. Cass’ laughter filled her ears as Alexandra leaned back.
 
   “So…Magic is…real?”
 
   “Yea. Don’t see it as much these days less you go travelin’ like I do.”
 
   Alexandra definitely seemed interested, but she still dare not talk about her dreams. Could she have changed anything if she had? Maybe she would still be in Arkadia with father if she had told him. 
 
   “Where is my father?”
 
   “Don’t know.”
 
   Alexandra didn’t like the reply, her hands clenching at her side.
 
   “You surely must have seen him, he wouldn’t have just left me!”
 
   Anger punctuated her voice as she tried to make sense of everything, while Cass remained as placid as ever. She only gave a sigh.
 
   “When I found ya, no one was with ya.”
 
   “So...is he, is he dead?”
 
   “Could be.”
 
   She was brutally honest and it caused a sinking feeling in her stomach. Alexandra wanted to believe that her father could survive something like that, but she knew he wouldn’t have just left her if he had.
 
   “There was a strange Darkness, I remember it. It covered me right before I passed out.”
 
   Cass gave pause for once, seemingly reflecting on the moment she had found the girl before turning her head back toward Alexandra.
 
   “Didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.”
 
   “Why me?”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Why save me!” 
 
   She was livid, the anger etched on her face along with guilt. Guilt and regret. Thousands of people had certainly perished that day and of all of them she was protected. She didn’t understand it, she didn’t want to understand it. 
 
   “You don’t think a hundred other people asked that question? You were alive and alone when I found ya. Sometimes, the Gods just favor ya. There’s no rhyme or reason to any of it.”
 
   “So where are we going?”
 
   “Can’t say.”
 
   Alexandra gave a defeated sigh, slumping down. They were words that her father had used when she was a child. The Gods did not answer to the schemes of man, but rather worked on the grander scale of things. It was pointless to wonder why one might be spared when others perished, the Gods always had some masterful plan. They were words he had comforted himself with to explain the loss of his men, to explain why he had survived. Cass seemed annoyed by her original line of questioning, so she allowed the subject to pass.
 
   “So what is a Fru-men-ta-rii?”
 
   “…Bit of a secret,” Cass replied, an aggravated sigh escaping her by that point. The woman might have been wonderful at keeping her calm, but it seemed even Cass could be annoyed.
 
   “You’ve taken me from my home, you can’t tell me why I survived, if anyone else survived, or where you’re taking me. The least you can do is explain who you work for?” Alexandra’s voice took a desperate tone at that, fingers curled into balls as she stared at the woman. 
 
   Cass finally groaned and rolled her eyes. “Right. Everyone knows about the senate and the legions, but nobody knows how they make all that work. That’s where the Frumentarii come in. Scouts, agents, spies. Wee lil fingers stretched throughout the whole Imperium. Used to report directly to the Emperor, but we’ve been actin’ a bit autonomously as of late.”
 
   “I see…” 
 
   Alexandra yawned, body slumping onto the hard bed. It almost felt like home to her despite the persistent rocking of the ship. She closed her eyes and tried to will herself to sleep, her body still feeling exhausted and her mind hoping that sleep would give her release from the nausea of the voyage. Night fell without incident and Cass stood her vigil over Alexandra.
 
   The next day was a bit more pleasant as she was able to eat a solid breakfast from their provisions before she moved on deck. Being at sea was a totally new experience to her, but it seemed her nerves were finally calming. Cass stood no more than five feet away from her, looking over the side of the ship and into the waters below.
 
   “We should be arrivin’ today.” 
 
   Cass turned to face her, Alexandra giving a small nod as she leaned over the side of the ship as well. The weather had been favorable in their endeavor, it seemed. She went about the deck with Cass, watching and observing the woman before Cass decided it was in her best interest to show her the very basics of self-defense. There was no telling what dangers they might face. Before she knew it, the ship was pulling into port.
 
   There wasn’t anything special about it, but Alexandra still looked impressed. For a girl that had only known a shepherd's life until just a few days ago, the entire world seemed so vast and extraordinary. Still, worry gnawed at the back of her mind. Why did she survive? Did anyone else survive? Would she ever see her father again? Her mother? Should she even try to return home?
 
   “We’ve a bit of a walk inland, girl. You’ll want to lose those sea legs fast," Cass announced, drawing her out of her own thought. 
 
   She nodded, watching as the ship was tied with several lines before a wooden gangway was lowered to the docks. She slowly moved toward it, Cass standing directly behind her and facing out toward the crew as if daring a single one of them to pass her.
 
   Alexandra, however, soon found herself touched down upon dry land once again. It was a welcome feeling and she’d half a mind to bend over and kiss the ground with all the relief of a forlorn lover. The first time was always the hardest, she imagined. First time sailing. First time riding. First time herding. She could remember plenty of ‘firsts’ in her life and the hilarious time she had of it. The dock fostered a sparse town, the people, seeming mostly fishermen and merchants, stopped over for supplies on their way elsewhere.
 
   A hand clasped her shoulder, drawing Alexandra from her thoughts as the flame haired Cass appeared at her side with a grin on her face. The woman stood several inches taller, with skin paler than any she’d seen before.
 
   “Head out of the clouds, dearie.”
 
   “It’s just so ... new. Overwhelming,” she finally admitted, breathing out a sigh. “I’d always daydreamed about going on adventures... But I didn’t think...”
 
   “Best not to dwell on it. No sense mourning the dead if we don’t know for certain they’re dead.”
 
   Alexandra appreciated the effort to make her feel better, especially after their earlier conversation. 
 
   She offered a small smile in return. Cass gave a nod before beckoning toward Alexandra with her hand as the two of them set inland. It didn’t take long for that small town to fade away into a long dirt path. Trees passed them by and the sounds of strange animals and insects filled Alexandra’s mind. They were making the journey on foot, alone. The crew had stayed with the ship upon the insistence of Cass.
 
   “Where are we even going?”
 
   “There’s a temple up the way. Old one.”
 
   Alexandra stopped, staring at Cass as if she were out of her mind at that exact moment. A temple? It seemed a tad insane to drag her this far just to take her to a temple. There were plenty of temples back in Greece, back in Arkadia that she could have simply visited.
 
   “Why come this far for a temple?”
 
   “It’s a special one. Really old, even.”
 
   The girl had so many questions she wanted to ask but knew she’d receive no more a clearer answer from Cass. Many different thoughts swirled around in her mind making it so that she could hardly enjoy the fact that she had finally gotten her life's wish—adventure. She should have known better. All the old stories spoke of the wrath of the Gods. Hubris. Hubris was always the downfall of man, it was always to be the downfall of man, and it seemed Arkadia had been no exception. She had been no exception. To dream beyond one’s station, that was her sin.
 
   “Miss ... I don’t know who you thought I was ...” Alexandra started, her stride stopping as fists clenched at her sides. Tears fell from her eyes the idea that she’d never see her family and friends again crushing down upon her like the very fist of Jupiter. “I’m ... I’m just a shepherd’s daughter. I’m nothing, really. The only reason I had that dress on was because Father’s friend insisted on it...” She sighed now, hands raising up to wipe the tears from her eyes. Cass seemed rather surprised at the words, whirling around to march right up to Alexandra.
 
   The strange woman slowly removed her glove, a gentle hand extending until her bare flesh was upon Alexandra’s cheek. The girl shifted, a thumb brushing a teardrop from her eye.
 
   “Now I’m only going to tell ya this once. You’re special, girl. There’ll be plenty a folk that’ll tell ya otherwise from here on, but don’t you forget it.” The woman’s voice, which had commanded such power earlier, had changed. Her tone far more motherly and caring now. That raspy voice suddenly offered her a world of comfort and Alexandra’s eyes closed, leaning into the hand for a moment. The warmth. She enjoyed the warmth of that brief contact before Cass quickly withdrew her hand and returned it to the leather glove.
 
   “Onward,” she announced, leaving Alexandra paused in her steps as she pushed down the path. There was no point looking back, now. She couldn’t go back even if she had wanted to, really. Alexandra didn’t even know where here was, so the way forward was all that remained to her. She quickly composed herself and pressed on after Cass.
 
   Tree and brush slowly began to give way to ruin. Ruined marble, toppled statue, and broken columns with vine wrapped around them soon began to line their path. The dense trees even disappeared as the dirt path below became more like broken and dilapidated stone than dirt. Wide open plains flanked either side of the path which stopped at a sudden incline, a set of marble stairs rose into the distant blue sky, beyond the clouds. On either side of the approach, statues of shrouded figures in thick robes, clutched spears and shields in homage to guardians long past.
 
   “What is this place?” Alexandra finally asked, examining the statues up and down. Cass seemed to have stopped moving all together.
 
   “A powerful cult resides at the top of this mountain, in a temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. My orders were to bring you here. Ya got to go on your own from here.”
 
   Alexandra stopped mid step, her eyes shooting toward Cass with a look of anxious curiosity.
 
   “...But why?”
 
   “Nothin’ for me up there, love.”
 
   She stopped mid-step, the sudden change in tone gave Alexandra concern. She shifted her glance first from Cass and then again to the stairs. 
 
   “What’s up there?” Alexandra asked hesitantly, looking over to Cass one final time.
 
   “The only people that can answer your questions. You’ll not find them anywhere else.” The woman answered as Alexandra remained hesitant, glancing at the steep staircase. She stopped, eyes closing as she took in a deep breath before she forced herself forward.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter V
 
   The first step seemed neigh insurmountable.
 
   Alexandra wondered how many other people had taken this steep path she now walked. Her body rising up slowly as the broken stairs climbed ever higher into the sky as she followed the mountain upwards. The brief moment she took to pause to look back revealed nothing in the distance but the small figure of Cass. She looked like nothing more than a crow on the horizon, waiting beside the two statue warriors. Every step felt as if she wore the weight of the entire world upon her shoulders, the staircase taunting her as the air grew colder the higher she ascended.
 
   “I can’t go on.” She sighed as her body simply collapsed on the side of the path, her chest heaving up and down, doubt besieged her mind on all sides. Perhaps it was the cold, or even the isolation of her ascent that made her feel so insignificant. Who knew what Cass was expecting, but Alexandra knew she couldn’t deliver. Tears welled in her eyes once again as her hands balled into fists, slamming them against her knees in frustration before she finally leaned back as a slew of profanity escaped her mouth. She cursed the Gods for all the trouble she’d experienced and for building this damned mountain in the first place. She cursed with all the impropriety that she could muster.
 
   For all her raging, she was met with naught but silence and a cold wind. No matter how she invoked the names of the Gods or cursed their existence she was given no reply. They neither smote nor spoke to her.  She fell silent, her anger pattering out into grumblings now as she caught her breath. There was never a reply. Had there ever been? The Augurs claimed to speak to the Gods, claimed to represent them, and yet still their temples now lay in smoldering ruin. It was all pretty ironic to her as she forced herself back to her feet. She could rage against the Gods all she wanted, but she knew she would receive no reply. She began once again to ascend the stairs, muttering every foul curse she had ever heard Caius speak with each aching step she took.
 
   They never cared about you. The voice in the back of her head whispered again. Alexandra stopped midstride. It seemed clearer now, that strange voice she had heard on the night she fled Tripolis. The voice that had tempted her, egged her on to use its power. The voice that told her she need only ask for help to be saved when the city was burning and when she had been separated from father. She had ignored the promise of salvation then, had she been mistaken?
 
   “Even my mind turns against me.” She laughed, Gods how the entire situation suddenly seemed so hilarious to her. This was the way of the world—no good deed went unpunished, and for their faith, the men of Arkadia were met with death, disease, and desolation at the hands of foreign enemies. Her push toward the top of the mountain was driven by a desire, a desire for answers, a desire for revenge, but most of all by her own anger. Anger at being spared. Anger at being kept in the dark. Anger at the silence of the Gods. She couldn’t pick a single anger to focus on, but it drove her on, faster than any feeling of hope or solace had ever done.
 
   What would she find at the top of the mountain? The Gods? Death? She didn’t know, but it was one answer she was determined that she would receive. Every ounce of pain, exhaustion, and cold she took within herself and used it to fuel her drive.
 
   Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, she pushed beyond that last step and through the cover of clouds only to have her eyes deceive her. The finest of ornate marble gleamed in the sunlight; lush green grass and sparse trees surrounded what she could only guess to be a temple.
 
   A figure clad in a black dress paused upon her arrival, the kindly old man offering a small smile, his hand extending toward her. She reached reluctantly, grabbing for the hand and clasping it tight as the man helped her forward.
 
   “We have been expecting you.” His voice was smooth and quiet, as if a whisper upon the wind. No matter how she tried to hold onto the feelings of hatred and anger, she felt lulled into a sense of security. Was this magic as well? She couldn’t be sure. She steeled her mind against the influence, her hand retreating from the other’s grip as she stood upright. 
 
   “I wish I could say the same,” she admitted, “But I have no idea who you are.”
 
   “We wish only to conduct a test, a moment of your time,” he insisted. 
 
   Curiosity bit at her like a ravenous flea, starved for months, its teeth finally finding purchase in her skin. She inhaled a deep breath, giving only a momentary nod. 
 
   He smiled, his teeth missing in several place, but it was a gentle smile no less. Everything about the man seemed nonthreatening, and he led her inside.
 
   The Temple was grander than any she had ever seen before. Figures wrapped in black robes stood around the temple, some chanting, others reading. Where the outside of the temple was chilled, the inside was warm. Columns upon columns stretched forward, the temple seeming larger on the inside than it was on the outside. Truly impressive. Her eyes wandered, glimpsing various figures captured in statue along the walk, until her gaze finally fell to the altar and the unnatural blue-purple fire burning there.
 
   Do not trust them. Do not be a fool, girl. The voice inside her mind whispered again, giving her pause once more as a small chill rolled up her spine. Something seemed off. A sense of dread rose within her gut once again as the massive wooden doors to the temple closed behind her with a thud. The Temple interior was unusual, why did it seem so pleasant when the exterior was so worn down? The inside showed none of the usual symptoms of decay but the wafting perfumes of the incense quickly filled her senses.
 
   “We will perform a simple test first,” The old man spoke, guiding her toward the altar. “If the results are less than positive, we will have other tests.” His voice dripped like sweet honey into her mind. The incense, or perhaps something more sinister plying itself upon Alexandra’s mind.
 
   “Hm? Oh. Very well.” Suddenly the sense of dread had quieted within her stomach and a sense of calm was all that remained. It was relaxing. Comforting. There was a lovely fragrance in the air that she couldn’t quite place a finger on. In spite of her calm state, there was still a part of her mind that told her this wasn’t right. A smile soon spread across her face from ear to ear as the old man lifted her hand up and those doubts fluttered away just as quickly as the rest.
 
   “If the fire turns green, we will require further examination.” He held her hand in place over the flames, which seemed to radiate no heat nor give her no sense of discomfort. “If it turns purple, we shall have our answer.”
 
   They were kind, once. Desperation has tainted their purpose. Like all mortals, they foolishly claw at the edge of darkness. You need only embrace it. The voice echoed in her mind even as a piercing pain surged through her. The tip of a dagger pricked her finger as blood dropped into the burning embers below. It roared up, the fire suddenly turning dark purple. The man’s eyes grew wide and the sense of calm suddenly left Alexandra’s mind. The warmth was gone, too. Indeed, the facade of the temple’s interior had quickly warped away. Like the ruins below, the temple was now dilapidated. Old skeletons sat lodged over books, swords and spears still pushed through their bodies.
 
   “You are the one!” The old man hissed, reeling back as she tried to break free from his grasp. “Yessssss! You! You! You! You!” he cried as she continued to struggle. The few surviving priests roused up, spider webs lacing the walls “We must sacrifice her! Rise brothers! She is The Eventide Child! The Blood of the Phoenix!”
 
   They plan to kill you. A sacrifice to Pluto. They once served a higher cause, but as the war raged on, their minds became warped. They believe Pluto will herald the end of all things if they sacrifice the Eventide Child.
 
   She reeled back, finally freeing herself of their grasp. “Stop it!” she cried, but to no avail. The priests closed in on her now, their forms hideous and malformed. Some had clearly mutilated themselves, others were diseased and scarred. The idyllic peace of the temple had long since vanished.
 
   You need only but ask, child.
 
   They grew closer, daggers lifted above and poised to strike. A dark chanting echoed through the temple ruins as they crept upon her form, the chanting growing louder.
 
   “P-please! Help me!”
 
   As you wish
 
   She felt strange. Different. The sense of impending doom fled her body as the men crept closer. They spoke, but she heard no words. She could only see the terror on their faces as their knives struck, but their strikes never found purchase. Their arms froze in midair as an invisible pulse of energy drove them away from Alexandra.
 
   “It has begun!” one cried. The five men stepped back as the power continued to radiate through her. The bracelet coiled around her wrist resonated before it shattered and scattered to the air. The five men chanted, tendrils of blue flame rising up from the ground to lash out at Alexandra.
 
   She moved with a grace and speed she had never known before, avoiding the blue flames as they darted toward her body. She had no idea what was happening as she felt a rush of power through her body unlike anything else she had ever felt. A black energy suddenly manifested around her, circling her body.
 
   “Know your place!” She heard the sound of her own voice, but there was another with it. The twisted, harsh sound was a duality of her voice and the voice inside her mind. The men were suddenly brought to their knees as thick tendrils of that energy darker than the blackest of nights extended from her body, pushing them down.
 
   “Did you think I would not notice? Did you think I would let you take that which was mine?” 
 
   The angered voice demanded. The men grew pale with fear. The life slowly faded from them, their eyes rolling back as she felt the darkness sucking their very souls from their bodies. It was terrifying and exhilarating all at once. Did Alexandra really have such power? The priests slumped over, the black energy vanishing with a small crack, followed by an enormous, thundering boom. A sonic wave rushed through the temple and destroyed columns of marble. 
 
   Alexandra heard a screaming, a terrible, horrific wailing only to realize too late that it was coming from her own mouth. And then everything went black as that sudden rush of power she had felt evaporated and left her drained.
 
   Her eyes opened, fluttering first as she readjusted to the light. A groan escaped her lips and she lifted herself up on shaky arms until she stood. She couldn’t remember much of what happened, but when she looked around, she found herself most of the way down the stairs. A slow walk down would see the obviously distraught Cass rushing toward her.
 
   “What happened?” she shouted, an urgency in her voice replacing the mild tone she had spoken with thus far. Cass grabbed either side of her head but Alexandra was in shock, her words falling on deaf ears.
 
   “They ... tried to kill me. You ... tried to kill me.” Alexandra’s hands came up, suddenly clenching Cass’ wrists, her strength obviously surprising Cass as the woman struggled in her grip.
 
   “You’ve got it wrong! Alexandra! Calm down! This isn’t who you are!” the woman tried to argue. 
 
   She felt a flicker of power in her body once again before she promptly pushed the grown woman away from her. Alexandra smiled as the dark energy once again circled her body only to fizzle out as she toppled forward, Cass managing to catch her limp form.
 
   Flashes of power. Images of what happened. Her mind raced over it all, trying to make sense of it as the residual magical energy seeped from her body and into the grass around her. It lived, it died. It lived again in several cycles until the last of the energy left her and Alexandra breathed out a gasp, a flicker of pure black smoke escaping into the air in quite an impressive display.
 
   “ This was a temple of Jupiter. One of the last. See, my orders were to take ya there if something were to happen, so the priests could verify ya.” Cass’ voice was a quiet whisper. 
 
   Alexandra's eyes were still closed as she lay upon the grass. Slowly, she opened her eyes, staring at Cass now.
 
   “They weren’t priests of Jupiter anymore. They called me The Eventide Child. They wanted to sacrifice me to Pluto, to bring doom to the world, they said. They tried to kill me... That’s all I remember,” she lied. She didn’t know whether she could trust Cass or not.
 
    Cass wore an expression of confusion, a hand rising up as she bit down on a gloved thumb.
 
   “Really? Just what we needed. We’ll not be safe here long. The Shahzad Empire ignored this Island cause it was nothing special, but even I felt that energy release. We’ll need to leave in a hurry.”
 
   “I won’t go,” Alexandra blurted. 
 
   Cass’ brow arched upward at that. 
 
   “I’m no closer to understanding what is happening in my own life than I was when we first met. I’ll not have it!” Her anger was clear to see. Cass looked as if she might provide an argument, but quieted down again as she thought better of it.
 
   “Fine. Ask me what ya wanna know.”
 
   “On the boat. That man called you a Frumantarii, you said you’re like a spy?”
 
   “Frumentarii,” Cass corrected her, a look of obvious annoyance on her face.
 
   “Right. Frumentarii. What is that?”
 
   “Within the Empire there is an Order, the Frumentarii, which owes its allegiance to the Imperial Family and to the Imperial Family alone. We’re spies, bodyguards, ilk of that sort. It doesn’t get much more complicated than that, I already told ya.”
 
   Alexandra watched with a look of annoyance as she repeated the same story until Cass relented. “We did the jobs most polite folk wouldn’t touch. That’s why you never heard of us. We weren’t just spie. We were also Assassins. We were trusted to protect the Imperial family and to root out its enemies. It wasn’t considered polite work so it was all kept secret. That’s why I’m even a member. We’re outsiders, mostly. All loyal to the Imperial Family for one reason or another. My orders were to bring you here.”
 
   “So why me?”
 
   “Because... It’s a bit complicated.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “I’m sure ya’d be better off...”
 
   “You don’t get to make that decision, Cass.”
 
   “...Alright, Alright, but do not say I didn’t try to warn ya,” Cass sighed, her hands nervously played at her glove as she delayed the news as long as possible. Only continuing when Alexandra had given her an annoyed grunt.
 
   “You’re not just some shepherd girl. Not precisely. Toward the end of his career, Petros served with the Praetorian Guard. He was a bodyguard to the Emperor. You were too young to remember when your father died at Larissa, so we told Petros never to tell you. You’re the last drop of Imperial Blood we can find. The Bastard Daughter of the Emperor. Least that’s what the final orders read, anyways. So technically, you’re my employer, love.”
 
   “I don’t believe it!” She shouted back. It couldn’t be the truth. Nothing about any of it made any sense. An Emperor? That was just preposterous. That sort of thing only happened in silly stories. Was this all just a cruel joke from the Gods for wishing she had a life like those stories? “That can’t be possible. Petros is my father. I refuse… It’s just not right!” 
 
   “Told ya you wouldn’t like the answer,” Cass admitted.
 
   Alexandra’s face contorted. She didn’t know whether to feel betrayed, angry, or sad. Her entire life had been a lie. Her father never told her. Her mother never told her. All of these people knew the truth of her existence, and they kept it from her, mocking her. Her hands balled into fists again as she stood.
 
   They will always betray you, girl.
 
   “How could it possibly be that I am the daughter of some Emperor?”
 
   “Well… Ya weren’t exactly born in the high halls of the Imperial Palace. The records say the Emperor had an affair—“
 
   “So I’m not even a legitimate child?”
 
   “—Well, yes and no. All of your half-siblings were killed. Unfortunately, the Emperor feared such a thing might have happened so he kept you somethin’ of a secret. Only the Frumentarii have records of you existing, and even then they’re pretty sparse. The identity of your mother isn’t ever mentioned.”
 
   “This is too much.” Alexandra finally cried out as she threw her head back. Gods how she wished she had just told Petros of her dreams. They could have stayed home and none of this would have happened. She would still just be a simple shepherdess in Arkadia to be wed. Now she was suddenly the last surviving member of the Imperial family with strange magic powers. 
 
   “Where do we go now?” she asked, her voice now weary.
 
   “We’ve friends in the South. We’ll head that way. Won’t be easy gettin’ ya on the throne, we’ve still got a ways to go. A lot to teach ya, as well. It’ll be a long journey,” Cass explained, though Alexandra cut her off.
 
   “—the throne?”
 
   “Aye. You’re the rightful heir of the Empire. It’s my duty to restore you to power, though it’ll be a bit tricky to convince the people what with the Priests dead.”
 
   “I don’t want to be an Empress, Cass! I don’t know anything about leading people! The first time I set foot in a city, it exploded!”
 
   “You’ve been a shepherd, Alexandra. Ya would be surprised how often they make good leaders. Sheep and people aren’t so different, really. You’ve got a group of creatures, creatures that rely on you to guide them and protect ‘em. More importantly, you’re unspoiled. You didn’t grow up removed from the world in some high palace. You can relate to the common folk, a trait lackin’ in most royalty, really.”
 
   “I don’t really think I can do this, Cass. I just want to go home.”
 
   “Corruption is rife within the remains of the Empire. Tyrants lord over the west, the Shah destroys everything he claims. People are dyin’ in droves all across the length of the Empire. I’m sure ya have seen some yourself. Tripolis was just the tip of the iceberg. The people need hope. Somethin’ to believe in again. The Imperial family wasn’t much to look at, but your father had ambition. He had grand dreams to reclaim the lost territories.”
 
   Alexandra was quiet. She needed time to think. Without a word she pulled away from Cass and departed alone into the ruins. There was just too much weighing on her in that moment. She had seen the devastation at Tripolis first hand, had seen the way the refugees languished and were mistreated for the benefit of the rich and corrupt. She also saw how quick they were to abandon the Empire, to try and make a deal with the Shahzad Empire in exchange for their own power. Soldiers and politicians, in her brief experience, were all corrupt liars. Petros lied to her. Tullius betrayed the empire. It took sometime before Alexandra had remerged from the depths of the ruins.
 
   “My people suffer, Cass,” she began, a sigh escaping her lips. “I suffer. I have so many questions I wish to ask my father...” 
 
   How could he have lied to her all her life? Had he died in Tripolis? She had so many questions still that she had wanted to ask him. Everyone seemed pretty convinced that she bore Imperial blood. She still wasn’t sure what to think herself, but Cass was correct about the people needing someone, anyone to lead them.
 
   “Just because there wasn’t any blood between ya, doesn’t mean he loved ya any less, ya know. He lost his sons in the war, ya know.”
 
   “It helps,” she allowed herself to admit. To think, not even a week ago and all she could concern herself with was the prospect of marriage. Now, the weight of a crumbling Empire weighed heavily on her mind. Chaos encroached upon the lands that evidently rightly belonged to her, and no one would likely even recognize her claim. She didn’t even believe it, honestly.
 
   “We sail south, then.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter VI
 
   The very Gods themselves seemed to rage against their endeavor.
 
   Their entire journey was met with rough water and unfavorable winds, the ship rising up high on waves, only to be dropped once again upon the violently shifting waters. It took two days for Alexandra to stop losing her stomach, bile spewing from her mouth and into the harsh waters below. Cass seemed genuinely worried about her, but by the fourth day of their cramped voyage her stomach had calmed. By the fifth day the storm had passed them by.
 
   “Finally awake, eh, Princess?” An all too familiar voice echoed, followed by a toothy grin of yellowed teeth.
 
   Whether by misfortune or sheer luck, the two women had managed to catch the Captain just as his ship was ready to depart. They’d all felt the release of magical energy and not a one of them liked the idea of staying on the island longer than necessary. She learned on the second day of this fresh new hell that his name was Titus, and she only knew that because one of the sailors yelled it in a rage when she had thrown up all over him while asking to see the Captain. Their discomfort aside, Cass had refused to tell Titus what had happened on the island, it was probably for the best.
 
    She glared daggers at Titus, hands upon her stomach. Gods how she’d wished the journey was over already. He wasn’t the noblest of men nor had the journey been terribly soothing.
 
   “How much longer is it going to take?” Alexandra demanded, hand covering her mouth as she felt the retching urge to vomit once more. This time she fought it back.
 
   “Depends on the weather.” He shrugged. “Neptune’s not been favoring your crossing. The men think you’re cursed, Princess. Saying that we’re all going to drown. Some even whisper that the Kraken is hunting you.”
 
   “That’ll do, Captain,” Cass interjected as Titus threw his hands up in a gesture of surrender.
 
   “Ah! It’s just superstition, Cass. I pay it no mind, neither should she.” He jerked his head toward her. 
 
   Alexandra paused, glaring at the two. She hated it when people spoke of her as if she weren’t in the room. It was an odd habit that adults always seemed to have. She just kept glaring. Superstition or not, with everything she had seen she was starting to believe she might truly be cursed. 
 
   “Anyways, we’ll be in port within the next four hours, actually. When the storm pushed passed it gave us some good wind,” Titus added, rasping his knuckles against the wood of the ship. Just as soon as he’d gone below deck, he reemerge topside again.
 
   Alexandra shot a glance to Cass, mouthing her concern over whether or not Titus was reliable. He was crass and he seemed the sort that would sell her up river given the chance and the right offer. The red maned woman offered a kindly shrug.
 
   “Titus is a wee bit rough ‘round the edges, but he’s reliable.” Cass answered the unasked question. Alexandra kept her reservations about Titus, but she would follow Cass’ lead.
 
   Four hours seemed to pass by quickly for Alexandra. Her body mostly curled in the fetal position on the cheap burlap sacks that they had called a bed. A far cry from the comfort Tullius had offered her. And yet, even her simple bed at home seemed worlds more suitable than this. For all things Alexandra had to admire Cass. The woman never uttered a single complaint the duration of their voyage. Cass did not grow sick, and she did not have trouble sleeping like Alexandra had.
 
   Soon the ship pulled into harbor—a harbor in yet another distant land. The farthest Alexandra had ever been from home. She rose above from the lower deck, shielding herself from the sunlight again. A city far larger than any she had ever witnessed bled into life, its immense size dwarfing even Tripolis by comparison.
 
   “Welcome to the Jewel of the Nile Valley, Alexandria” Cass whispered into her ear, a chill running up her spine.
 
   “It’s amazing,” She replied in barely a hushed whisper.
 
   “Not so amazing, really. Used to be the Empire’s breadbasket, but the first sight of trouble and they turned traitor,” Titus interjected, spitting off the side of the boat. “Sooner we’re out of this dump, the better.”
 
   “We’ve friends here, Titus. The Frumentarii maintain a strong presence in the Nile still, even if we don’t take to braggin’ about it. We’ll be safe for a while, but as much as I hate to say it, ya do have a good point. The sooner we’re able to leave, the better.”
 
   Alexandra paused. "'We’re?' What did he mean by 'We’re’?” A distressed look crossed her face as she stared Cass down. The fierce redhead was, for once, left in silence, only mouthing 'oh' as a response.
 
   “Ooooh!” Cass suddenly blurted, “I forgot to tell ya. I had a word with Titus here when you were indisposed. He’s been a loyal servant of the Empire, even if he’s a bit of a pira—”
 
   “I prefer the term ‘freelancer,’” Titus Interjected
 
   “Right, even if he’s a bit of a freelancer. My people’ve had their eyes on him. He’s agreed to serve ya.”
 
   There was a grin on the man’s face, a grin that Alexandra couldn’t quite say she appreciated. He stared upon her as if she were something otherworldly, a look that made her want to withdraw into herself. She wasn’t special. She was just a shepherd girl. Regardless of whomever's ill begotten child she happened to be.
 
   “Never really thought you’d actually be a Princess,” Titus uttered, still grinning.
 
   “Don't-call-me-that,” she hissed in reply. The Captain laughed as his crew berthed the ship and Alexandra retreated to Cass’ other side. The redhead simply chuckled, her head shaking in amusement.
 
   “It’d be best if ya didn’t tell the crew yet, Captain,” Cass added as she draped an arm around Alexandra’s shoulders.
 
   Look how they flock to you already. They see a light in you. They see a savior. But a savior isn’t what is needed. Light isn’t what is needed. Untempered strength. That is what this world lacks. Direction. The voice inside her mind was louder than ever. What was once a faint whisper had grown louder. It was an old voice. A wise voice. A powerful voice ... and yet, a familiar one. The voice was part of her now, and while it had once seemed a disconnected, distant, echo it felt now as if she had known this voice for all eternity.
 
   “So what will we do at this fort?” Alexandra asked, slowly stepping onto the dock. Cass followed close behind her, flocking to Alexandra’s side. Titus brought up the rear as he dismissed his crew but made sure to tell them not to wander too far.
 
   “Well. That’s a bit of a trick, see. We’ve got to make sure you’re safe first, then we’ll probably bring ya up to speed on certain important bits. Unfortunately, we cannot simply coronate ya. One, you’re still a spot too young. And two, ya lack the required instruments.” The woman spoke in a quiet voice, and Alexandra listened. Titus didn’t seem to pay any mind to the conversation, he was too busy looking for treachery.
 
   “What do you mean instruments?” Alexandra asked
 
   “Well, you weren’t born in the purple and nobody knows who ya are outside of us. That creates a bit of a problem in the line of succession. We’ve got to legitimize your position, see?” Cass muttered, eyes keeping a keen watch over them as they continued down the crowded street.
 
   She paused at those words. Legitimacy. Right. She had gone from the trueborn daughter of a Legionnaire—a simple shepherd girl—to the illbegotten daughter of an Emperor. How quickly the tides had changed. She longed for the homestead again.
 
   Press on.
 
   “So what do we need?” she finally asked.
 
   “The Imperial Regalia. Worn by Emperor Septimius Secundus, the Great Unifier. Technically the shiny things that used to belong to your great-great-great grandfather. None have really needed the regalia ‘til now, but it’s said that only someone of true Imperial blood will be able to retrieve ‘em. Men have died on this quest. Hell, half the claimants clamored off on their great quests only to get their heads lobbed off. The Regalia has a magic nature to it, in that only those that actually have Imperial blood can use it. It rejects anyone else, supposedly.”
 
   That’s because the Regalia is fiercely guarded.
 
   “So the Regalia is fiercely guarded, then?” She echoed the words that had drifted into her mind. Her speech gave paused to Cass, the woman turning to face Alexandra.
 
   “That’s ... most definitely the case, yes. Is there something I should know?” Those emerald eyes seemed to peer into her very soul, but her own eyes did not waiver.
 
   Do not speak the truth to her. She need not know yet.
 
   “No ... nothing,” Alexandra replied, head shaking. “I just figured if all of these men had gone off and died, surly there must be some great peril. Especially since you said we had to prepare.” It was an elegant explanation, and for a moment it seemed to waylay Cass’s suspicion. 
 
   Titus, however, gave a grunt from behind them. “That’ll be the truth. I heard a great monster most foul was guardin’ the Regalia. Heck, I’ve even heard that the Emperor became an undead spirit, his Praetorian Guard standing eternal, undying vigil over the Regalia as he plots to overthrow the whole of society.” 
 
   It was obvious Titus thought little of these stories, his voice shifting and changing to dramatize the retellings. It even made her giggle the way he carried on, his final act resulting in him plunging a fake sword into his chest and feigning death.
 
   “That’ll be quite enough, Titus,” Cass chided him.
 
   “Jupiter’s beard, don’t they teach the Frumentarii to have fun?” Titus said.
 
   “No,” Cass replied without pause. Though Cass had been entirely serious in her reply, Alexandra couldn’t seem to help but laugh. It was nice to be able to laugh. Moments like these had been few and far between for Alexandra ever since her journey to Tripolis. Petros. Was he still alive? Should she even still think of him as her father? He raised her. He quieted her fears. He taught her so much, but now her position had taken her far from his side. It was cruel that she was saved while others were not.
 
   It is foolish to feel guilt for surviving. You’ve a call to higher purpose.
 
   She hardened herself against those emotions, forcing the thoughts from her mind. As they walked through the streets of Alexandria, bustling with life, Alexandra was drawn in with every sense to the displays around her. Foreign sounds and smells caught her attention while merchants with wares more exotic than anything she had seen in Greece caught her eyes. Cass had to constantly remind her to keep up as she became distracted. Titus continued to make her laugh and giggle with his stories and bizarre antics intended to draw a smile from her. He knew she was struggling with the recent events and she appreciated his attempts to distract her. As they neared the market, the magicians caught her attention. It was a sense of wonderment for Alexandra whom had never seen so many people before, let alone so many different people. Magicians plied their trade craft in the streets. Snake charmers willed cobras from baskets. Merchants tried to sell their wares, and priests cried about an oncoming darkness that would engulf the whole of creation. The clamoring of the priests had given her small pause, their words reminding her of the Abbot make in Arkadia who had often warned against a coming darkness. 
 
   Their journey brought them deep into the city until they finally came to a stop outside a villa. It was humble and modest in design, no bigger nor smaller than the homes which surrounded it. Cass rapped against the door and a slide opened at eye level. 
 
   “What is it?” A voice spat.
 
   “I was looking to buy some violets,” Cass said.
 
   “How many?” 
 
   “Two and one specially wrapped.”
 
   There was silence and Alexandra watched with interest as the wooden slide slammed shut. A series of clicking sounded and the door opened to reveal a man. He was old in age, eyes sunken and his face gaunt. He stretched out his hand, beckoning them to hurry inside. She didn’t waste any time, chasing right behind Cass as they poured in.
 
   “This her?” the man abruptly asked, a bony finger jabbing Alexandra square in the forehead.
 
   “In the flesh. Could ya maybe not prod her, Samar?” Cass replied with a hint of annoyance, a hand promptly pushing the stranger away.
 
   The one Cass called Samar was an interesting sight to behold. He stood easily a foot taller than the rest of the group, his skin a shade darker than her own and several shades darker than Cass’. A wide smile crossed his mouth as he stepped back and offered a gracious bow.
 
   “Samar is at your service!” he announced with a cheerful voice. Alexandra was unable to help her surprise at the sudden expression of loyalty.
 
   “Alexandra, this is Samar. He has been one of our most valuable agents in the Nile since their separation from the Empire. Ya can’t do much in this town without Samar knowin’ it, and his loyalty is unflinching.” Cass nodded.
 
   “Yes! My clan is ever loyal to the Eternal Throne, ever since our cousin, Emperor Septimius sat upon it. We swore to serve his descendants faithfully,” Samar explained, grinning ear to ear.
 
   “So ... that makes us family, then?” Alexandra asked, suddenly finding herself uncertain. Samar, however, kept on grinning as he slowly nodded.
 
   “Indeed!” He embraced Alexandra as if they had known each other all their lives.
 
   The loyalty of family can be a treacherous thing. Be wary. Do not forget that it was his own brother that deposed Septimius Tertius.
 
   Forget it? She’d never known it to begin with. The voice, however, had not given Alexandra a reason to doubt it. It had promised to save her, and it had done so. Perhaps she was being naïve to so fully trust a voice inside her mind. She knew not from where it came or if it was even real. Was it just her own mind playing tricks on her? She could not be certain.  Everyone else had lied to her. But not the voice. Never the voice. The voice had remained ever faithful and ever present, she just merely had to let it in. Perhaps she had truly lost her mind. 
 
   “Alright, alright ... I look forward to getting to know you,” she finally spoke, gently removing Samar from her person as she breathed out a little sigh. She’d somehow managed to gather quite the band of followers, though she knew none of it had been of her own doing. Her eyes fell upon Cass. The older woman’s messy red hair framed her pale face with those emerald eyes constantly prowling, constantly seeking. It was all because of her.
 
   This one has ambition.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter VII
 
   The days passed by like grains of sand passing through the hourglass. Days dragging into weeks and weeks into months as they waited for news about their quest.
 
   Alexandra rushed forward, the dulled blade clutched in her hand as the fiery haired figure elegantly avoided her attack.
 
   “Too obvious,” Cass said, her eyes narrowing as she watched for the riposte. Drawing her practice blade back she parried the quick strike. The sound of metal continued to ring throughout the halls, the two forms dancing back and forth, ebbing and flowing as they avoided or parried the others attack.
 
   “Too slow,” Cass instructed, as she sidestepped Alexandra's lunge. The redhead wrapped an arm around her own, stopping the swing of her sword before suddenly slamming into her shoulder with her own. The force of the blow caused the sword to topple from her hand and clamor on the ground with a terrible racket. Alexandra grunted as Cass swiveled around and brought the sword against her neck. 
 
   “Feh ... I yield.”
 
   Cass looked a mixture between pleased and disappointed as she stepped free of their little embrace, a blade slung over her shoulder. Clad only in simple leather armor, Cass had tossed her black cloak and robes away. Likewise, Alexandra was dressed in a similar style of leather armor.
 
   “You’re better than most beginners, love,” Cass said with a grin. “But still not good enough.” 
 
   “The journey is going to be dangerous,” Alexandra said. “And I don’t want to find myself faced with murderous priests unable to defend myself again!” She lunged forward, shifting hard to the left as she thrust the sword toward Cass who moved with all the grace of a dancer to avoid the blows. Each step Cass made was calculated, but Alexandra was learning. Her senses were keen and every mistake she had made over the past month was etched into her body with pain and bruises. The clanging of metal upon metal echoed again, the two women parrying and dodging each other in their deadly dance.
 
   In the distance, two sets of eyes watched. She couldn’t quite make it out, but she knew them to be Samar and Titus. They watched with sharp eyes as Alexandra sidestepped a blow from Cass and charged forward again. Her own attack was parried, but she did something Cass didn’t expect. She stepped into the oncoming blow, hand releasing the hilt of her blade as she lunged forward and promptly wrapped her arm around Cass, pulling the woman in close and slamming her shoulder into her target just as the redhead had done to her early. However, Alexandra threw her own little twist into it as she used the momentum to push Cass off balance, her foot hooking Cass’ pulling her down.
 
   “Oi! That’ll get ya killed!” Cass cried even as she went down. 
 
   Alexandra placed her boot clad foot on her chest. “I won, didn’t I?”
 
   Cass just furrowed her brow, sighing with a tinge of reluctance, “Aye, ya won.” 
 
   Alexandra stepped off her prey and grinned, extending her hand to help Cass up to her feet. 
 
   Cass shook her head as Titus and Samar erupted into a howling cheer.
 
   “That’ll do for now,” Cass said, much to her disappointment. 
 
   A frown crossed Alexandra's lips as she folded her arms over her chest, though Cass seemed less than amused. “Sore because you lost that one?” she asked, only to receive a short glare from her mentor.
 
   “No. If it had been a real fight you’d have died.”
 
   Not likely.
 
   Cass just lifted an arm, her thumb pointing toward the side of the room where the door had been opened. 
 
   Alexandra followed the direction to focus on their howling onlookers, and it was then that she understood the true reason for their pause. “Shall we tend to it, then?” she asked, Cass responding with a nod. Their skin glistened from the workout as they marched across Samar’s courtyard to the two men.
 
   “What’s the report, out with it,” Cass demanded.
 
   “It’s ... not so good.” Samar murmured, a hand making a shaky gesture. They followed Samar from the courtyard and back into the main house, a rolled up bit of parchment clutched betwixt his fingers. “Our agents tell us of changes. They say Tripolis was attacked by a beast and that the city drove it off. They claimed it was a loyalist assassination attempt, to stop peace. They blame this attack on Imperialists. Legions marched from Tripolis. Any who refused to join were subjugated into The Grand Republic of Arkadia.” Samar rolled out a map on a table, and Alexandra watched with interest as Cass shifted her weight from one leg to the other. The map showed the extent of the Empire and Samar drew his finger along a chunk of Greece that denoted where this new Grand Republic was.
 
   “Yea. And they went an’ made peace with the Shahzad right away,” Titus interjected.
 
   “Exactly! So, I ordered our agents to dig deeper. It turns out nobody survived the peace summit with the Persians except for one man, who mysteriously fell ill the night of the summit and had to leave the city. A bit of investigation and we find he has ties to the Shahzad,” Samar concluded.
 
   A pity. They could be so much more and they settled for mediocrity.
 
   “A puppet, eh?” Cass said, turning her attention toward Alexandra now. She still didn’t quite understand the workings of everything, but her mysterious voice, and Samar had been doing their best to give her a crash course in politics. The look on Cass’ face seemed to be asking if she understood. She just smiled in silent reply. 
 
   “So they’ve set up their own government... This has gone from just claiming a throne to being a rebellion. The people aren’t going to like that.” Alexandra leaned over to examine the map more carefully.
 
   “There are those who will always be loyal,” Cass said. “But a lot of folk saw things they can’t explain, things that haven’t been seen in a long time. They need someone to blame, and the Imperialists are an easy target, unfortunately.”
 
    Alexandra watched as Cass spoke, the other woman pacing back and forth slowly. 
 
   “The Eternal Throne doesn’t ... doesn’t have the best track record when it comes to similar incidents. Imperial cultists that worshiped your grandfather as a God committed similar atrocities. Not saying ya need to worry about it, the Imperial cult’s mostly dead. But your forefathers, some of ‘em bought into it. Encouraged it.” Cass finally stopped moving, those emerald eyes falling right upon her once again. The two of them didn’t talk about what had happened on the island. She still hadn’t told Cass the truth she wasn't certain if Cass knew it or if she thought it best not to talk about what she had seen.
 
   They will bend to our will. The puppet is irrelevant. The Quest is what is important.
 
   “Any news on the Regalia? The Quest?” she finally asked, the council looking rather surprised at the sudden change in topic. Titus cleared his throat, shifting on his foot. The other two shot him glances and he finally groaned.
 
   “Right. Here’s the thing, Princess.” 
 
   She wanted to stab him in the throat every time he called her Princess. 
 
   “I’ve gotten some more men together. Mostly wanderin’ legionnaires what want work and want to serve the cause. Problem is without the Regalia, we’re gonna be short in manpower.” Titus concluded, gesturing to Samar to continue.
 
   “Dearest Cousin!” 
 
   Oh how he loved his pleasantries. Samar was nice company, but he assumed their distant relation meant they were to be close. She did not know him, she felt no affection for him, and oft times she wished he would leave her to her musings. 
 
   “I’ve plied my craft throughout the Nile, speaking words of sweetness to the merchants that travel up and down the valley. We were able to ascertain several fake Imperial relics, but also some old tomes.” Samar nodded to Cass with a bow.
 
   “Girlie,” Cass said.  
 
   She had something of a bond with Cass, the two had spent more time together and endured far more together than she had with the other two. Cass was her teacher, her protector, and in most cases her confidant. 
 
   “Right. Those tomes we found were a bit of a chore to translate, but I got ya the best agents the Frumentarii had to offer. Anyways. We have to know where the Regalia were most likely stashed.” Cass planted her hands on the table. She quirked a brow, looking at their expressions.
 
   They’re not telling us something.
 
   “Out with it, then.” Alexandra demanded. 
 
   A collective cringe spread across the gathered council. There was an unease, the three murmuring to themselves before they finally resigned. The other two shoved Cass out front. They must have figured that she liked Cass better.
 
   “It’s a bit of a journey away and, well, it’s cursed. Actually, honest to Gods, cursed. People have been trying to get at it for years. They all either die, go mad, or come back maimed.” She bit her lip. 
 
   Well, that definitely didn’t sound all that appealing. Cass seemed to agree with her concern, the redhead shooting her a ‘you-don’t-have-to’ glance. They both knew that was a lie, however. She needed the Regalia. There was no other way for her to claim the throne, not with her muddled bloodline and now with this new republic cropping up. She looked up, gauging their thoughts from their appearance.
 
   You two could have a normal life together. Abandon the quest. Abandon the people. Retire to a foreign land. The voice was always a tempting one. It always offered her a way out, an alternative, a pleasant fantasy alternative to her awful reality. Of course, the fruit of the poisonous tree was tainted. It looked appealing to just give up and surrender, but if she gave up she would be abandoning the people, her friends, and her family. Hells, she didn’t even know if any of them were alive but it steeled her resolve in times like these. Her eyes flickered up, brown eyes catching Cass’ emerald ones briefly. It wasn’t realistic.
 
   “Well, grave robbers don’t have Imperial Blood, do they?” she finally said, her words teeming with false confidence. It was a show of force to keep morale high more than anything, not that they needed to know that. She needed this false courage. If she pretended enough, it might blossom into the real thing. To be certain she had no idea if she really had Imperial blood herself. The priests in the Temple seemed to think so, as did Cass and everyone else gathered. She was still shaky on it. 
 
   “The best approach would be to take a small detachment of men and head out,” Titus chimed in. 
 
   She turned to him now. “Titus, you don’t have to...” She’d started to speak but he lifted his hand. 
 
   “Nonsense, Princess. It’s my duty to serve and die for the Throne. Would like to do my ancestors proud.”
 
   “Samar will aid you in this journey.” The tall man announced, lips curling into a smile as he did so. “It will be an honor to die at your side, cousin!” He said with a loud laugh. 
 
   She didn’t intend to die, however, and just shook her head at that. 
 
   Cass sighed, circling around the table until the two were side by side. Cass leaned closer until she could feel the warmth of her breath upon her ear. 
 
   “Ya don’t have to do this. It’s insanely dangerous. I’ve taught ya all I could in this brief time, but you’re not a fighter. I don’t want you usin’ whatever that was on the mountain." 
 
   The concern was touching, really, but Cass drew back before she could reply. She wished she could tell Cass that she wouldn’t use that power but she didn’t know for certain herself if she would. It felt wrong when she had, and Cass seemed to be concerned about it. 
 
   “It’s my duty to serve and protect ya, a silly curse won’t keep me from it.”
 
   She fears the power. It is natural to fear that which one cannot comprehend. Trying times are ahead, girl. You will know what to do when the time comes.
 
   “It’s settled then. We’ll begin making preparations for the voyage,” Alexandra announced after several minutes of silence. The crew nodded briefly as she hoisted a knife into the air, promptly jamming it down into the map at the heart of the so-called Arkadian Republic.
 
   For the first time since this little adventure of hers began, she felt as if she might actually be able to complete this silly quest. She might actually be able to get this Regalia, convince the people, and claim the Imperial throne. Sure, doubt beset her mind on all sides and she feared her efforts would be for naught. Still, seeing the faces of her allies staring at her, believing in her, made her believe in herself. If only just a little. It would, however, take time. Time which Alexandra would dedicate to studying beneath Cass. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter VIII
 
   It would take months before the Expedition would be ready, and until then there was nothing left for Alexandra except learning. A year had already passed since she had first left for Tripolis.
 
   She passed the days and weeks in her studies beneath Cass. The woman told her much of the Empire that was, and of the Empire that could be. She still had questions about Petros but didn’t dare ask Cass to expend the few precious resources they had in the search for the man. There was much for the Shepherd girl to learn locked away inside the large library that Samar held, Cass acting as her faithful tutor throughout. Lessons in sword fighting were supplemented with courtly manners as well as Roman history.
 
   “And the Second Punic War?” Cass snapped,
 
   “It was the war Rome fought against Carthage. Hannibal forced Rome to surrender.” Alexandra beamed.
 
   “That’s right. Hannibal the Conqueror forced the Roman senate to capitulate after waging a long war through Italia. As a result, Rome was forced to pay large tributes to Carthage which fueled Rome to expand into, where?”
 
   “Germania!”
 
   “Very good! The Roman conquest of Germania was long and brutal, but eventually Germania was subjugated into the auspices of the Republic.”
 
   “What about recent history?” Alexandra held a special curiosity toward it. She knew only of the stories that Caius and Petros spoke of, but beyond that her education had been a simple one.
 
   “Well…That gets a little trickier. The Empire was prosperous for a bit, but after Nova Roma was captured by the Shahzad Empire there was a mass rebellion in the west. Since the Imperial family was believed dead, they elected an Emperor of their own and broke off ties with the East,” Cass sighed, brushing dust off a book before dragging it out and tossing it down in front of Alexandra, “I come from a place that was once known as Hibernia, the farthest reach of the old Empire.”  She explained, pointing it out on the map for Alexandra. “The reports are scarce, but they indicate that things have gotten rather backwards in the West. Barbarians eventually turned on the Elector Emperor and sacked Rome. Much has been lost in a series of civil wars spanning the continent as warlords declare themselves King and vie for control. Unfortunately, many of Rome’s great libraries were burned to the ground and much that we take advantage of in the East has been lost to the west. They believe the mighty walls of Rome were constructed with the help of Wizards.”
 
   Alexandra was enthralled by the entirety of what she was hearing. Her hands reached out to grab hold of the old tome, dragging it closer as she thumbed through the pages until a crude drawing of the Emperor was unveiled. Her father, she was told. A tall man with brown skin looking rather regal. It was a simple painting but it somehow managed to convey a sense of magnitude about the man. His face was sullen, obviously prematurely aged with lines of worry about his face. 
 
   “You’ve got his eyes.” Cass chimed in.
 
   “I don’t see it.” 
 
   She flipped the page just as quickly as she had landed on it. It was still so weird to think about to her. She didn’t want to believe that Petros wasn’t her father. There was much she didn’t understand yet and still she struggled with that the most. Her eyes cast downward, finger tracing the words as she went. The Fall of Nova Roma.
 
   Cass leaned over her shoulder, peering at the page. “Thousands were put to the sword until the streets are said to have run ankle deep with their blood. The holy temples were pulled to the ground and in their place the Shah constructed tributes to himself and his foreign Gods. Thousands more were enslaved. Standard practice for the Shahzad. Every city they conquer it’s the same story. The adult men are usually butchered, the young are enslaved. Crippling tithes force most of the Empire into poverty. Starvation is common.”
 
   “So that’s what’ll happen to Arkadia?” 
 
   “Eventually.”
 
   Alexandra sighed. She knew that things weren’t so great outside of Arkadia, but she never knew just how truly bad they were. The plight of the refugees at Tripolis was just one head of a much larger beast. The Tyranny of the Shah would consume everything, if left unchecked. Not even Arkadia would be safe. That, more than any reason, was perhaps why she pressed on. The glory of her bloodline and Empire seemed insignificant compared to her desire to simply protect the home and people she knew. If she could do well alongside that, well, being an Empress didn’t sound so daunting. She rose to her feet and departed to her quarters, bidding Cass a good evening.
 
   The expedition had finally mustered within the courtyard of Samar’s estate beneath the howling wind above. They would be departing soon 
 
   The city guard offered little in the way of resistance thanks to the greasing of palms by Samar. Mustering one’s own personal fighting force was apparently something that was usually frowned upon, but Samar assured them they’d have no problem thanks to the liberal application of money in all the right places. The people of the Nile would go on without a care in the world. Meanwhile, Titus had lived up to his word and had assembled a motley crew of Legionnaires who were willing and able to serve their Empire once more. Doubt was obvious on their faces. It was to be expected, she couldn’t hope they’d believe her on word alone. She had to prove herself to them. 
 
   “Ahem. Alotta of them were told to expect a small fortune.” Titus mumbled into her ear. 
 
   Ah yes, promises of wealth. It was a great motivator for men who had little left after the collapse of the Empire 
 
   “And ranks in the Legion,” Titus added. 
 
   Alexandra gave a little sigh and turned to face him, his mouth hanging in a wide grin. Right. Promises of wealth and power, it seemed, were to be given out liberally. She perhaps should have known it would take more than just silly reassurances about her identity to gain their loyalty. She wasn’t even certain of it herself.
 
   “Men won’t fight without loyalty,” she said, Titus nodding as Cass stepped up and strapped a belt around her waist.
 
   “Aye. In an ideal world that’ll be true, however, you’re forgettin’ that these lot were tempted into the Legion on promise of fame and fortune to begin with. They’ll follow ya. Belief and loyalty can come later,” Cass muttered from her left. Titus only gave a solemn nod to that as they turned around. Cass helped her up onto her horse, a cloak thrown around her shoulders.
 
   “And Samar?” she asked, turning her attention to Cass who was currently mounting her own horse.
 
   “He’ll have left already, to establish logistics. His specialty, really." Her mentor replied. “Won’t be needin’ the ship, it turns out,” Cass said, the small band of soldiers forming a column as they headed from the city. 
 
   It felt strange to her to be in such a position, marching out of the city with a small band of soldiers. It had been years since anyone living in the Nile Valley had actually seen a formation of Imperial Legionnaires and people were peeking their heads out of windows to stare at the sight. It was a sad shadow of the kind of march a true Emperor would have lead. Much like the rest of her “empire.” She made a silent vow to herself that she’d return someday, return and show these people that their lack of faith in the Empire had been misplaced. Hope. She would give them hope. Hope was all she and many others had to cling to, after all.
 
   “It’s a long ride, but Samar went ahead and mapped out the path,” Titus announced as they passed through the city gates. 
 
   It was only then that Alexandra could fully see and appreciate the splendor of the massive stone monuments to long dead kings erected in the distance. She gazed around as the wide open expanse of the lush Nile valley lay before them. 
 
   “The Regalia is supposedly in Kush,” Cass suddenly spoke, the column slowly marching along the road. “It’ll be a week or two following the Nile, my source said. Samar’ll have camps prepared and waiting for us.” She continued, nodding.
 
   “I appreciate it, truly,” Alexandra said, Cass giving a little chuckle and waving the compliment away.
 
   Titus had broken away from them and assumed his position at the front of the column of troops, even beginning to lead the men in a marching chant as they proceeded down the road. Cass and Alexandra were safe, positioned optimally in the middle of the formation, so that should anything happen, the men could collapse and surround the two in defensive positions. Not that Alexandra thought Cass needed defending. She was actually pretty sure the woman could take on most Legionnaires she’d met, let alone bandits. She didn’t have such high hopes for herself.
 
   You think too little of your power, the voice murmured in her head. It was a devil on her shoulder, always tempting her with the power to accomplish her goals. She wondered at what cost she had agreed to use such a power in the first place. Alexandra knew she was trading something for that power, but she knew not what. Cass had said that Old Magic had a way of eating people up, but she didn’t know what that meant. The voice, however, did its best to quiet such thoughts.
 
   Alexandra was particularly amused in her riding at the banter between the Legionnaires regarding their destination. There were many stories about what was waiting them, though none seemed to have substance.
 
   “They say the temple’s cursed, that an entire Legion once tried to claim the regalia only to have their souls sucked out and now they stand as vigilant mindless statues.” One Legionnaire piped up.
 
   “If the whole bloody Legion died then who told the story?” Titus grunted.
 
   “…Yea I s’pose that’s a good point.
 
   “I heard there’s a venomous snake and that the only way to claim the regalia is to let the snake bite you on account of the fact that the Imperial bloodline makes them immune.” Another Legionnaire spoke.
 
   “That’s stupid, Cato.”
 
   “Yea, well, I heard that as he was dying the Emperor cast a dark spell that summoned evil spirits. He bound his entire Praetorian Guard to guard his tomb for all eternity and they kill anyone not of Imperial blood what opens the tomb.” 
 
   Hours on march passed by, Alexandra sat atop the horse as they continued on their path, listening to their stories until Titus ultimately forbade the men from telling more absurd stories. The men had changed songs several times on their march, and even Cass and Alexandra had joined in their joyous singing. None of them could really carry a tone and the sound they produced was rather unusual thanks to the addition of Alexandra and Cass’s voice. But after hours on the move, all revelry had left them. Fatigue was definitely starting to settle in with the men, and even she shifted uncomfortably atop her horse. Cass didn’t seem to have such a problem, but Cass was likely used to long rides and harrowing adventures. What a life that woman must have lived, serving as spy and assassin for Emperor’s. Her age hardly showed though Alexandra had ascertained she must be at least thirty-five years of age.
 
   “We’re almost there,” Cass called out, taking notice of her obvious discomfort. 
 
   Alexandra gritted her teeth as she straightened in her saddle, giving a defiant huff. Was she so easy to read? Her men endured, and she would endure silently as well. She dismissed the suggestion that she was exhausted and instead urged her horse into a faster trot. 
 
   The camp Samar had established was lavish and filled with everything the tired column could hope for, their ranks dispersing into the hastily established palisades. Alexandra gritted her teeth as she dismounted the horse and landed upon the hard ground below. A fire already burned, and the first thing she reached for was the gourd of cold water. Without a pause or concern, she gulped the water down, wetting her parched throat before giving a relieved sigh.
 
   “Drink.” She held the gourd out for Cass who had just dismounted her horse as well. The redhead quickly snatched the gourd as Alexandra gave a shaky step before turning toward Titus.
 
   Titus just grinned as he pulled his helmet off, his large hand clasping her shoulder, giving a jovial laugh. “Not bad for your first march, Princess.” 
 
   She smiled as he assigned watch details before allowing the men to fallout and enjoy themselves for the rest of the night. It had been a long day and she was more than a little sore.
 
   “Samar isn’t here,” she said suddenly, realizing that her ‘cousin’ wasn’t actually at the camp, despite having set it up. 
 
   “He’s hours ahead of us,” Cass replied, cutting a slice of apple she ate with relish. “He’ll be at the next campsite before we head out in the morning.”
 
   Alexandra gave her a wary look, but her stomach growled at the sight of the apple. Without a word she stole a fresh slice from Cass’ knife and enjoyed the crisp coolness of the fruit, “He’s resting too, right?” she asked.
 
   “Once he sets up the camp, he rests for a bit before headin’ out,” Cass said. ”He left a day or so before us. His Bedouin roots make him perfect for this sorta thing.” 
 
   “Bedouin?” 
 
   “Aye, they’re desert folk. They don’t really settle down, they wander from place to place livin’ a nomad’s life,” Cass explained as she flicked another apple slice toward her. Alexandra deftly caught it and nibbled as they walked.
 
   “...Until recently, I couldn’t even imagine leaving Arkadia.” She cast her gaze out to the setting sun. “And here I am, leagues away from home. Is home even there anymore, I wonder?”
 
   “From what the reports said, most of the rural countryside went unharmed from the attack,” Cass tried to reassure her as she discarded the apple core, “So it’s more than likely the same as you remember it.”
 
   It was probably a blessing that she had grown up as a shepherd instead of a Princess in a palace. She was used to sleeping rough. The lack of luxury in the camp didn’t bother her, and the men seemed to respect her for not demanding any special accommodation. Cass, however, had something else entirely to say about it.
 
   “We’ll be havin’ our own tent, Titus, and that’s final,” Cass barked back, the Legionnaire groaning. No matter how much Titus tried to argue about morale and respect, he couldn’t change Cass’ mind. "Legionnaires don’t have the best reputation around nubile young women," she said. It was better for them to separate her from the crowd, Cass had argued until Titus threw his arms into the air in a defeated groan. Gender. It was the first time she’d really considered the difference her gender afforded her. Had she been a male heir, she would have been expected to share quartering with her men and to suffer alongside them, but because she was a girl she was given a degree of special treatment that set her apart. It annoyed her slightly, but at the same time, she could understand the concern Cass had.
 
   In the end, she would share a tent alone with Cass. “It’s kind of roomy,” She sighed. The tent was devoid of anyone save the two of them. A desk with a map had been placed inside, and Cass was currently leaning over it. Bedrolls had been laid out for them to sleep on. 
 
   “Nights get cold,” Cass said. “You’ll wanna keep bundled,” she added, tossing another animal skin to the pile “Get some sleep.” Her emerald eyes fell on Alexandra, making her feel like a child scolded by her mother again. She grumbled as she retreated into the bedroll, hiding beneath the animal skins.
 
   Silence filled the tent for several minutes, their breathing punctuating the silence “Do you ever sleep?” Alexandra finally asked. The sound of the guards changing shift gave her an excuse to speak up. The redhead looked amused, turning to look over her shoulder. 
 
   “Not when there’s work to be done,” Cass replied, wearing the same cheeky little grin that she so often wore before turning back to the map.
 
   Alexandra grumbled as she rolled over in the bedroll, tucking herself down, yawning wide. Fortunately, the long ride had exhausted her and it didn’t take long for the young girl to quickly fall asleep.
 
   Hours passed by while she slept, her dreams carrying her back to Arkadia and to the farm. Her haunting dream had left her, replaced now with only nostalgia and dreams of parading through Arkadia with a Legion behind her. In those dreams she was this grandiose heroine that saved the people. Those dreams were always fleeting, dancing just outside of her grasp. Alexandra awoke deep into the night at the sound of a guttural howling, followed by men screaming out in a tongue unfamiliar to her. The panic outside her tent was quite apparent as she quickly shambled up, torches alight all across the camp. 
 
   Titus blew powerfully upon his whistle, rousing the troops. “C’mon lads, fall in!” She heard him shout before he blew the whistle once again. Their only saving grace was the palisade that surrounded their camp. True to the heritage of legionnaires, they hunkered down. She hadn’t even the time to panic before she felt a leather glove clasping over her mouth to silence any words she might speak.
 
   “Relax,” the familiar voice whispered into her ear, her eyes fluttering a bit as she tried to steady herself. She felt a tugging, a pulling inside of herself slowly subsiding before the gloved hand carefully withdrew from her mouth. Cass’ figure was a welcome sight. 
 
   “Quietly,” Cass instructed in a whisper, her hands quickly pulling her traveling clothes on and fastening her sword. Outside she could hear the battle had already begun, arrows whizzing through the air only to plink harmlessly off the legionnaire’s shields.
 
   The two women created a make shift exit and slipped out the back of the tent and made their way to the paddock where the horses were kept. It had all been part of their security plan. If it looked like the troops might be overrun, Cass and Alexandra were to escape on horseback while the men fought to their last. A noble sentiment.
 
   But a foolish one, the voice murmured in her mind as she stroked the horse's mane with a soothing hand. She heard the men in the distance screaming again, followed by a blinding flash of light and an impossibly loud bang. For now the battle was of an even pitched, no need to go dashing into the night thus far.
 
   “They’re Hashashin,” Cass said, catching her attention. “They proclaim their faith in their one true God before throwing themselves into battle, seeking death as their prophet had done. They don’t wear armor, they smoke an herb that clouds their mind. They say it brings ‘em closer to their God and provides them with visions and robs them of fear. They believe that dying in battle is the greatest testament to their faith they can give. They’re not the sort ya wanna cross. How do you beat an army that believes they win if they die?” Cass asked as she watched the oddity of the battle unfolding. The Legion didn’t break ranks, but the strangers continued to shout their faith as they charged the line. Most likely the Hashashin had been hired by the Shahzad Empire to put an end to their endeavor.
 
   The line held, but it seemed the others had been a diversion as soon three figures clad entirely in black had managed to scale the palisade, cutting off the path they were meant to escape by. They dropped one after another before her as they rose up, their leader pointing his curved blade forward as he spoke again in that tongue she didn’t comprehend. Cass thrust an arm out, blocking the way between Alexandra and the men. “Run to Titus.”
 
   Alexandra hesitated. Fear clenched at her mind, and that voice in her head whispered for her to do something. Anything. Her heart pounded “Go NOW!” Cass pushed her, sending Alexandra stumbling backward. Just as it had always been, the choice was made for her. She turned and ran, ran as fast as her legs could carry her as the sound of metal against metal filled the air. But she still had her own sword.
 
   You mustn’t run. Watch, child. The voice compelled her to stop. A sense of dream washed over her body as she slowly turned around. A hand fell to the hilt of her blade as she watched in the distance. Cass moved like an elegant dancer. She fought the three Assassins off, her entire being focused on the deadly dance she was engaged in. She parried, dodged, and struck back. One assassin was quick to misstep in his zeal for his scimitar to find purchase in its target, only to be met with a gut full of steel as Cass thrust her blade through the man’s stomach. She pushed him away quickly to avoid another attack. 
 
   Alexandra's sense of dread was steadily replaced with hope and excitement as she watched in awe while Cass fended the remaining two men off.
 
   Those feelings quickly perished as one assassin lifted a hand up, his scimitar resonating with a strange energy as the blade burst into flames. Cass dispatched his crony with relative ease, but she was driven back by the relentless offensive of the lead assassin. Cass was losing her footing, Alexandra could see it. She wanted to help, but something inside her stilled her hand and her body. She didn't even blink as Cass crossed blades with the strange man, only for that strange man to lift his hand up and a bolt to fire shot from his wrist. Cass reeled backward, stumbling before the man brought his scimitar down, the fiery sword cleaving her in twine.
 
   “No!” Alexandra shouted, tears welling in her eyes as the men of the Legion rallied to her position. It seemed as if Titus had seen the situation and ordered the men back. She tried to run, to strike the man dead, but a strong arm wrapped around her, restraining her from advancing as a wall of shields surrounded her. It seemed the attack had ceased. The remaining assassin cast a series of small explosions from his flaming sword and the area filled with smoke. She trembled as she collapsed to the ground, tears rolling down her cheeks. Her mentor. Her friend. In the stroke of an instant, she was gone. Alexandra’s fingers balled into fists as she beat them against the ground until everything seemed to stop, as if time had suspended around her.
 
   The world took on a haze, a figure clad in ornate black garb with long flowing white hair stood beside her, arms held regally behind her back. “Remember this feeling, child,” the voice spoke. The voice which had long haunted her mind was now given form. “Clutch it within your hand like the ember of a fire, hold it tight until it burns you up inside. Then you may have a chance to weather the oncoming storm.”
 
   Alexandra choked back her tears, baffled and mystified by the sudden change in the world. Everything around her seemed as if it moved in slow motion. Her attention turned toward the mysterious woman. “They can’t...”
 
   “...See me? No. I would think not,” the voice replied.
 
   “What? Who? Are you?” she finally asked as the stream of tears subsided. The woman stared into the distance, veil covering her face. The form didn’t show the faintest hint of emotion. It was unmoving even as it observed the smitten ruin of Cass’ body. In that moment, she hated that woman. She hated the voice inside her head, the voice that had long warned her of danger yet never gave her means to act.
 
   “What I am is unimportant, for you will learn in time,” the voice said. Her head turned for the first time, the translucent veil revealing an astonishingly beautiful form with skin as pale as the moon. Alexandra had never seen anyone who sounded so incredibly old look so astoundingly young.
 
   “As for who I am...” There was a pause in the voice’s words, as if she debated whether it best to inform Alexandra. “...I am your mother,” she finally said. "These men were sent by the Shah,” she continued, not stopping to explain her previous statement at all. “Ironic, as the Shahzad Empire are the ones who killed their leader, but they are not picky customers. This means the Shah is aware of our presence and we must be prepared for what may come. You will have to be strong. These are your people, and you are their leader. Regardless of what artifacts you gather, everything we have worked to accomplish will wither away if you do not put your mind to the task.” 
 
   It felt strange to be scolded by her "mother" in such a way. There were so many questions she had to ask, so many things she wanted to know but she decided against it.
 
   “Mankind turned away from the Gods because they believed the Gods no longer spoke to them and Magic departed from the world. Prophets rose up, claiming to speak to one true God, and men flocked around them. Faith is what sustains Gods. Faith is what gives them power. Robbed of Faith, the Gods retreated. When their new God proved less reliable against the Shahzad onslaught, the Empire began to turn back to the Old Ways. A deal was made.” The voice explained as her arms finally came out from behind her, a hand stretched out to give Alexandra the smallest of pats to the head. “Rest, for the journey shall be long and perilous.”
 
   “But....” Before she could finish her sentence, sleep overcame her. In the next instant, day had risen and Titus stood vigil at the entrance of her tent. It all seemed like a dream to her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter IX
 
   She didn’t say a word.
 
   The men had attempted to speak to her, to comfort her in some way, but she did not respond to their attempts. Titus must have thought it wise to back away from the subject, and per her instructions, had ordered the men not to disturb her. 
 
   It felt like an eternity of silence before she stepped into the blistering sunlight. Wood had been gathered, stacked neatly atop one another. She didn’t let the men touch the body, however. No. She would handle that grim task on her own. Alexandra had done nothing for Cass in life, but perhaps there was something she could do for her in death. The face of the man that killed her was etched into her memory. She wouldn’t—couldn’t—forget that face. The wicked smile he bore as he pointed the scimitar at her, the words he uttered. She remembered all of it even as she carried her mentor’s lifeless body to the alter of her final resting place. It shifted from the weight, a gust of wind causing Alexandra’s cape to flutter behind her as she moved carefully. She removed the gloves from her hands, Cass' signet ring followed next. The men stood in perfect formation before the pyre as she lay with coins upon her face.
 
   “Rest,” she whispered quietly before leaning down to plant the gentlest of kisses to her protector’s cold forehead. “Know peace at last, friend,” she murmured again as she drew back. She removed the woman’s necklace slowly before withdrawing. She lifted her hand and a legionnaire stepped forward with a torch, which she gladly took. She ran the fire along the length of the pyre until it was lit, the kindling quickly spreading the blaze until Cass’ body became entirely engulfed in the flames.
 
   “Crucify them.” Her voice turned cold, a moment of baffled silence followed her command. “The survivors. The dead. All of them!” she barked, much to the surprise of the legionnaire’s gathered around her.
 
   “We’ve got to get movi-” Titus began.
 
   “I said. Crucify them. If you cannot follow orders, I will have you dismissed.” She gave the command once more. It was more akin to a child having a fit, truthfully, but in that moment she felt good. She felt strong. Titus snapped to just as his years of training in the legion had taught him to do, a hand flying up in salute. 
 
   The screams of the survivors filled the air with anguish as they were hastily crucified on the remains of the palisades. It was a grueling process that took hours out of their day. The pyre burned out shortly before the men had finished their grim business.
 
   “All accounted for, as you instructed,” Titus announced.
 
   Her eyes were fixed upon the burned out pyre. “Thank you, Titus,” she murmured in reply before she slowly rose. “We’ll depart, then.”
 
   “I know she meant a lot to you,” Titus said. 
 
   Alexandra stopped dead in her tracks. There was a moment of silence as she tilted her gaze up, “We all knew the risk,” she replied, spinning on her heel and marching off. She threw herself atop the horse without assistance, fingers going to her mouth as she let loose a whistle and waved her hand about in the air. The Legionnaires slowly fell into ranks and they began their long march onward.
 
   Alexandra had not forgotten what her mother taught her. She would hold on to the rage, the desperation, the sadness. These feelings followed her every step of the journey and they reminded her of every bitter loss she had suffered. She knew that for every iota of suffering she was made to endure, her people languished under such sadness a thousand times over. Tyrants had occupied her land. Fools and mystics had undermined the authority of the Empire. They had all lost something. She could see it in the faces of the men that followed her so gladly into the jaws of hell.
 
   The desert grew even harsher the farther they traveled. On the third day after the attack, her horse keeled over from exhaustion. It didn’t bother her. She was numb. Numb to everything as she ordered the men to butcher the horse and provision its remains as food. Now her feet ached, but she was numb to that as well. She occasionally caught sight of Titus shooting concerned glances her way, but it only made her push on harder. She was not weak. Never again would she be weak. She could not afford to allow herself the luxury of weakness, it had cost her too dearly as it was. The final camp was within sight and she threw her hand into the air, Titus coming to a stop.
 
   “There, the final campsite,” she said, pointing to the palisades in the distance and to the smiling and waving Samar. It seemed he had kept vigil over the camp, waiting to greet them before they would head to their ultimate destination. “Have the men secure the perimeter, Titus. I want us ready to leave by morning.”
 
   “At your command.” Titus grunted in reply, and her hand fell down. Titus blew into his whistle and began to bark out commands as the columns dispersed and set about their evening tasks to secure the perimeter. Every step Alexandra took toward Samar, she could see the expression on his face changing. Excitement. Confusion. Sadness. Anger...Nothing. The two stood before each other now, a grim knowledge shared by their mutual loss.
 
   “She is dead?” Samar asked. 
 
   She didn’t need to speak. Her eyes betrayed the truth before the confirmation could even leave her lips. She finally nodded and his face gave a twinge of pain and remorse when his worst fear was confirmed. 
 
   “She was truly the finest among us.” He lamented, only to promptly embrace her. She hadn’t expected it, but for the first time since her death, Alexandra broke down in their shared grief. She allowed tears to spill from her eyes, wiping them against Samar’s rough tunic as he shielded her from view of the men. They needn’t see their leader cry, after all. He hushed her, a soothing hand stroking her back until she finally hiccupped down the sadness.
 
   “She said they were Hashashin,” she spoke finally, sitting beside Samar as the man nodded.
 
   “It would seem the Shah sent cowardly assassins to stab at you in the night. The Shah has been after you ever since Cass took you to the temple. His powerful Magi have been tracking you ever since the ritual the Priests performed. But they did not know that the night has long been our friend, it seems,” Samar replied as he took a long drink from a gourd. Raising it high into the air, he tilted it upside down and allowed some of the liquid to pour onto the cracked soil beneath them.
 
   “What do you mean ‘our friend’?” she asked, a brow quirked.
 
   “My clan worships the God of Night,” Samar explained with a cheeky grin. His eyebrows rose before he let out a hearty laugh. “Come. We must not dwell on sadness, instead, let us celebrate the life of our dear friend.”
 
   She wished she could handle it was well as he had. It seemed far more convenient, but then she could remember the voice of her mother prompting her to clutch onto the sadness she felt. It was something that none could ever take from her. “Unfortunately, cousin, my people do not handle death in such a way,” she replied, politely of course.
 
   His smile turned into a frown but shifted to a smile again. “It is fine.” He announced much to her surprise, downing the last of the contents of the gourd. “Samar has celebrated enough for two,” he added with a nod, followed by a loud belch as he tossed the empty gourd aside. There was little merriment among the men who alternated between watches. Ever since the attack, patrols had been doubled up. Titus was determined not to allow another breech.
 
   “Is it always going to be so difficult?” she asked as she collapsed upon the rug and pillows that Samar had provided. The delay in their journey seemed to afford Samar extra time in preparing this camp, and as such, luxury was abundant. Even as she spoke, Samar was puffing on a hookah, smoke billowing high into the crisp night air. Without Cass around, she felt safer staying near Samar.
 
   “Yes,” Samar replied. “There is a saying ... heavy is the head that wears the crown.” He nodded, grinning at Alexandra. “But think of how much harder it would be to walk away, now that you know what is at stake.” 
 
   She pondered his words as her eyes closed and she lay there. More people would die before this journey of hers was over, and she would remember them all. Tomorrow would mark the final leg of their journey before they would have to confront this alleged cursed tomb. There were always tales of such things, and she often wondered how exaggerated it might be. Granted, she had thought the same about magic in general until fairly recently, and it seemed that her entire perception of the world had been thrown off.
 
   Just as she started to doze, however, the lumbering form of Titus came crashing down beside Samar. “Princess asleep?” He asked in a gruff voice.
 
   “Not anymore, Titus,” she hissed in response. How he thought anyone could sleep with his armor clamoring around and his inability to whisper was beyond her. A single eye opened, fixated upon the commander of her forces. “Report,” she said flatly, too tired to muster more words to which he nodded.
 
   “Men are in high spirits, all things considered. We’re as ready for whatever is in that tomb as we’re ever gonna be, though it’d been a lot easier with Cass.” His voice suddenly stopped, Samar and Alexandra both staring at Titus as he cleared his throat. Even an oaf like Titus seemed to know when he had blundered. His head shaking, he said, “Look, I miss ‘er as much as you lot.” He finally pushed back as he set his helmet aside. “Gods it shouldn’t have been her.” Once again, Titus caught himself as Samar delivered a swift kick to his shin. Titus only grunted as his eyes fell upon her small form.
 
   She was just about to speak when she found herself silenced, her mouth closing. She could see in their eyes what both men thought when they exchanged worried glances before turning their gazes back to her. Ah. Therein lay the heart of it all. It really should not have been her. The men were, after all, sent after Alexandra. Cass was just a casualty swept up in the mix of things. She shouldn’t have died. It should have been her upon that pyre. She bit her tongue, however, teeth gritting as she reclined and closed her eyes once again.
 
   There was a jovial atmosphere about the camp that night. She could hear them outside the tent she shared with Samar, the men drinking, laughing, and generally making merry. It contrasted so heavily with the somber cloud that hung over their heads. She finally opened her eyes, her gaze falling on Titus. “Join the men, Titus. Celebrate,” she said with a small sigh, a hand coming up to rub her forehead. They could all die tomorrow, and yet that did not seem to damper their spirits in the slightest. To Alexandra, celebration and merriment were the furthest things from her mind. Cass died. It was a loss she hadn’t quite come to terms with yet, and it was a scenario that she played over and over in her mind. If she had only been stronger, as she had been on the mountain, maybe things would have been different.
 
   Titus looked at her with concern, her one eye still open and focused upon his grizzled form. “They’ll think it odd if you don’t,” she said again, the man giving a nod in reply. He was their superior, and she was his. They didn’t expect her to grace them with their presence, but it was assumed that Titus would spend the evening drinking and singing with his fellow brothers in arms before they delved so carelessly into the cursed tomb. 
 
   “It’s not your fault,” he said abruptly, stirring her from her thoughts as he stood by the tent entrance. “Cass, I mean. It’s wasn’t your fault, Princess.” Before she could respond, he disappeared to rejoin his men. He was to celebrate with them for morale, true, but his task was also to keep them orderly.
 
   “Why do they celebrate, cousin?” she finally asked, rising up. “Don’t they realize they could all die tomorrow following this stupid quest?” She turned to Samar, a mixture of sadness and anger boiling up in her words.
 
   Samar inhaled the tobacco smoke before letting it billow into the air above him. “Cousin, cousin ... it is expected. To them it is no stupid quest,” Samar explained as he shifted his weight, his attention focused entirely on her as a warm smile crossed his lips. “It is hope they fight for. Hope for a better life. Hope for a return to the way things were. They are prepared to die, to sacrifice their lives for that hope,” he said before slipping the hookah mouthpiece back between his lips, inhaling and exhaling once more. “Right now... You, your quest... That is the hope they have chosen.”
 
   Inspiring words, but words none the less. She didn’t know what she had even hoped for him to say. She fussed with her hair, tugging at it gently. In truth she desperately longed for the past, for the days when she was a simple shepherdess. “I suppose...” was all she muttered before she rolled over. Changing the world. Saving the world. These weren’t ever things she had considered doing. Where was her say in this? Where was her choice? The Gods held their silence, just as they always had. Some would claim that her blood was a blessing, but as far as she could see, it was just another curse.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter X
 
   The tomb stood foreboding in the distance.
 
   She had to hand it to her ancestor, the tomb was one of the more magnificent structures she had ever lain her eyes upon. Dilapidated and sand worn marble columns lead the way to the massive tomb, the exterior of which had been carved from the face of a mountain. Large statues in the olden style depicted soldiers guarding the dark entrance. It was a testament to his greatness, and to the might of the Empire at its time.
 
   “So this is it?” she asked, head craning to one side. Titus didn’t look so impressed as he fastened his helmet. 
 
   “It would seem so,” Samar replied. Titus slowly broke away from her side as he moved to join the ranks of their small troop. The tomb was said to be cursed, guarded by abominations most foul. She had heard the stories from the legionnaires though she thought nothing of it. And yet now it gave her pause. It was oddly silent save the cry of a distant bird and the rustling of the troops. This must have been how Caesar felt when he ordered his men to cross the Rubicon. It was a point of no return and she was staring it right in the face. Go home? Would the men even agree to such?
 
   Samar gave a warm smile. Titus clutched his spear in one hand and his shield ready in the other. The men nervously shifted as if they had expected a grand battle to erupt on the open field. She lifted her hand. “Advance.” The words rolled from her lips before she could give it further thought. “And so the die is cast,” she uttered. Samar gave her a quizzical look 
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “Ancient history, cousin,” she replied with a dismissive wave.
 
   The sound of armor clattering drowned the silence. Alexandra walked among their number with her hand rested carefully atop the hilt of her blade. Cass had taught her how to defend herself, and she had decided that she would not order men to die, lest she be not willing to do the same. There would be no running this time. She would stand and fight and she would either win or she would die, but she would not stand idle by while others died for her. Never again.
 
   Their column marched head long into the unknown. There were murmurs among the soldiers around her as they expressed their fear to one another, their comrades bolstering their nerve as they approached ever closer to the pyramid. It stretched just barely into the sky though the entrance belied the secret that the bulwark of the lie underground, the pyramid atop serving mainly as monument and nothing more. Her ancestor had been particularly taken by the Egyptians, it seemed, burying himself in the way of Pharaohs.  
 
   “We’ve come too far to let a curse unman you so,” she said. The soldier beside her looked rather surprised as he turned to face her. She picked up her pace, steadily advancing toward the front of the column, outpacing the awe stricken soldiers as she took the lead. “Glory and riches await those bold enough to take them!” she shouted over the clamor of armor, lifting a torch aloft as Titus struck the flint and lit it ablaze. The entrance to the tomb was large, towering far taller than any human being. The silent stone defenders peered out over the harsh desert. Samar moved to her left, Titus her right as the two men grabbed hold of a wooden wheel that controlled the massive stone door. They mustered all their strength, pushing the wheel until a terrible creaking moan emanated as the stone was hoisted into the air. A cool breeze surged from the darkness offering only a brief respite from the desert heat. She was the first one to push beyond the dark threshold. 
 
   The light of the torch illuminated the otherwise dark chamber, the air musty and old as she glanced around. Cursed, they had said. So far it seemed nothing but dusty and old. Cobwebs lay heavy upon the smooth stone walls, a massive staircase descending down into the depths beneath the mountain where the bones of her ancestor and his legion were said to lie. Though dust covered the walls, a swipe of her hand revealed a carved inscription in a language she did not understand. 
 
   “It is a warning, cousin,” Samar spoke as he squinted at the inscription, his hand coming over to brush more dust away as he lit his own torch from hers. “It warns of a great reckoning, that darkness will swallow the whole of the world if this tomb is disturbed. It promises calamity and death,” he said, though not providing a literal translation. She found the entire thing a bit strange, though it did not deter her.
 
   “What do you say, dare we venture below?” She waved her torch about, casting glances to the rest of the men as they lit the braziers and torches to provide lighting. 
 
   “I didn’t come all this way for nuthin,’” Titus finally replied. “We’ve got fame and fortune to collect, ain’t that right boys?” He slammed his spear against his shield only to be met with a resonating war cry from his men as their weapons echoed in response.
 
   “Guess that answers my question.” Alexandra mused as she turned to face Samar. He wore a grim look though he did not object to proceeding. He was a superstitious lot, it seemed, and his face made Alexandra wonder if he thought they should divert from their present course. She waited, but he did not speak. Their eyes met briefly and she gave a jerk of her head toward the stairs. He didn’t reply and she turned around, holding her torch aloft as she took that first daring step. The stairs led to the deepest darkness she had ever seen, and once again she felt the familiar tickle at the back of her head, that voice that yelled ‘jump’ when one stands at a ledge, and this time she did not hesitate as she pushed onward.
 
   The men behind her lit torches and placed them in the sconces that lined the staircase. It was at least five men wide, large enough that a full legion could march down the stairs without pause. There were few turns, dusty walls and the ever descending staircase that brought them lower and lower until finally she stepped onto a smoothed stone pathway, the stairs giving way to a massive cavern beneath the mountain. It was vast and the air cold and stagnant. 
 
   “Extraordinary,” Samar finally spoke, catching her attention as he did so. 
 
   “It’s so enormous,” Titus murmured as their formation came to a halt. The pathway extended onward into the bleak darkness, though it did seem that it tapered off to a bridge that stretched across a chasm. Flanking them on either side were standing formations of marble soldiers, the makings of a great, lost legion.
 
   “They’re just stone...” Alexandra murmured as she slowly stepped over to one of the statues, brushing her hand gently across one of the figures. They were clad in proper equipment, mind, but the bodies beneath were stone. An entire legion, memorialized for all eternity. 
 
   “By Jupiter’s beard. They’re not just stone.” Titus grunted, his voice grim as he shook his head and stepped back. “They’re bodies. The entire legion. They sacrificed an entire ... legion.” She’d never heard his voice so distraught. She watched as he slowly moved between the rows of interred men, offered as eternal protectors to their Emperor. Had they gone willingly? Was this the loyalty her family had inspired? Or was it something else? Something more nefarious? Whatever the reason, there were over a thousand head of men entombed as silent protectors to the bones of her ancestors. 
 
   “I have seen this before,” Samar spoke, his voice hushed as the men gave nervous glances. “It is the product of old magic,” he explained as she listened intently. The group suddenly pulled together closer, as rocks fell loose from a distant wall. “They were living soldiers. They likely did not know what their priest was doing when they escorted the Emperor’s body into the tomb. They were all sacrificed. To what purpose, I know not.”
 
   “The place is cursed!” A soldier suddenly announced with a shrill voice.
 
   “Quiet down, men!” Titus barked as he slammed his spear once again upon his shield, the sound echoing through the cavern as the legionnaires regained their nerve. 
 
   She had to admire Titus and his ability to rein them in. Alexandra gave a small sigh as her gloved hand wrapped around the hilt of her blade, the other keeping her torch held steady. “I’m not afraid.” She stepped forward. The men followed her lead silently, forming a narrow column as they marched onward, past the gauntlet of soldiers frozen in time. None dared pry their remains for the valuables. The legionnaires honored the lives of their comrades too much to pilfer or disrupt their corpses.
 
   Soon she found herself upon the mouth of the bridge, staring across the chasm where a section of the bridge had collapsed and tumbled into the abyss below on one side, though leaving the bridge passable. It wasn’t surprising, given how old the structure was, though the rest of its form did not show signs of age and weathering. Below, the sound of liquid stirring echoed upward, though none could say for certain what it was exactly. A subterranean lake? Perhaps. She didn’t dare glance over the side to look, no, she kept marching forward until she cleared the chasm and was standing upon firm ground once more. There was less ground on one side of the chasm than the other, the far side having only a narrow ledge along the sides of the stone walls, the bridge leading right toward a massive opening that led to the deepest layers of the tomb.
 
   “We’re nearing our destination, Princess,” Titus spoke up, his hand knocking against the solid wall of the cavern. 
 
   “This leads the burial chamber.” She gestured toward the two lone guardians that stood vigil on either side of the entrance. “Probably the sentries that were standing watch over the entrance while the Emperor was being laid to rest,” Titus added as he brushed the dust from the armor of one. Despite their age, they had been remarkably well preserved. It almost seemed a pity to disturb the tomb any further, though she admired the lengths that had been taken to enshrine her ancestor in a land, which he had apparently held in such high esteem. Granted, it also seemed that keeping the Regalia secure was also motivation. None but a true son of the Empire was intended to ever come so far, to stand in the shadow of greatness. She was no true son, but she would have to suffice. She needed to suffice, or else the Empire was doomed to be cast into the annuls of history and forgotten.
 
   “Leave a detail to guard the door,” she commanded. “We’ll take a small number inward. I am not sure what we will find beyond this passage. It would be better to travel with few.” Alexandra reasoned as she turned her attention toward the soldiers accompanying her, giving a small nod. “Choose five, Titus, to accompany us.” 
 
   Titus nodded as he began to sort the men out, her attention turning now to Samar. “You don’t have to come further, Samar,” She began, but before she could finish the tall man had lifted his hand up and gestured for her silence.
 
   “I will stand faithfully by your side.” His kind words reached her ears, that warm smile of his disarming her briefly. “If we die, we shall die together, cousin!” 
 
   Ah, there it was again. His devotion to her was almost unnerving, “I have no intention of dying, Samar.” She clapped the man on the back suddenly before allowing her gloved hand to rest near the hilt of her blade. It didn’t take but five more minutes for Titus to sort who he chose to escort her. She had not heard the familiar voice since Cass had fallen. There was plenty she had to ask of it, yet it remained quiet still.
 
   “If we’ve not returned in two hours, I want you men to take whatever spoils you can, and leave,” she instructed the soldiers. The centurion gave her a salute as he acknowledged her order and the others snapped to their posts. She cast one final glance around. Titus’ looked serious and grim, his fingers clutching the shaft of his spear. He was on full alert, and that brought her comfort. To Samar her eyes next fell, his smiling disposition having not changed a bit even as he now clutched a crooked dagger between his long fingers. Samar seemed anxious, giddy even, at the prospect of penetrating deeper into the tomb.
 
   “Forward, then, friends.” She broke the silence, taking the first step past that threshold. “To glory.” Her voiced echoed through the chamber as Titus grunted and followed behind her. The passageway forced them into a single file, the walls arched and lined with sconces. She was careful to light the torches where they still stood, providing some illumination as they pushed deeper and deeper until the sconces ran out, though the tunnel continued. The chilled air nipped at her face and her leathers kept her body warm. 
 
   Something isn’t right. The voice had returned and it hadn’t been wrong. Even she felt it. A creeping sensation, an unnerve in the atmosphere that went far beyond the norm for such a situation. There was something else. Something different. A sound. There was a sound! She couldn’t hear it at first, but when she paused in the darkness and closed her eyes, she could almost focus upon it. A distant, beating sound. Rhythmic. Hypnotic, even. It pulsed through the darkness, growing louder and louder the deeper they marched. None of the others seemed to hear the sound as she did, that terrible beating. She knew what it was. It was a sound she was all too familiar with. It was a heart. A pulsing, beating, heart. The tunnel ended and she stepped into a large circular chamber. A gust snuffed her torch out, a single mysterious ray of light shining from above illuminated the sarcophagus. The light was artificial in nature, though she could not discern its source. Magic, most likely. The beat thumped louder. Closer. Something in the darkness begged her to draw closer, pulling at her senses.
 
   “Something’s not right,” she finally spoke. Titus and Samar moving to flank her position. The ground rumbled, shaking terribly. She looked beyond the light, beyond the corpse of her ancestor and saw it.
 
   A pair of monstrous eyes, staring at them from the darkness. Her heart skipped a beat as she gazed upon those pupils. “Titus!” she called, her hand falling to the hilt of her blade as she clutched it protectively. “Look up!” She pointed above the pillar of light to the silhouette of the titanic creature in the distance. The legionnaire did as was expected of him, forcing his way past her person with his men as they immediately formed a defensive line to protect her.
 
   This is a creature of old magic. They will die. You will die.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter XI
 
   The light of their torches illuminated the hidden colossus. 
 
   The faint light allowed her a clear view of the beast, and of the corpses surrounding it, staring silently at them. The Sphinx was as wide as a man was tall. Its form towering high above them. She was startled to see the large humanoid face staring upon her, her eyes drinking in the wild sight of the creature that bore the head of a human. From her position she could see clearly that it possessed the body of a wild cat with a pair of feathered wings upon its back. Truly it was a thing of wonder to behold. It was silent and unmoving, staring upon their group.
 
   “What is it?” she hissed in desperation, a soldier giving a small grunt. “Why isn’t it doing anything?” Her hand never left the hilt of her blade as she readied herself to face her certain end. The creature continued to peer curiously at them. It showed no sign of aggression, but Alexandra knew not how much she could trust such a beast. 
 
   “It ... can’t be,” Titus, finally whispered back. “A Sphinx? A Gods forsaken Sphinx.” 
 
   The sound of his voice did little to comfort her, the creature’s presence clearly disturbing the hardened soldier. The massive beast stepped forward and Alexandra felt the very ground beneath her tremble. As it approached, each large step drew it closer until its majestic form poised directly above the sarcophagus of the once Emperor.
 
   “They sacrificed the soldiers to conjure this monster,” Samar mused beside her, still holding his dagger tight. There was a look of awe upon his face as he watched the Sphinx. She held no such feelings of admiration for the magical beast that lumbered above them, hot breath washing over them. 
 
   “What does it want?” she asked, her eyes still fixated upon Samar. Between Titus’ fear and Samar’s admiration of this being of old magic, she opted to go to Samar.
 
   “If we cannot solve its riddle, it will kill us all!” he announced as he stuffed his dagger back into its sheath. He clapped his hands and gave a haughty laugh, wringing those leathery palms of his together now as he paced back and forth between Alexandra and the line of soldiers. What riddle? She could not recall hearing anything spoken, nor reading any inscription to give some great insight. The behemoth stood erect, staring upon them as the lips began to move and words she could not understand spilled forth.
 
   “What do you want?” a Legionnaire cried out, pushing forward. “By sacred right these grounds are our—” 
 
   She watched in horror as a massive paw lashed out with lightning speed, the soldier unable to resist as it flattened his body against the floor, claws rending through his flesh before he was thrown into the air and the beast caught it within its jaw. She could hear the crunching as it chewed, grinding bone and metal alike as blood dripped to the floor in a gruesome show of force. Bones, armor, and spear were promptly spat from her mouth. The Legionnaires closed ranks once again, filling the gap now made by their fallen comrade. 
 
   Titus gave a roar, lifting his spear up “REAADY!”
 
   “They will all die, cousin. You cannot fight a Sphinx!” Samar implored her, tugging at her sleeve. 
 
   She pushed forward at that, grabbing Titus’ spear as she jerked it down quickly. “Belay that order!” she barked, forcing Titus to stand down. “Do you not see it will simply slaughter you like sheep?” She gestured toward the Sphinx as it stood there silently, a pile of blood and gore at its feet. They had all seen how quickly the last man died, what made them fool enough to think they could overwhelm it? This was a battle that one could not fight with brawn, and unfortunately it seemed that was all the Legion was capable of.
 
   “Just ... let me try,” Alexandra sighed, unsure what to say to convince the men. They were ready to so foolishly throw their lives away on a pointless battle, the least she could do was try to fight this one on her own. Titus eventually relented, opening a gap in the line to allow her to step through. There were murmurs behind her but she was too occupied to hear what the men were saying. There was no point in looking back, she focused instead, upon the colossal creature.
 
   It seemed to be thinking, a claw tapping against the hard stone beneath them before her mouth opened and a voice echoed. “You who would seek the treasure of Kings,” the Sphinx announced, surprising Alexandra as it spoke in her tongue. “You will answer our riddle, or you will perish, child.” The voice was clear, echoing through the hollow chamber and ringing in her ears. Such a booming and commanding tone. She stood, not but a young girl once again staring up at the mighty giant. 
 
   “What riddle?” She cried up at the Sphinx, its face one devoid of expression as it mulled over the possibilities. As its lips curled into a smile, Alexandra stepped back, unnerved. Feeling a chill run up her spine, the large beast shifted its weight anxiously before lowering itself down, akin to a predator waiting to pounce.
 
   “There are two sisters: one gives birth to the other and she, in turn, gives birth to the first.” It spoke, that rumbling voice causing the hairs on her body to stand up, her mind was already racing before it finished its riddle. Who are the two sisters?”
 
   Alexandra muttered the words beneath her breath time and time again, thinking as she shifted her own weight around nervously. Time wasn’t a factor, it seemed, as the beast gave a sigh.
 
   “I know it! It’s the moon!” A Legionnaire cried out. 
 
   “You damned fools, stay quiet!” Alexandra shouted in reply as the Sphinx wasted no time. She felt a rush of wind pass, a strange warmth in its wake as the Sphinx’s paw thrust past her head and impaled the Legionnaire through the torso with one of its mighty claws. Warm liquid dripped down and splashed her armor and head. She need not look, she knew it was blood. Anger boiled inside her as she clenched her fists tight, glaring at the Sphinx as the sickening cracking, crunching noise filled her ears “T-that wasn’t part of the arrangement!”
 
   “Was it not?” the Sphinx replied, spitting the last of the man’s armor onto the growing pile. “He answered incorrectly. We did say if you answered the riddle incorrectly, you would perish.” It growled. She could feel its piercing eyes upon her again, the creature raking its claws across the stone below. “You should be glad he was all we killed, child. Next time, everyone will perish.”
 
   The guards silently murmured behind her once again as she stood there, muttering possibilities like a woman possessed. She tried to think of every possible answer, pushing herself to think of the right one. Her mother offered no help, that voice in her head evidently opted to remain silent. This was a battle she really had to win on her own. 
 
   Alexandra paced nervously back and forth, the rumbling of the Sphinx’s chest ever present in her ears. The Sphinx grew more and more impatient before suddenly she froze in place. 
 
   “Enough games!” the creature cried, its paws hoisting into the air. “You do not know the answer, you shall all perish!” Its fierce cry came, echoing in her eyes and the chamber. Once again the world seemed to move in slow motion, staring as those paws came down in her direction.
 
   “Wait! Night and day! The answer is night and day!” Alexandra cried at the top of her lungs, eyes squeezed tight as she held her hand up. “The answer is night and day, isn’t it?” she demanded as the limbs froze just an inch away from her face. There was nothing but silence, the guards not making a single sound. Had she died? Was this death? It didn’t feel much different than being alive, honestly, but she decided that she had to be certain as one eye half-opened. Large black claws and brown fur was all she could see, but they slowly retracted as her eyes opened completely. The Sphinx wore a look of bewilderment on its face. Years had passed since its creation and none had been able to grasp the riddle. For in the classical Greek language, the word for night and day are feminine.  She could see the Sphinx as it trembled and quaked. The flesh of the magical beast tore and ripped as beams of light escaped from the lines left in its flesh. A howl unlike anything she could imagine bellowed out as the body began to burn away, embers drifting into the air as the entirety of its being began to burn away. A look of sadness overtook it as the process continued rapidly, a final scream of a roar parting its lips and echoing through the cavern before its head burst into a fantastical display of sparkling light, only for the light to drift away.
 
   Magic sustained the Sphinx. When the riddle was solved, the creature died. A pity.
 
   It killed two innocent men. Hardly a pity, mother, she responded to her mother in kind. She watched the majestic being of magic as it faded. “That was ... incredible,” Titus said. 
 
   She hadn't noticed until she turned around to face him that the legionnaires had fallen to their knees, staring in wonder at her as if they had witnessed a miracle. “I just ... solved a riddle.” Confusion marked her voice at the sudden display of fealty and reverence. Even Titus took a step away from her. Until that moment their quest had been nothing more than something based on hope and the promise of riches. 
 
   They were mercenaries at best, but now in their eyes she could see something different. It was hard to tell if they had ever believed she was something special prior to that point or if it was only the call of adventure that had pulled them to Titus. Now, however, the Legionnaires stared at her as if they had just seen a miracle. It was unnerving.
 
   You did more than that, girl.
 
   “You never told us.” Titus growled, his hands curled into fists now. “Cass died, and you never told us! Those men died and you did nothing!” His shouts caused her to step back as her lips turned from a smile to a confused frown. Even Samar stood tall, a look of astonishment on his face. 
 
   “T-told you want?” she demanded, staggering back.
 
   Humans will always fear what they cannot understand. They will always kill what they fear.
 
   She had never seen Titus look so furious as he marched toward her, clutching his shield and spear. From his look, she actually thought that he meant to kill her. There was rage in his eyes that she couldn’t understand.
 
   “What did I do?” she asked as she retreated away, moving closer to her ancestor’s sarcophagus. 
 
   “When that Sphinx went to kill you, you lifted your hand and a magical energy came up and stopped it. A dark energy.” 
 
   His fury made her reach for her blade, clutching the hilt as she continued to step away from his advance. 
 
   “All this time, you could have saved them!” he yelled again. He drew his arm back, and everything seemed to stop for her once again.
 
   “Titus, stop it!”
 
   The figure of her mother stood beside her again, her arms held regally behind her back. “He is inconsequential,” she advised. “Yet full of rage. Unpredictable. This goes beyond a failure to save anyone. He fears what you will accomplish.” The voice was loud, as if it were actually speaking though none could hear it save her. Existence seemed to slow to a pause once more as she turned to look upon the mysterious figure, then back to Titus.
 
   Alexandra was doing her best to make sense of what happened, shaking her head a little. It was a confusing sensation but it was not unlike that which she had experienced previously. She could see her mother. Hear her as more than just a whisper in her mind.
 
   “Perception is a fickle thing. Time has not stopped, child,” the woman reminded her, as if reading her very thoughts.
 
   Alexandra took notice of the fact that Titus was still advancing, albeit at an incredibly reduced pace. 
 
   “What will you do? Will you dispatch of him, ending a possible quarrelsome rebellion? Will he strike first and kill you?”
 
   “There has to be another option,” Alexandra said. She didn’t want to kill anybody, though her fingers curled around her blade. 
 
   “The world is not so kind,” the woman replied quickly, disdain seeping from her voice as she turned to face Alexandra. “The choice is yours.” She vanished and time suddenly accelerating back to normal.
 
   I don’t want to die! 
 
   The blade left its sheath as she parried Titus’ initial thrust, just as Cass had taught her to do.
 
   “Titus! Stop this!” She tried to reason with the man as he lifted his shield to protect himself, his spear thrusting toward her once more as she narrowly dodged the blow.
 
   “You’ll destroy us all!” His voice was full with a fervor and religious zeal, the other legionnaires standing and watching as the two continued to clash.
 
   Her blade parried the tip of his spear again, pushing it aside as she shifted her footing “I don’t want to destroy anybody, Titus,” Her voice called in reply even as she evaded yet another attack “Use sense!”
 
   She struggled against her very destiny itself, defying the will of her mother as she dared not strike at Titus. She parried and evaded, attempting to avoid his ire as sweat soon began to drop from their body. Titus was beyond reasoning, however.
 
   “You were born of darkness, Alexandra! You are darkness, Alexandra, The kind of darkness that will swallow the entire world whole!” He shouted in reply, lunging at her once again as the blade of his spear grazed her shoulder. His eyes showed nothing short of a conviction to kill her. She hadn’t been fast enough that time and pain shot through her body as blood collected on the ground.
 
   It was in the moment that he wounded her and she cried out that Titus finally hesitated, eyes fixated upon the young girl as the blade toppled free of her hand. She didn’t want to die. She didn’t want to destroy anything. 
 
   Her hands flew up, not reaching for the sword. Titus had halted but she dared not chance it. Dark energy bolted from the tips of her fingers, catching the spear the energy ripped and twisted down the entire length of the weapon. The shaft shattering as the momentum of the energy carried up along his arm. Titus let out an agonized scream, the bone in his arm breaking with a sickening snap. She panted, breathing hard while Titus fell crumpled to the side disarmed, but alive.
 
   The adrenaline finally seeped from her body and her senses returned to normal, her breathing ragged and rough. Why had he come at her with such anger? Why had he been so unreasonable? Why hadn’t he just listened? Her hands shook. When had it become so easy for her to use this power? She did not know, nor could she dare chance finding out. She brought her head up, the Legionnaires had stood silently side by side, Samar wearing a grim expression on his face. The deed had been done. There was no turning back from it. The pain had driven Titus out of consciousness as he lay motionless upon the ground.
 
   “He was a traitor,” she said with shaky voice, finally managing to calm her breath. “Y-you all saw how he came at me!” she cried, attempting to justify her actions before their peering eyes. 
 
   Never apologizing for doing what must be done.
 
   Their silence was borne either out of fear or admiration, she knew not which, but she chose not to press the issue. She saw now why Cass had wished to keep her abilities secret, the chaos they could bring among the superstitious gentry. 
 
   “Back to business.” She turned with a toss of her cape as she marched to the sarcophagus. It was her prize, now. Two Legionnaires aided her as they pushed the heavy stone casket open, the top falling to the ground with a thundering crash. Inside, the Regalia awaited. A gold signet ring bearing the mark of a phoenix, a pair of golden bracelets, a heavy amulet, and a fine sword said to have been forged by Vulcan himself for the Imperial family. 
 
   A legionnaire reached for the sword, but pain surged through his body as it rejected him and he gave a cry. “It’s cursed!” But she paid him no mind as she adorned herself in the jewelry before reaching within. She grasped the hilt of the blade and pain pulsed through her body.
 
   Focus. Embrace it. Overtake it.
 
   Just as her mother demanded, she focused her energy into the sword. She clutched onto the pain and owned it, teeth gritting as she hoisted the glimmering white blade from the confines of the tomb. The pain subsided, the sword giving a small pulse as it shifted and changed. Her energy overtook it, the once pristine and white metal shifting and changing until it was as dark as the night itself. She held the blade high, turning to face the men as it radiated its magical energy and seemed to twinkle with the light of stars.
 
   “Ave Imperatrix!” the men shouted, saluting her. Whether out of fear or joy, she still did not know. Soon the legionnaires poured into the tomb, collecting the gold and valuables from those that had been victimized by the Sphinx “Regroup outside,” she instructed, watching as the Centurions hoisted Titus aloft to carry him outside, “It’ll be exile for him.” She understood his fear, but she could not trust him any further.
 
   She needed air.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter XII
 
   The heat of the desert suddenly felt comforting.
 
   She was glad to be rid of the damp, musty darkness of that Gods forsaken tomb. The magical beasts that lay within, the discarded corpses, the arcane sacrifices and even the treason of Titus. The events haunted and hurt her. Had she made the right decision? Was there a way out of it? She could not say for certain as she paced nervously before the entrance of the tomb. Samar was the first one to depart, having apparently grown bored with the revelry of the men as they picked clean the corpses.
 
   “He has two children,” Samar said, his voice echoing through the silence, halting her mid stride “It will be hard for him to provide for them.” 
 
   “Everyone has family, Samar,” she replied callously as she drew her cloak closer to her body. She suddenly didn’t feel like being seen, the weight of the two blades heavy upon her hip. “He was going to kill me,” she added, eyes darting toward Samar. “I saw it in his eyes. A hatred I’d never seen.”
 
   “Perhaps. Exile is a cruel punishment.” 
 
   “I should have killed him.”
 
   She must have seemed terribly weak in that moment. He was trying to kill her and yet she still chose to spare him. An action that could prove to be a mistake in time.
 
   “Strength is not always taking a life, cousin. Sometimes it is just as powerful to spare a life. If you are to rule, you must not forget your kindness.”
 
   His words cut her like knives and she drew her cloak tighter around herself as she began to pace again. “What would you have me do, Samar? Shall I keep him around? Invite further attempts on my life?” She spat back with all the venom and anger she could muster in her voice, pacing to and fro like a dog on the defensive.
 
    This world was changing her, and she knew it. It was the kind of world that etched and eroded kind hearts until there was nothing left save a gaping wound. The harsh truth was that sometimes there was no good options, only bad ones. She had become jaded since she left the farm, viewing the world with a more cynical eye as the months had passed by. She missed the days when her only concern had been sheep.
 
   “I’ve not forgotten, Samar.” She sighed, wiggling free of those large arms as she stepped back. “But I can’t keep him around. He’s dangerous. I don’t understand why he was so angry.”
 
   “Like many older Legionnaires, Titus is a devout follower of Sol Invictus. The Unconquerable Sun.” 
 
   She had heard of such a God before, but did not know many still actively practiced its faith. She was certain the cult had died out years before she had even been born, but she still listened to Samar.
 
   “In the magic you used, he saw something irrevocably tainted. I imagine the warning at the entrance shook him as well. His religious conviction overrode his reason,” Samar finished, shaking his head slowly. 
 
   It seemed a concept so foreign to her. Alexandra gave a sigh as she bit into her lip. Was that why Cass had urged her to conceal her power? Was it truly something forbidden, or was it just a fear of the unknown that drove men toward hatred?
 
   “I’m not a devouring Darkness, Samar,” she whispered finally, her head shaking. “After all this ... he still believed I would leave nothing but ruin in my wake?” she asked, fingers nervously playing with her cloak now. It was hard to process everything that had happened, but she gnawed at her lip in silence. 
 
   “In his mind, yes. You were The Great Destroyer, the All Devouring Darkness sent to scourge the world.” 
 
   It almost made her laugh, if it hadn’t been so sad. Perhaps he wasn’t far off, though. Her time so far had taught her little of the blessings of magic. What had magic done? It had destroyed her peaceful community. It corrupted. Killed. Maimed. It was magic that conjured the Sphinx into existence. It was magic that fueled the Shahzad’s conquest of the world. Even now, Alexandra attributed Cass’ death to her desire to keep her powers secret. It seemed so easy to blame magic for all the things what had gone wrong in her life this past year.
 
   “He was a zealot,” she finally said. “In the end he was just as corrupt as the Hashashin that killed Cass. He forsook his vows.” Magic was dangerous, true, but it was the foul heart of man that twisted and corrupted this world. “There is nothing we gain from dwelling on Titus any further.” Her voice carried, turning to face Samar. “I would not blame you if you left my side, cousin.”
 
   Samar’s faced twitched as he contemplated her words, her pacing stopped as the man gave a small nod. “Samar will not leave your side so easily,” he replied, a smile crossing his lips. “It is now my duty to instruct you properly. One had hoped that Titus and Cass would have been here to see it,” he admitted as he stepped toward her. She tensed, remembering Cass for a fleeting moment before his large hands grasped her cloak and straightened it out. “There is no denying who you are now, Alexandra. The road ahead will be long and fraught with many more terrors. The Shah will stop at nothing to see you dead. The Arkadian Republic will want you disposed of. The people... The people will whisper of your deeds. But for now, we shall return to Alexandria and bide our time beneath a happy, corrupt, and friendly government,” he explained, readjusting her cloak again before he stepped back. The Legionnaires emerged from the tomb at last, a large chest filled with bounty.
 
   “At your command, Imperatrix,” the lead centurion bellowed, the men beaming bright eyed and happy. They had gotten the gold they had been promised. They could sing songs and tell tales of how they had valiantly faced down a Sphinx. How they had helped restore the Imperial family to greatness. Not one man would utter Titus’ name again, however. His shame, his betrayal would remain hidden forever. That tomb truly was cursed, she mused as she turned away from it again, her hand hoisting upward. 
 
   “Forward,” she barked, her hand falling as the Legion began its march to the sea. Titus was left at the first village along the way that they found. She would wrestle with whether or not it had all been worth it for the rest of her life. Her fingers playing at the surface of the gold ring as memories of Cass and Titus filled her mind. She would never see their smiling faces again. Never hear their laughter as they shared tales of their old days together. In the end, she remembered that final night, where Titus had told her it had not been her fault. She couldn’t tell now whether he had been true in his words or if he had said them only to provide comfort to a young girl. 
 
   Their return path was to be different, she had demanded as much. She couldn’t bear going past the camp where Cass had died. It would take them longer, but she doubted the men would care, they were now rich beyond their wildest dreams. Besides, taking a different route was simply safer considering they had been ambushed on their old route.
 
   You would do well to never forget this feeling. The stab of betrayal, the anger. Trust is a luxury.
 
   The journey back was uneventful, the soldiers marched into Alexandria triumphant and tall. It was as if they had won a great military campaign, their treasure chest held high and Alexandra stood poised front and center for all to see. The Regalia was in the open, now, and citizens who knew what such items meant could only gasp and stare in awe as their party came upon the home of Samar once more. They had gone to the forbidden places, braved the darkest of curses, and lived, though their number was fewer than when they left. 
 
   She smiled. Smiled and waved to the small gathering of individuals while Samar remained close by her side.
 
   It was such a relief to be rid of the leather armoring, stripping it from her body almost immediately once she was safe in the confines of Samar’s villa. There was no hiding their station now, so Samar had ordered the Legionnaires out to guard upon the walls. Large banners of purple emblazoned with a black phoenix hung at the gates. Everyone knew who lived there.
 
   Samar came bursting into her room unannounced and Alexandra gave a shrill shriek as her hands flew to cover herself. “Samar!” she barked, throwing the nearest sandal she could find in his direction. Fortunately, the older man still seemed quick on his feet as he avoided it, the sandal bouncing harmlessly from the wall. He just shook his head at her, his laughter reaching her ears.
 
    “I’ve seen more naked girls than you can imagine, you're all the same!” He shouted before pushing his way toward her, a bundle of cloth held between his hands. Before she even knew what was happening he was spinning her around, taking her measurements. When he was satisfied, he pulled the dress over her head. It was fancy. Far fancier than the dress Tullius had given her. A pristine white tunic with a large purple toga. 
 
   “It is normally customary for a woman to wear a stola,” Samar explained, making sure the tunic fit her properly as he adorned her with the Regalia. “But we are not looking to broadcast customs. We are looking to project gravitas. Authority. Power.” He gave her a final once over before he stepped back. “So... We dress you as the Imperator’s of old.”
 
   “I ... is this necessary?” she asked, feeling rather strange about the sudden shift in her wardrobe.
 
   “Absolutely,” he replied. 
 
   She gave a nervous shake of her head, examining the fabric between her fingers before he stepped back away from her. 
 
   “Being a ruler is just as much about appearance,” Samar said, turning her to face the balcony. He pointed toward the waiting crowd below. She didn’t need instruction to know what he wanted. She moved quietly across the floor until she pushed beyond the opening to stand upon the balcony. A sea of faces gathered below, staring up at her in wonder from beyond the wall of Samar’s complex. Thunderous applause followed her arrival and the people shouted and cheered.
 
   Cries of "Ave Imperatrix" echoed throughout the night, though she said nothing to the crowd. Her gaze froze upon their faces, the people simply jubilant upon seeing her adorned in the Imperial Regalia, looking proper and at her finest. Samar slowly stepped beside her, his arms folded behind him.
 
   “Imperatrix Alexandra Septimius Augusta,” he announced to the crowd, grasping her by the wrist and lifting her arm into the air. “Protector of the Realm. Guardian of the Provinces. Rightful ruler of the Empire!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
   Epilogue: Two years later
 
   Reclaiming an Empire, it seemed, was not a quick process. For two years after she raided the tomb, she sat, lamenting, within the walls of Samar’s compound. In that time, court etiquette was drilled into her as she was forced to entertain the local nobility week after week, sometimes nightly. When she had nothing, they were quick to dismiss her presence. Now that she bore the Imperial Regalia and had gathered a small legion, they showed interest in her. It would be dangerous to ignore them, Samar told her, as there was little to stop them from betraying her to the Shah and his men. So for two years she made nice. For two years, she studied history, religion, and politics. She debated. She argued. She sat at the feet of renowned philosophers that came from far around. Alexandria offered comforts, which she had never known, and to some the idea of reclaiming the Empire drifted ever further away. Arkadia was a relatively stable puppet beneath the rule of the Shahzad Empire, but for how long? Spies told tale of oppression, of people who would burst at the chance to rise up in the name of their rightful leader. But was it true, or was it bluster? Either way, it was hard to believe it had been two years. The gold they recovered from the expedition had been more than enough to make the soldiers rich, retain them on pay, and fund her lifestyle. It seemed two years was the time it took to cultivate an Empress.
 
   “Is today the day?” she asked, leaning upon the window as she stared into the distance at the ocean. “Will we muster and depart, to reclaim my homeland?” There was a small giggle behind her, her brow arching as she turned. “Have I said something amusing, Layla?” she called. Layla. A strange girl, no doubt. She was the daughter of one of the Prince’s, sent to study beneath Samar alongside herself. A nice girl, usually humble, but decidedly attractive. Caramel was the color of her skin and her hair was as dark as the night. A smile crossed her lips as she plucked a fruit from a bowl.
 
   “You stare out that window each day, asking that same question.” She replied, her soft accent peppering her words before she bit the berry. It was remarkable, really, how quickly Layla had grasped the fundamentals of Greek. Alexandra herself still struggled with the native tongue of Egypt, and found it a blessing that Layla had been able to learn so quickly so that she could converse with someone. Samar was a loyal friend as any, but it was nice to be able to speak to someone of her own age.
 
   “You are the so called Imperatrix, are you not? Simply order your little soldiers up and go.” Layla’s words carried in a sing-song tone, her arm making the motion of an ocean “Perhaps you will survive the journey, perhaps we will even speak again.” It seemed Layla had even managed to grasp the finer nuances of sarcasm, though the girl had been unable to resist bursting into laughter when Alexandra’s face tinged red with frustration. 
 
   “I know, I know,” she spat back at the laughing girl, shaking her head as she threw herself upon a pile of pillows, starring across the way toward Layla. 
 
   “You must be patient,” Layla said, flicking a grape casually at Alexandra as she did so. “Even Abeiron says so. You are too impatient. It is like debate. You must be precise. Calculating. Exacting. If you lose your patience, you lose.” The other girl lectured her so elegantly, though Layla was doing her best to imitate Abeiron, their instructor in the fine art of orating. “At least you actually get to rule,” Layla added. She always forgot that Layla was destined to be a wife, to never rule in her own right. It was a fact the young Princess was comfortable with. “Of course, I will simply be spoiled and adored,” the girl added with a sinister smile as she popped another grape into her mouth. They were both waiting patiently, but for different things. Layla had no hurry. Alexandra, however, could feel the weight of her people’s hearts upon her mind every day that she lingered in the Land of the Nile.
 
   “To be honest, I feel as if I am a prisoner.” She rolled over and stuffed her face into one of the pillows. There was a silence in the room with that statement. Layla uncomfortably chewing her fruit. It was odd for her to be so silent, really. It was so strange, even, that she lifted her head from within the pillows and turned toward Layla. “What is it?”
 
   Her words made Layla freeze mid chew, the girl swallowing hard as she looked around quickly. They both knew there were aspects of their lives that they could not share, but it seemed as if Layla was having doubts. She eased forward, pushing close as she leaned in. “Many of the Noble Families worry. They fear if you are allowed to leave, you will return with conquering Legions,” Layla said, the girl obviously looking torn as she drew back. “I overheard father talking with some of them. That is why they tarry.”
 
   “I had feared as much,” Alexandra sighed as she rolled onto her back, promptly applying a pillow to her face and screaming into it in frustration before she threw it aside. “I fear I will die in this place, Layla. I fear Abeiron will bore me to death if I must hear the tale of Hercules once more.” She laughed, and Layla laughed along with her. She slowly pushed herself up. The horrors of the past had felt so distant. She could almost see herself content here, living out the rest of her days as a de facto prisoner within Samar’s compound. It would be a peaceful life, but it was a life she could not bring herself to live. She had lost too much already. As she closed her eyes and let her mind drifted back, she was reminded of the words her mother spoke and heeded them well. She did not forget the suffering she felt, nor the betrayal. She kept those two emotions closer to her heart than any other.
 
   “It is not my destiny to languish so,” she said. “I will leave this city, Layla. One way or another.” It was a promise she intended to keep. She had seen first hand the suffering of her people, the refugees stacked up outside the walls of Tripolis. It was a nightmare then, she couldn’t imagine it had improved much under the rule of the so called “senate.” This was the same senate who was quick to enact a ban on Alexandra, denying all her claims of legitimacy and painting her to be some charlatan whore with false trinkets. Their condemnation of her passed unopposed, as things are wont to do within a puppet government when its legitimacy is challenged. 
 
   “I wish you nothing but good fortune,” Layla said, her melodic voice ringing in her ear. 
 
   She wished she could believe those honeyed words, her eyes cast upon Layla’s features. She was slower to trust, these days. Titus had taught her the lesson of trust well, it seemed. She could remember his face as well, twisted in agony as her power broke his arm and she had left him to languish in exile.
 
   Her time would come.
 
    
 
   ###
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