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          About This Book

        

      

    

    
      
        Wizards, warriors, professional adventurers, and actors trapped in a role.  Here is a collection of fantasy short stories set in fantastic worlds: From an Imperial Rome that never was, to forgotten towers on the edge of the Wastelands, to a magical mirror, and beyond.

      

      
        Never miss a release!

      

      
        If you’d like to be notified of new releases, sign up for my newsletter.

        I only send out newsletters once a quarter, will never spam you, or use your email for nefarious purposes. You can also unsubscribe at any time.

        http://www.blazeward.com/newsletter/

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Foreword

        

      

    

    
      As I sit here, working on my living room table, Blaze sits beside me, still writing, though he’s had an exhausting day of digging and planting on his farm. Eight months ago, Blaze had no thoughts of writing fiction, let alone completing a collection. Yet, not only is the first one finished, the second volume is almost ready as well.

      However, this collection isn’t merely about hard work and dedication. It’s also about that spark, that fire, that an artist kindles when he or she realizes that they’re free. That those old restrictions that have been holding them back are gone, and the artist really, truly, can fly. He calls it The Last Mile Problem.

      You should see the fire that Blaze has set off, not only for himself, but inspiring all of those around him.

      This new world of publishing is all about finding new voices, those unique niches that New York has ignored for too long. About setting them loose into the world, to find their readers and their place.

      I hope that this collection sparks something in you, that you enjoy the stories and characters that have been brought to life here.

      

      Leah Cutter

      March 2014
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      I discovered role-playing games, like a lot of kids, in sixth grade, which is more than three decades ago now. I haven’t stopped playing. (I checked recently, and I still have my original copy of the Blue Book, so you know just how old I am.) Over the years, I have played a number of games in a variety of genre, but fantasy was always my first love, and the place we all eventually return to. There is something primal and heroic about lacing up the chain mail, strapping on the shield, drawing your long sword, and going out to fight hordes of orcs, waves of undead skeletons, or the occasional dragon.

      When I started writing formally, I did a number of other things, like plays, poetry, and screenplays, but I always wanted to return to short fiction. When I did, it was natural that I would dig up old characters from long-lost campaigns and retell their adventures. After all, as any gamer can tell you, these people are your friends. They’ve been with you through thick and thin, and you’ve put a lot of time, energy, and thought into dress, mannerism, and style. It seems a waste to put them to bed and leave them forever, just because your GM went away to college, or you changed jobs and time zones, or you encountered TPK the night someone was in an especially pissy mood.

      So, please, enjoy my friends here. Most of these characters are parts of larger series. I’ll return to them, and their continuing adventures, or just basic campaigns in the wilderness looking outward from a keep on the border.

      

      Blaze Ward

      March 2014
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      “Slavemaster, I wish to inspect your wares.”

      The voice was rich and deep, with a stranger accent than Merius was accustomed to, but he had only ever traveled as far as Gaul, across the Mare Britannicum, so the eastern reaches of the Roman Empire were utterly foreign to him and populated with many barbarous cultures.

      Merius kept his head down on the table, eyes closed, and contemplated the miracle of the hypocaust blowing warm air under the floor. He day-dreamed about the newest crop of exotic girls at Fausta’s brothel, and a small retirement farm he planned near the Tiber. The intruding voice was a distant rumbling, insufficient to roust him from his late-morning lethargy.

      A fist slammed down on the table hard enough to make the mug and half-empty bottle jump. Merius flinched, grumbled, took a deep huff, stood up, began to work himself into a good towering rage.

      Merius took a breath, opened his eyes, blinked. And again. Nodded. Licked his lips. Looked down. No legs. Just tail. Lots of tail. A torso that continued past the hips, undulating slightly, to end in a blunt brown tail, several body-lengths later. Merius gulped.

      Unbidden came a memory of a centaur from Germania (a Semnone, his long-dead father whispered in his memory) that he had seen once as a youngster. Or one of the merman that mariners occasionally saw beyond the pillars of Hercules. (Had every kind of magical creature in antiquity fallen in love with an elf or a human at one time or another?) The eyes brought him back with a crash. Slits. Vertical knife cuts instead of human circles.

      Merius lost control of his tongue for a moment. “What are you?”

      The figure leaned in close across the table, folded his spine at right angles twice, something no human could do, hunching down so he was eye-level with Merius, from the exact center of the table. The figure behind the hand was normally half a head taller than Merius, with fine, chestnut-colored hair pulled back in a short ponytail. Gray, almond-shaped eyes with those vertical slits instead of pupils. The slits narrowed. Merius thought of cats. Feral ones.

      One gloved hand reached out, poked Merius in the chest with an odd, punctuating, rhythm as the creature spoke, the tempo showing an anger barely contained. “I am a Roman citizen. You are a freedman. You may have a slave I wish to purchase. Do I have your attention?”

      Angry, feral cats. “How, uh, h-h-how shall I address you, Citizen?”

      The figure, man perhaps, smiled. The face was masculine anyway. The chest was certainly male. A broad V-shape, incongruously covered with a simple cream-coloured woolen sweater that looked like something purchased in the local agricola. The arms underneath were thick, powerful. A well-made leather harness in an X-shape connected to a belt where a waist would be. Strange-looking sword pommels peeked out from above each shoulder. The stranger made a complicated gesture with his head and both hands that left Merius more confused than before.

      “I am Suren Parvin. Astronomer to the Court of Shamakhi.”

      The voice still sounded like something to drive nails.

      Merius nodded, carefully. “Citizen Parvin?”

      “I am Sarmatian, from the lands north of the Pontus Euxinus.” Suren smiled at him. Warmer. Almost nice.

      Merius worked feverishly to remember any cartography or geography, failed. He started to stutter. “Uhm…”

      The man, creature, Citizen, smiled again. “Beyond the north-east frontier. Near to Hyrcania. I am asked that often.”

      “I meant no offence, Citizen Parvin.” Merius spied his keys on a brass ring, grabbed them, staggered slightly around the table, trying desperately not to step on the stranger’s tail or kick it in his haste. “This way, please.”

      Merius exploded out of his office, shivered at the cool air, took two important strides, faltered, hesitated, paused, glanced back. The stranger, the Sarmatian, followed, with a strange hissing sound underneath him on the wet cobble stones. Keelscales?

      “There was a particular slave you were interested in, Citizen?”

      Merius watched the Sarmatian glide by him like a trireme stalking pirates in the coastal marshes of Mare Germanicum, headed towards the slave pens. Merius swallowed his questions and followed. They reached an iron-bound door where the Sarmatian stopped, sniffed dismissively, glanced at Merius. It was probably coincidental that the stranger's eyes were six feet off the ground, looking down at the growing bald spot atop Merius’s scalp. Merius felt like a rabbit eyeing a hawk.

      Merius worked to quiet his nerves, fumbled the squeaky lock open, pushed the door in, descended into an oily, lamp-lit darkness, stopping only to grab a stout cudgel leaned against the wall near the door.

      Merius emerged at the bottom of a stone staircase into a long hallway with the stick in one hand, stood to one side, turned back to watch his visitor sidewinder gracefully down the stairs, back and forth, back and forth, into the greater room. He pasted a polite, superficial smile onto his face.

      Around them, water oozed from old stone walls, staining them and anything else that touched them, a filmy green. Merius made sure never to accidentally brush up against anything down here. Too-few oil lamps flickered in the hallway, fighting a losing battle with the darkness. Slaves sat in pens on either side of the hallway, cattle cast into small iron and stone boxes. Hardly any looked up at the slavemaster’s approach. None dared approach the bars. Merius sneered. The dimness plus the overripe smell of decay helped crush souls down here.

      “There is a particular breed of slave you seek?” Merius contemplated adding a new veranda with the extra denarii he might charge for something particularly exotic, especially for a foreigner who didn’t know about the recent collapse of slave prices. The legion was practically giving good slaves away these days. Another raiding season gone awry for the local tribes, into the teeth of the Roman saw. Gold coins danced happily in Merius’s imagination.

      “One in particular. I have heard rumor of a Brigante girl that was captured near Lindum and brought here.”

      The gold aurei dancing in Merius’s fantasies turned into little bronze quadrans’, shivering in their loneliness. He fought to keep his face impassive and his voice firm. “Master? I have many girl slaves available. Exotics. Aegyptians, Aquitanians, Lusitanians, Dacians. Dancing girls. Domestics. Pliant, welcoming wenches. Whatever you desire.”

      “And you still have the Brigante, I take it? Do I look like I need someone to warm my bed?”

      Merius flinched. “Apologies, master, I misspoke. It is just that that one is a trouble-maker. I have already had to reimburse one potential purchaser.”

      Suren turned a burning, hypnotic eye on Merius. “Who else sought her?”

      Merius felt his bowels desperately try to turn liquid under that gaze. He gulped.

      “Citizen? Madam Piusuedia, the brothel keeper. She thought the girl to be young enough to be tamed.” Sadness quavered into his voice in a well-practiced way. Never give the customer any edge. “She returned the girl after two days, and even made me give her thirty-seven denarii over the refund, to keep everything quiet.”

      The Sarmatian became very still, his voice a razor-sharp, modulated, whisper. “Has she been touched?”

      “No, Lord. Fausta is far too canny to let that one alone with a fat merchant. Be like feeding a rabbit to a—” Merius stammered to a halt, paled, stopped breathing.

      “Yes. Like feeding a rabbit to a viper. Tribal girls can be dangerous creatures. Has. She. Been. Marked?”

      Merius frowned in confusion, blinked, lit up, nodded, shook his head. “No, Citizen. Technically she never got the chance to run, so she isn’t a fugitive. There is no brand marking her a runaway upon her forehead.”

      Suren smiled glacially. “That is very good, slavemaster. Take me to her. Now.”

      Shivering little bronze quadrans, alone in their darkness.

      [image: ]

      Suren scowled at the door. It was banded with iron. Iron. The lock surrendered angrily, shrilly. Rusty iron hinges cried out for solace as the heavy door opened. Suren watched Merius tentatively cross the threshold, cudgel in one hand, oil lamp in the other, scuttling through the darkness, fearful and angry. Humans had such an odd balance. How did they manage to stay upright?

      Merius leered. “On your feet, wildling. You have met your match.”

      Bright blue eyes caught the flame, reflected it, catlike, from a gloomed corner. Suren recognized the look, if not the owner. “No man is my match, Roman.”

      She looked like a typical young human. Her voice was dry, cold, harsh, angry. Unbroken yet. Good.

      Merius stepped fully into the cell, cackled, cast a circle of light to fully reveal the girl. “Man? Who said anything about a man?” He stood to one side.

      Suren slithered slowly into the cell, contemplated the energy crackling between these two. Hatred. Envy. History. His tail coiled around to one side. The girl gasped in surprise, squirmed back further into unyielding walls. Eyes doubled in size. Iron chains rattled feebly. Iron. A rusty band around her neck. A lock linking a thumb-thick chain to a wrist-thick staple set in stone.

      Suren glanced briefly at Merius, nodded.

      Merius stepped close enough to prod her with his cudgel if necessary, but not close enough to be kicked. So. He was not completely stupid, after all.

      Suren smiled to himself as Merius’s voice gained strength and timbre. “On your feet, slave. This Citizen wants to inspect you. Do as you are told or I will beat you into submission and sell you to the tin mines at Isca Silurum instead. They always need fresh meat there.”

      Suren admired the game the human played. This slave would be his, though, in any case.

      The girl aimed pure hatred at the slavemaster, slowly gathered her feet beneath her, gracefully rose to stand, naked before both men.

      Suren studied the girl. Long powerful legs bespoke the forest and the chase. Her slender, hard, leanness made her look tall, until compared to the slavemaster beside her, and then she only came up to his jaw. Perhaps five Roman feet in all. Tiny, even for her kind. Big, blue eyes glowered out from behind a wall of ratty strawberry-blond hair. Pale, fine, golden pubic hair and breasts barely budded out suggested a human girl in her early teens, but Suren was not misled. He tasted the faintest scent of wildflowers about her. No doubt a leftover from her time in a human bordello. “Show me your ears.”

      The girl hissed at him in surprise. Internally, he smiled, though no trace reached his eyes. The words probably sounded alien coming at her in Celtic, after so much of her recent life had been spent in Latin. She glanced at the slaver, but Suren guessed he did not speak the upland tongues.

      “Now.”

      Suren made sure his voice brooked no dissent. He watched her slowly raise her hands, heavy with the iron chains, to lift her hair away. Revealed in the dimness, the tips were pronounced, almost pointed. Suren nodded to himself in satisfaction, a most human gesture.

      “Amazon.” The word was in Latin.

      Merius perked up at that. “Citizen? Is all to your liking?”

      Suren smiled at him, nodded once, returned to the girl’s quizzical face. In her tongue, he continued. “In the legends of my people, a warrior mother touched the right breast of her newborn daughter with a hot metal, to prevent the growth of that breast, lest it get in the way of drawing a bow when the child reached maturity. Your people are of the spear, and thus have no need of such sacrifice in their daughters. Do they?”

      He waited, patient as an ambush predator in the tree, but no answer came. She just glowered back at him. Eons of darkness might have played out in the room, but she would not speak. “What is your name?”

      She drew her head up, thrust her chin defiantly at him. Eyes locked across the space. “Enica, Roman.”

      Suren nodded slightly. “Sarmatian, but that will do for now. We will come to an understanding, you and I.”

      He watched her shiver at his calm words. He guessed that she was more used to the hollow blats and false rage of a slave master or a painted human brothel keeper. Roman gender interactions were so bizarre. He missed the Etruscans.

      Suren turned to the slavemaster, crossed back into fluent Latin. “What do the sales records show that this Fausta Piusuedia person paid to originally acquire this dangerous barbarian child from you?”

      Suren waited patiently as Merius visibly dissected the complex grammar in his head, scowled professionally.

      “Six hundred and sixty-three denarii, Citizen.”

      “So, she has cost you an even seven hundred denarii, after the bribe you paid to keep her quiet?”

      Merius nodded mutely.

      “I will give you three hundred denarii, twelve Roman aurei, for the girl.”

      Suren watched greed, fear, misogyny, and laziness play out in the muscles of the slaver's face. So obviously not a predator species. Suren could almost see the man shift piles of Roman coins: silver, gold, bronze, back and forth on mental scales. The Sarmatian again blamed human fecundity for the loss of the ancient world. That and iron. Trebly-cursed, magic-killing iron.

      Greed won.

      “That is less than I paid to acquire her from the Legate and his legion in the first place. Seventeen aurei.”

      Suren willed his pupils to stillness. Inside, he suppressed a harsh laugh. In Rome, she might well bring two hundred and forty aurei to the right bidder. Exotics always did well there.

      “The tin mines will give you five for a female slave. Seven for one pretty enough to entertain themselves for a while. Fourteen.”

      Suren watched the man calculate his chances with a fine scale. At least he did that well.

      “I might keep her for my own for that price. Sixteen.”

      “Slavemaster, she would make you an eunuch if you tried. Deal. Sixteen aurei. I find her well-formed for a human, and unbroken in spirit. She will serve my needs well.”

      The slaver shivered at the words, unconsciously it seemed, licked his lips, faced the girl. Greed, vengeance, and relief warred visibly on his face. Lust as well? Jealousy? Interesting. And useful.

      She snarled at Suren. “I will run.”

      Suren considered her most carefully.

      She waited, as coiled as he was. Angry, but unsure. Good. Predator pause. “My quest on this island should only take me another year, perhaps two, to complete. I would prefer your willing assistance during that time, after which I will free you.” The words were accentless, pure, like the druids she would remember from the spring festival. He whispered a quick spell, lifted his left fist, turned it over, opened it slowly to reveal a thing, glowing faintly, moving, inside. “But if need be, I will hunt you with fire spiders.” The revealed creature, reddish-gold, hairy, octipodal, raced up his arm, perched on his shoulder. Eight glowing rubies bored hungrily into her soul.

      “And then I will kill you, raise your shade, and make your ghost happily serve me for the rest of eternity.” The spider blinked out of existence with a quick flash of light.

      Goosebumps covered the girl’s naked flesh, in spite of the warmth of the room. “What is it you seek?”

      Suren nodded, a human gesture he had learned. “Knowledge.”

      [image: ]

      Merius carefully scratched a new contract into the soft wax of the board, aurei dancing happy little dances in his head in concert with naked tribal half-elf girls. Madame Fausta would be a good stop after a drink or six tonight. Across the room, this crazy Roman, this Citizen, was going to make his day. Four hundred? For that nasty, little hellion? Even the tin mine overseers would probably have cheated him on the price, even for one this pretty. For four hundred denarii, Merius could indulge himself.

      This Suren was a fool. A rich fool. A Scholar, even. Ha. Even someone his size might fall prey to an accident.

      Or a mugging.

      [image: ]

      Enica stood, basked in the warmth, naked, uncaring, like a lizard on a south-facing marble slab, even on a cloudy spring day such as this. The sun felt alien after so long indoors and underground. Winter Eternal slowly gave way in her soul. She shivered with trepidation, anticipation. The chain linking her neck to the post rattled. The breeze brought green smells, even over the death and despair of the slave pits.

      Cold water interrupted her warmth. Iced, frigid embrace, dripping in the breeze. A carved wooden strigil landed at her feet.

      “Clean yourself, bitch. Your new master will want a less smelly barbarian girl.”

      Enica looked up at the overseer standing almost far enough away to be safe. Almost. She growled deep in her throat as she bent down to grab the tool, never losing sight of him. She measured three short strides plus the tool. It would be enough.

      The days and weeks of captivity had hurt her. Muscles twinged strangely. She had probably lost enough steps that a deer could get away from her, but she was not so weak that she couldn’t take this wooden tool, this Roman thing, and use it to beat the overseer within an inch of his life. Or farther. His club would do him no good. He was fat, and slow, and held it all wrong.

      Enica growled again, blinked, stopped cold.

      [image: ]

      Suren held his anger, studied the loathsome little toad behind the desk, thought of many ways to dismember him, considered the most painful, the longest-surviving, the most brutal, the cruelest. It made him almost smile. But he sighed internally. Roman is as Roman does. And he needed to be accepted as Roman here. Later, perhaps, the truth. Especially with the girl. But, later.

      A sound in the courtyard caught his attention.

      An overseer dropped a bucket to free his hands, lifted
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