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Epigraph

A journey that leaves no footprints

light waits beyond the surge

The heart steps outward first

tested past the known

 




Chapter 1: Separation

“Nico, I miss her,” Elly whispered against his chest. Morning light spilled through the shutters, the kind that came far too early in midsummer. They lay together on a bed meant for three, both feeling the absence of Prim, who was always beside them.

“What if I was wrong? What if encouraging her to stay with her parents was a mistake? I wanted to give her time to say goodbye properly, but what if it reminds her how much she enjoys being with them and living here in Britannia?”

Nico smoothed a loose strand of golden hair back from her face. It must be Prim’s decision, he sent gently, the mindvision sharing both his worry and his deeper trust in what they’d built together. Elly drew comfort from that steady faith beneath his concern. She was rarely distressed for long, especially when she didn’t have to carry the worry alone. Her natural optimism began to surface. “The Greek lesson,” she said, sitting up with the first genuine smile he’d seen since they’d left Prim at her parents yesterday.

“And?” Nico prompted, recognising the look that meant Elly was forming a plan.

“And I’ll...” She paused, her mind working. “I’ll just... I’ll just enjoy being with her. We think the same, same sense of humour... well, you know how close we are. I won’t let her see how worried I am that she might choose to stay. Forcing things won’t do any good.”

Nico pulled her back down. “You don’t have to go just yet, do you?” Elly giggled and snuggled into his neck. He snorted like Emperor, a stallion in one of his stories. Elly remembered the game the three of them had played.

“We’ll just have to play games without her,” he growled.

“Oh, Nico, now I miss her even more.”

The same longing consumed Prim. She turned restlessly on her narrow pallet, her mind on Elly and Nico, wondering if they felt her absence as sharply as she felt theirs. For over a year, the three of them had lived together and now every part of that life felt far away, the easy days, the shared thoughts, Elly’s laughter, Nico’s calm strength. She missed the comfort they shared as a family, the way they could communicate mentally or even with just a glance. Most of all, she longed for the warmth of waking with Nico between them, instead of lying alone on this hard little bed.

Well before time, Prim paced up and down outside her house, fretting and looking forward to Elly arriving for their Greek lesson. They were always together, long before Nico arrived, staying at each other’s houses, treated like another daughter by both parents. She forced herself to stop, and kept watch at the gate for her friend, barely noticing the garden herbs around her releasing their familiar scents into the summer morning.

“Elly!” she cried, spotting her friend riding along the street towards her, and began waving madly. Elly urged Pegasus into a trot. It would have been a gallop but for politeness to the neighbours. She jumped down and they hugged, moving around in circles.

Pegasus watched them, sensing their happiness. He knew SHE had been sad, now he felt her joy and was pleased. SHE was all that mattered to him. He noticed Prim’s sire, Stephanos, watching from the doorway, and sauntered over to him, looking for a treat, maybe an apple?

Stephanos saw Pegasus approaching and was ready, giving him an apple and rubbing the base of his neck. He felt the horse lean into it and knew he’d found the right spot.

He looked back to the women, still spinning in their embrace. Elly’s golden hair caught the sunlight, while Prim’s dark hair fell over her deep blue tunic. They moved as one, inseparable. 

“Elly, Prim, come in,” he called. “Let’s begin,” and the three walked through the house to the terraced rear courtyard. The house had belonged to a Roman official posted to Londinium who’d received promotion and moved on. When first built, it commanded a view down to the wide river where fresh water yielded to salt. That was now partially obscured by warehouses that belonged to Elly’s father, Marcus. 

It was pleasantly warm in the courtyard. The summer sun shone from a sky the colour of bleached linen. A faint drift of charcoal smoke curled from the brazier by the kitchen door. Stephanos sat on a stool under the stretched awning, sleeves rolled, while Prim and Elly sat cross-legged on a woven mat nearby, tablets balanced on their thighs.

“Elly,” Stephanos said, “try that one again. Kalliópē. Draw the breath from your chest, not your nose.”

She frowned in concentration. “Kal-lio–pé.”

“No, no. That last syllable isn’t a cough. Lift it. Lightly.”

“Like this,” Prim said. Her fingers drew a flick in the air, like a feather rising. Elly was already nodding.

Stephanos raised an eyebrow. “I’ve watched for years, and I still don’t understand your signs.”

“Father, that’s the whole idea,” Prim grinned. “They’re private!”

“We’ve always done that,” Elly said brightly.

They shared a look when Stephanos offered the next word. It was long, tangled, full of difficult consonants. Both suppressed laughter.

“You’re making goat noises again, Father,” Prim giggled.

Stephanos drew himself up. “That is the sound of pure Attic beauty. Generations of poets weep when you say that.”

After an hour, he said what he’d been thinking for most of that time. “You sound like you’ve been learning Greek for a long time. By Athena...I assumed I’d be starting from the alphabet. But when you left at the end of spring, you couldn’t even say ‘yes.’ What happened?”

Elly didn’t miss a beat.

“Nico taught us,” she said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “Every day, whenever we weren’t busy with the fair.”

Prim glanced at her, surprised for an instant, then nodded quickly.

“He was very... persistent,” Elly added, shaping her words carefully. “Made us repeat everything. Out loud. A dozen times. While walking. Eating. In our sleep, practically.”

Stephanos studied her, his expression unreadable.

“He speaks Greek well,” Elly continued, calm and composed, “and he doesn’t let things slide. We started dreaming in Greek after two weeks.”

Prim gave a theatrical groan. “He never let us rest, always another verb, another noun. Nico can be relentless.”

That earned a short laugh from Stephanos, but his gaze lingered on Elly. He knew her as well as his own daughter.

“Well,” he said slowly, “he’s done something remarkable.”

Elly held his eyes, unflinching. “He’s a remarkable man.”

Prim picked up her tablet. “So what’s the word for ‘to measure’ again?”

“Metreō,” Stephanos said, eyes still on Elly. “You’ll need it for the markets.”

There was a beat.

Prim rubbed her hand across her tablet. “That’s future tense, right?”

“Yes.”

Stephanos watched as both young women suddenly took deep interest in their tablets. Neither repeated the word. The only sound was the faint squeak of stylus on wax.

“You must be looking forward to it,” he said after a moment. “The coast. The olives.”

Prim’s hand stopped moving.

Elly began a sentence in Greek. Slowly, haltingly, the sounds awkward, but the structure solid.

Prim picked it up mid-sentence and finished it with ease.

Stephanos blinked. “How can you know so much?”

“We learn fast,” Prim grinned.

“No. You understand. That’s different.” He paused. “Elly, your accent is Rhodian, did you know that?”

Elly looked up, startled.

Stephanos smiled, but his eyes were narrow with suspicion. “And you, my clever daughter, are hiding something.”

Prim made a face. “Can we go back to verbs, father, please?”

Stephanos sat back and gave a slow nod. “Very well. Verbs it is,” but the sun wasn’t the only heat in the courtyard now.

Taran had lain awake half the night, restless. They had returned, and with them, Prim. Thoughts of her consumed him. She might be leaving for Greece. That knowledge sat like a weight on his chest. He’d never see her again. Then the answer came to him, simple and clear. He must see her, speak to her, before she disappeared from his life forever. 

He lingered near her house all morning. He saw Elly arrive, and watched them greet each other excitedly, before disappearing inside. He waited, hearing occasional laughter drifting from the courtyard. His patience was rewarded when he spotted Prim just after midday, waving goodbye to Elly.

 “Prim!” he called out, pretending surprise. “It’s good to see you back.”

She turned, a smile lighting up her face. “Taran! How have you been?” 

With a start, Prim realized he looked like a shorter, stockier version of Nico. The thought sent an unexpected flutter through her stomach. She pushed the thought away, not ready to examine it.

“You’re looking lovely, as always,” Taran replied, unable to keep from staring. She was beautiful. The faint slant of her eyes gave her an almost feline quality. There was something inherently sensual about her, a playful confidence that made men forget their words. It was simply her nature, as natural as breathing.

They fell into easy conversation, walking together through the settlement. Taran suggested they sit by an old oak tree. It was a quiet spot beyond the last houses, where they could talk undisturbed. The tree’s ancient branches twisted toward the sky, offering shelter from the midday sun and the ground was soft with grass and moss.

As they settled, Prim fell unusually quiet, her lively spirit dimmed. Taran studied her face, noting the troubled expression she was trying to hide.

“Something’s worrying you,” he said. “I can see it.”

Prim looked up, touched by his perceptiveness. After a moment’s hesitation, she sighed. “Taran, I’m facing a difficult decision.”

Taran listened as Prim poured out her dilemma, whether to leave for Greece with Nico and Elly or stay here in the settlement in Britannia. Her voice wavered as she spoke of her conflicting loyalties and desires.

Without thinking, Taran wrapped an arm around her shoulders. Prim turned into his embrace, burying her face against his chest as she began to sob. He held Prim, his heart hammering against his ribs. Her warmth seeped into him, and her scent filled his senses. Each sob that shook her slender body tightened his embrace. He felt the silkiness of her hair beneath his fingers, the delicate curve of her shoulders under his palms. Despite the ache of seeing her in distress, an overwhelming joy surged through him. This was Prim, the woman he adored, finally in his arms.

Prim spoke of Nico in glowing terms, describing the fun they had together. Taran could easily have hated him, but Nico had taught him the art of smithing, made him into the craftsman he’d always wanted to be. Taran’s respect for Nico outweighed any jealousy he might feel.

The memory stirred him. His gratitude went beyond words, Nico had transformed not just his life, but the entire settlement. The shipyard employed dozens of men who’d previously struggled to feed their families. During the brutal winter cold, when people were burning furniture to survive, Nico had organised the community relief effort that saved many lives. Taran remembered working alongside Prim, distributing hot stew and firewood, watching her help the sick while Nico ensured no one went hungry. That was Nico. He didn’t just create prosperity, he shared it.

Prim was quiet for a moment, taking in his appearance. Months of hard work at the forge had transformed him. Muscles rippled beneath his tunic, and his bearing exuded confidence. She was impressed.

She continued, “Father thinks it’s a wonderful opportunity, and Elly’s practically glowing with excitement. Everyone seems so certain it’s the right choice.” She looked up at him with vulnerable eyes. “But what if I hate it there?” She paused, looking away. “I don’t know what to do,” she finished, her eyes brimming with tears.

Taran could plainly hear what Prim was going to do, even if she didn’t see it. He was tempted to tell her to stay, tempted to declare his love for her again. But he was a better man than that.

“Prim,” he murmured, her name like sweet wine on his tongue. His calloused hand gently rubbing her back. “Life’s crossroads are never simple.”

She pulled way slightly, eyes glistening. “But how do I choose?”

“Think about the woman you want to become,” Taran said softly. “The dreams that set you on fire, the path that stirs your soul. That’s your answer.”

Prim’s grip on his tunic tightened. “When did you become so wise?” she asked, a watery smile breaking through her tears.

“Oh, you know,” Taran chuckled. “All that time hammering at the forge. Apparently, it knocks some sense into you.”

Her laugh, though brief, lightened his heart. As her sobs subsided, Prim looked up at him. “Thank you, Taran. You’re a true friend.”

Friend. The word was a double-edged sword, but it wounded him rather than giving pleasure. His smile failed to reach his eyes, and the hurt drove him to be reckless.

 “Prim, this unconventional arrangement with Nico and Elly... how does it work?”

Prim’s expression changed instantly as she remembered her lovers before Nico, her tears forgotten. 

“Unconventional?” She laughed, a rich sound that made his heart race, then she paused, considering her words. Something about his honesty made her want to match it.

“Taran, I’ve often had two or three lovers at the same time and managed to keep them all quite content. Compared to that juggling act, sharing Nico with my best friend is remarkably simple.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Three? At once?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said with a slight frown, as if he’d misjudged her completely. “Different days, of course.” Her cheeks coloured slightly, but the faint, sultry smile that lingered on her lips told him she was enjoying her effect on him.

 “I have... appetites. None of them expected to be my only lover. We simply enjoyed ourselves.”

The admission hung between them, drawing them closer through her trust in sharing such an intimate detail. Taran watched her absentmindedly tuck a strand of hair behind her ear, understanding her better now and feeling even closer to her. He breathed in her scent, a musky fragrance that clung to her, distinctive and unmistakably Prim.

“You know,” Taran said, breaking the quiet, “Nico’s wheel bearings have kept me busier than a one-armed juggler. I’m building them in bronze and have orders to fill.”

Prim perked up. “Really? That’s wonderful!”

“Aye, and I’m buying Nico’s share of the forge. I’ll need to grow an extra pair of arms to keep up,” he joked. “Or maybe I’ll hire an assistant.”

“Nico’s share! He must think a lot of you. Hearty congratulations, Blacksmith Taran,” Prim said, her eyes gleaming with admiration as she clasped his arm warmly. 

The feel of her as she held him was so special, he didn’t want it to end. Ever. He knew she would leave. But for now, hope flickered in his chest, fragile, persistent, and utterly human. 

Prim studied Taran’s profile, struck by how much he’d changed. The boy she’d known had become a man, strong, thoughtful, and kind. It was yet another factor to consider in her looming decision.

Taran rose slowly, his hands lingering on Prim’s shoulders before reluctantly letting go. As he walked away, he knew he’d never forget the curve of her body, the way she’d leaned into his touch. A bittersweet torment of what he couldn’t have. 

Prim walked home, Taran’s words echoing in her mind. Think about the woman you want to become. The advice was sound, but it didn’t make the choice easier.

She found her father sitting in the shade of the eaves, spreading bunches of thyme and yarrow onto a linen cloth. The sun was strong, and it was the perfect hour for drying herbs. Stephanos looked up. Prim looked happier than she had that morning, but he knew his daughter well. Her lips curved in a way that spoke of thoughts she wasn’t sharing.

“My dear,” he said, “would you help with these?”

He didn’t wait for an answer, just shifted over on the bench and made room beside him.

“Sort the yarrow heads from the stalks. Gently. Don’t lose the seeds.”

She hesitated a moment, then sat, smoothing her tunic. Her fingers found their rhythm almost at once. Stephanos pretended not to notice the small sigh that escaped her, or the way her shoulders eased as she found comfort in the simple, shared task. He said nothing. Busy hands, he’d learned, often loosened tongues. Not today. Whatever Prim was turning over in her mind, she kept it there.

Stephanos had praised Servius, the master craftsman chosen to oversee operations while Nico was away, and today Nico looked forward to visiting Servius and the shipyard. 

Servius took exceptional pride in his work, enjoying the job more for his creation of fine work than simply for coin. Nico had explained his philosophy that managing people meant understanding human nature. He stressed that every worker was an individual, not just a pair of hands. Providing he found no problems, Nico planned to make the temporary arrangement permanent.

 As Nico approached the yard, he spotted the entire workforce gathered in a loose circle. Servius was climbing a ladder, about to address them. Nico dismounted quietly and observed from the edge of the crowd. To his surprise he heard his own words, his weekly motivational speech, delivered in Servius’s voice.

“Men, I stand here in place of Dominus Nico while he is away. He has entrusted me to keep his words alive among us, and that’s exactly what I intend to do.”

He pulled out a small wax tablet and glanced at it briefly. “Now, Gaius!” he called out, pointing at a dock worker. “I saw you yesterday helping Lucius move those heavy timber beams when his back was giving him trouble. Looking after your colleagues is exactly what Dominus Nico values!”

Gaius straightened with pride.

“Fabrius!” Servius pointed at a shipwright. “You’ve taken real initiative with that hull repair. Tell everyone what initiative means to the work.”

Fabrius cleared his throat. “It’s spotting what needs doing and handling it yourself. Like when I noticed the planking was warping and soaked it before it could split.”

“Exactly right. The man who sees problems coming is worth three who wait for orders. And remember, here, we work as one team!”

The man hadn’t just repeated words, he’d inspired them. Nico felt a warm surge of pride and approached, putting a hand on his shoulder. “You’ve just shown me something important. Thank you.”

Word spread quickly through the yard. Within moments the entire crew had gathered again, cheering, voices calling out “Dominus!” and “Nico!” with genuine warmth.

Nico looked apologetically at Servius, then climbed the ladder.

“What you just heard from Servius wasn’t him reading my words. It was him leading you.” He gestured toward Servius with genuine respect. “So, let’s get back to work, knowing that this place will thrive no matter who’s holding the ladder.

 

 




Chapter 2: Summer

Elly hadn’t noticed Taran as she rode away from her Greek lesson. It was a lovely hot summer’s day, and she decided to ride up quarry lane and cross the hills above the estate. She thought of Nico and sent him a gentle message, not wanting to intrude if he was busy. Nico?

His reply was immediate, Yes, are you all right?

Oh yes, I’m riding up to where we camped last year. It’s a lovely day, would you like to come with me?

Yes! I’ll catch you up.

Pegasus sensed Elly’s joy and knew something had just happened. Her happiness always meant her mate was involved somehow. That SHE would only have one partner was a strange thing to Pegasus, who understood stallions should have many mares, but pheeders had different ways.

His thoughts drifted to that terrible day when wolves had chased them. He’d been galloping for his life, HER life, when the world had filled with sounds no earthly creature could make. The ground had shaken beneath his hooves, and the air roared. Then SHE had done the impossible. SHE urged him to gallop straight into a wall of swirling dust that pulsed with terrible power.

SHE had called him Pegasus, which brought its own memories, and even though his legs were trembling, he closed his eyes and obeyed. The impact had been like hitting a mountain made of fury. SHE had flown right over his head into that horrifying mass and when he’d recovered, SHE had emerged with her mate restored to his normal form.

The other horses thought he was making it up when he tried to explain what had happened. They snorted and turned away whenever he mentioned the day he’d charged into a creature made of dust and rage. The ungrateful nags refused to believe that HER mate could transform into something that shook the ground with its roars.

That man must be missing a few straps from his bridle to lose control like that, but there was no denying that when he did transform, he became something so powerful it could stop a charging horse without even being solid. Pegasus had treated him with proper respect ever since, even bowing his great head in acknowledgement of whatever dark magic flowed through Elly’s mate.

Twice now the man had turned into something huge and terrible, a creature that no hooves could strike. Otherwise, he was acceptable enough. He was strong, sure, never hurried. His hands were always gentle, and his eyes held the quiet stillness of a creature at peace with itself. He made HER happy, and when SHE was happy, the hay was sweeter and the oats more satisfying.

He swivelled his ears backward, listening. He could hear hoofbeats approaching fast. All these thoughts of terrifying transformations had made him wary. He listened carefully. The rhythm was familiar. Ah, red-tail, another Roman cavalry horse. He carried a pheeder. That would be HER mate. Pegasus relaxed.

Elly heard the approaching horse moments later, and soon Nico appeared, galloping fast with a huge grin on his face. A large black wolf ran easily beside him, her powerful stride matching his horse’s pace without effort. Nico charged past Elly, letting out a whoop of sheer delight. Elly spurred Pegasus who accepted the challenge as only a horse that thinks he’s a demigod could do.

They arrived at the quarry, horses heaving and slick with sweat, their chests rising and falling as nostrils flared wide, drawing in the hot summer air. Despite their exertion, both animals stood proud, a pair of war-stallions with eyes bright and ears flicking at every sound, pleased with their dash.

Nico drew his horse beside Pegasus and gave Elly a hug.

“That smile of yours was worth the race,” Elly said, kissing him.

Nico laughed as if he didn’t have a care in the world, despite his inner tension about Prim and the risk that Elly might change her mind if Prim chose to stay. They walked on slowly, in no hurry, letting the horses recover. They had the afternoon before them.

Britannia was at her best. The warm summer sun glowed in a blue sky dotted with fluffy clouds. Wildflowers lined the horse trail, their mingled fragrances sweetening the air. Bees and other insects went about their daily routines as Elly told Nico about her morning.

“Stephanos can’t understand how we could learn Greek in such short time. I told him you were a good teacher, but perhaps Prim and I should have pretended not to know so much?” she asked.

“If you keep perfectly still,” Nico began, “you are almost entirely invisible. In the same way, silence has power. The ancients knew it. Some said that speech is silver, but silence is gold. I’ve found that not answering often creates the least conflict.”

“Is it too late now that we’ve already made excuses?” Elly sounded worried.

“Nothing to worry about,” Nico said. “ Those excuses are your story now, keep to them. I’m quite sure he’ll ask me about it when I see him later. Thank you for warning me.”

“He’s too clever to be fooled,” Elly said.

“Yes,” Nico said, thinking it would be fun to try and outwit Stephanos, whom he both respected and valued as a friend.

“How was your morning?” Elly asked.

Nico described Servius delivering the weekly speech to the workers, and Elly heard the quiet satisfaction in his voice. She’d watched Nico give those same talks, catching every man’s attention and binding them into an efficient workforce. She’d seen the way he managed people with calm authority and knew his reasoning that shaped every decision he made.

But Nico’s view of wealth was unlike anything she had known. Gold had no worth when hoarded. Nico spent it on projects that fascinated him, such as buying land, building shipyards, designing new vessels. The pleasure came from creating something from nothing, or improving what existed, bringing his ideas to life. As often happened, the work he created benefitted the local community, and this also gave him pleasure.

As they crested a rise, they saw their favourite camping spot from last year.

“Here it is! Oh, Nico, I loved it here. I have so many good memories.”

Below them, the rolling meadows stretched down to the distant river, sparkling in the afternoon sun. Just here the ground was flat, in a slight dip by the edge of the forest behind them, that stretched far across the province. 

It was where they had their celebration camp after their joining ceremony, and before then, where Nico had gained the trust of Beauty, the black wolf, and taught her that Elly and Prim were his pack. They’d spent many idyllic summer days living outdoors, with the comfort of former Roman military tents.

“Let’s stay for a while,” Elly said, and they dismounted. Nico tethered his horse in the shade while Elly let Pegasus roam free, their relationship too strong to require a rope. Beauty circled twice and curled up under a bush to doze with one eye open. They sat together on the grass, taking in their surroundings.

“ I can see sheep’s parsley in the tall grass, there.” Elly pointed. “Now that she’s a healer, I bet Prim could name all these plants and tell us their healing properties.”

The thought brought back many memories, and she realised how much everything had changed in the year since they camped here. This was where Nico had told them about his transformation at twelve, that terrible attack that changed everything. She remembered his voice growing quiet as he described waking up years older, then the dawning realisation that time had stopped for him entirely. 

By the fire at night, he’d told them many stories of his life, especially how he’d discovered the sea and then his love of being afloat. Elly put her arm around Nico’s waist, pulling him down so that they lay, looking at the blue sky.

“Another perfect day,” she said. “Since we met, every day is perfect. I don’t remember, or don’t notice, the less than perfect ones.”

She heard a gentle snore. Nico required very little sleep. It was fake. She pounced on him. They wrestled for a while, Elly delighting in the feel of his muscles shifting beneath her hands as he moved to counter her attempts to pin him. She could sense the careful control in his movements, the way he held back his true strength while still giving her enough resistance to make the game worthwhile. 

Nico loved her fierce determination to win, the way her slender waist twisted as she tried to gain leverage, her complete refusal to surrender even when thoroughly outmatched. Her stubborn persistence made him smile. 

In battle he could move so fast everything else appeared almost motionless, but here, he forced himself to slow the dance, to match her rhythm, while tempering his strength, careful not to hurt her. 

As they grappled, Elly felt a familiar pang of missing Prim. Usually, they would both tackle Nico together, their combined efforts occasionally seeming to catch him off guard. Without Prim’s help, this was a lopsided scuffle, but no less enjoyable for the simple pleasure of touching each other, of feeling connected through playful contact.

They lay back on the grass, hands touching.

“You miss her,” Nico said. “I do too.”

“I missed her just then. I’ve missed her every moment since we parted yesterday,” Elly said. “She is reluctant to come with us and I completely understand how she feels. I would hate to leave my parents, if it wasn’t for you.”

“How can we convince her to join us? What can I do?” Nico asked.

“Vanish her to your villa in Greece and tie her up until we get there.”

Nico laughed, although it was a serious problem, one that could upset his plans if Elly changed her mind as well.

“It might be the only way,” he said, making it sound wistful, an invitation for more play. Elly smiled, but he could see the real worry behind her eyes. Some problems couldn’t be solved with laughter. 

They rode down the hillside in the late afternoon, the horses finding their own pace, neither of them needing to speak.

Early that evening, Nico called on Stephanos with Beauty padding silently beside him. Stephanos looked up, a genuine smile spreading across his face.

“Welcome my friend,” Stephanos greeted him warmly. “And Beauty.” He nodded respectfully to the wolf. Like everyone else, Stephanos assumed Beauty was some exotic breed of guard dog. 

“Prim told me about your plans. Greece, eh? What an adventure!”

Nico nodded, grinning. “It certainly will be. We’re looking forward to it.”

“And this estate of yours, where is it?” 

“On Cephalonia my friend, do you know it perhaps?”

Stephanos placed his hand over his heart, his eyes bright with emotion. “I know of it, a most beautiful place, but then all of Greece is beautiful.” It was the most feeling Nico had ever seen Stephanos display.

Nico described the estate and how it sat on a cliff overlooking the clear waters of the strait between Cephalonia and Ithaka.

“Beautiful, beautiful,” Stephanos whispered, lost in memories of his homeland. He was quiet for a moment, then remembered.

“I must tell you, Elly and Prim’s command of Greek is extraordinary,” he said. “Their grasp of tonal inflections and the complex verb forms is amazing. How have they absorbed the essence of the language so quickly?” He shook his head in wonder. “When she left with you...  eight, or was it ten weeks ago, Prim only knew a few words. It’s impossible. What are your teaching methods?”

Nico took a sip of herbal water. “They’re gifted students.”

“Gifted? This goes beyond natural talent. Their accent and the way they handle difficult grammar show how well they’re mastering the language,” Stephanos persisted.

Nico shrugged modestly. “Perhaps it helps that I learned Greek when I was young. I know which sounds give Latin speakers trouble.” He paused, smiling. “Though I must admit, their progress has surprised even me.”

Nico worked quickly to steer the conversation away without deceiving his friend. How could he explain that through their mindvision, Greek became visible patterns in Elly and Prim’s minds, that grammar flowed into them as living shapes, showing how words danced together with their cultural memories attached. 

He’d flooded their consciousness with the language itself, not just its rules. It was no wonder that Elly and Prim were progressing so fast, Nico had immersed their minds in Greek, and Stephanos was now perfecting their accent.

He remembered Elly’s delighted discovery during a difficult lesson. She had grabbed Prim’s arm, exclaiming that Nico’s mindvision felt exactly like her new way of perceiving everything. They were receiving complete experiences of sounds, images, cultural feelings, all sent simultaneously. It wasn’t about seeing the connections, they understood them, just the way she experienced the depth of stars rather than flat points of light. 

Nico had kept his abilities secret for hundreds of years, until he met Elly. Now she and Prim were the only ones who knew. A change of subject was needed.

“You should be proud of Prim,” Nico said. “She’s become an excellent healer. She has the touch, the eye, and the hands for it.”

The mention of his daughter’s achievements transformed Stephanos’s face, his features radiating pride and joy, and the conversation shifted, just as Nico hoped. After discussing Prim’s healing work on the recent summer tour of the fairs, Nico turned to practical matters. “I would like it very much if you would continue overseeing my affairs here. You have everything running smoothly?”

“Yes, of course,” Stephanos agreed. “I enjoy it. You have everything set up clearly, the leaders know what they’re doing, and I’ve had no problems.”

“Thank you. Having you in charge will allow everything here to run without me, though I’ll visit from time to time when my boat comes this way.” Nico avoided mentioning the blood transfer experiments he and Stephanos had worked on, knowing Stephanos was upset they wouldn’t be continuing. 

Nico wasn’t giving up, they were his only hope for Elly, but he was juggling various plans and sometimes the present had to be dealt with before he could continue in his search for their future happiness. 

“Stephanos, while Prim worked at our healing stall, I wandered through the fairs. I watched the crowds, the noise, the bargains and the thieves. So many hands slipped into purses like shadows. I stopped quite a few.”

Stephanos raised an eyebrow. “Stopped?”

“Yes, I know the hardships they can cause. Stealing a purse might deprive someone of enough coin to survive the next winter.” He paused, looking thoughtful. “I’ve wondered since, was I right to act? Or was I merely imposing my will? I found myself enjoying it. I called it ‘fishing for thieves.’ Was I wrong?”

Stephanos searched Nico’s face. “You know what Socrates said, ‘No one does wrong willingly.’ The pickpocket steals because he believes it necessary. You stop him because you believe it right. The real question, my friend, is what belief you carried in your heart as you acted, not just what you did.”

Nico smiled, settling back in his chair. Stephanos was the one person in this settlement who could match his appetite for these discussions. As the evening deepened, their voices grew quieter but more animated, diving into questions that had no easy answers. The oil lamps burned low as they explored the teachings of the ancients, two minds delighting in the luxury of philosophical debate that could stretch well past midnight.

Returning from hunting with Beauty early the following morning, Nico met Marcus sitting outside in the atrium, enjoying the morning sunlight.

“Elly tells me you’ve had a successful time at the fairs?” Marcus said. “How was the trading?” he enquired, going straight to his favourite subject.

Nico chuckled as he sat and scratched behind Beauty’s ears. “Busy. Prim hardly had time to eat, she was in constant demand. Word spreads quickly when someone can ease a child’s cough or a farmer’s twisted knee.”

Marcus nodded. “Good. A healer draws people in. But what about the stalls? The goods, coin, movement? Are people spending?”

“They are. Plenty of leatherwork from the Durotriges, some finely made brooches I’d guess came from Gaul. A group of traders from the Ordovices came through, long-haired, soft-spoken, with dyed wool and some very odd-smelling liniments.” The memory brought a smile. “Elly sniffed one and accused them of bottling horse sweat.”

Barking a laugh, the older man slapped his knee. “She’s not far wrong. I’ve seen preparations in Londinium that could remove paint.”

“Elly and Prim enjoyed everything. So new to them, compared to here in the settlement. They worked hard, and people came back the next day with friends, as word spread.”

“Good. That kind of trust can be worth more than coin over time.” Shrewd eyes studied him. “Did you notice any traders with unusual stock? Or accents that didn’t belong?”

“A few. One man had woven cloth finer than I’ve seen in a long time. Said it came from the south, past Massilia. Elly and Prim bought gemstones from a man called Mahendra, he claimed he was from Gandhāra, in the northwest of Aryāvarta.” A shake of the head. “Highly unlikely. The journey would take years. Another trader sold amber and copper bracelets, said he was from the far north, maybe the coast beyond the German tribes.”

Interest kindled in the merchant’s expression as he leaned forward. “Beyond the Germani, then. Traders from the icy coasts. I’ve heard whispers they’re starting to move more goods inland. 

Rubbing his chin thoughtfully, the older man absorbed this. “Interesting mix. The fairs used to be mostly locals. I’ve noticed they’re turning into something more like a crossroads. That’s useful.”

“All information has value...to someone,” Nico said.

“Yes. When small markets become junctions for different goods and cultures, it means the trade routes are shifting. People are willing to travel, which means they’re also willing to pay to move goods. And if I know where they’re heading before they do…”

“You get there first.”

“Exactly.” Rising, the merchant began pacing. “I might send a man to the next fair with samples. Just to watch, ask questions, and bring back names.”

Stretching in his chair, Nico offered, “Elly would tell you who had the honest eyes. She has a talent for that.”

The pacing stopped. “She does. And so do you. You’re more than a partner. You see things I don’t.”

A modest shrug. “I keep my eyes open.”

“Your colourful wagon looks to have survived the journey?”

“The Karvan? Yes, it worked exactly as I intended.”

“The Karvan.” Testing the foreign name, Marcus rolled it around his tongue. “A grand thing. Painted like a temple wall and built like a ship.”

“Blame your daughter for the colour. Not exactly my choice, but it served us well. The steam-bent ribs kept the weight low, and the bronze bearings handled the ruts and saved us delay from broken axles.”

“Bronze bearings.” Eyes narrowing with a grin. “Now that’s clever. I’ve seen carts rattle to pieces on those roads. Yours rolled in like it had gods pushing from behind.”

“It wasn’t built to boast. Just to keep us warm, dry, and carry everything.”

“But it does both. Practical and proud. That’s a rare thing.” Gesturing toward the courtyard, the older man’s stomach rumbled audibly. “Come on. Elly’s up, and she made that barley bread you like. Let’s eat while you tell me more about this this Mahendra and his gemstones.”


 Chapter 3: Crossroads

“I’m going to check on Pegasus, Nico. I won’t be long.” Elly headed toward the stables, and a familiar tightness gripped his chest. It was the same vision again. He saw her old, frail hand in his still young one, experienced her final breath while he faced eternity alone.

For the first time in his life, he was bound to another soul, willingly, joyfully. But his concern for her mortality began soon after. 

The vision festered in his mind and now he carried a deep melancholy, clinging to a fading hope that his plan might somehow succeed. He had no intention of sharing it. A burden spoken aloud didn’t halve itself. It simply found new shoulders to crush. For now, he would focus on what he could control, and that was their present happiness together. 

He returned to the villa one afternoon and found Elly and Prim sitting in the sunny courtyard. Prim’s back was slightly hunched and her shoulders sagging, clearly showing the burden of their departure.

She turned to Nico. “Tell me more about Greece, Nico. Is it really as wonderful as you say?”

Elly remained silent, knowing this conversation was crucial for Prim.

Nico’s face lit up. “Picture evenings spent outside, the sun setting over the water, a pleasant warmth wrapping around us. No more harsh winds or bitter cold, just sunshine and gentle breezes.”

Prim gave a small frown, folding her arms tightly across her chest. “That sounds lovely, and I remember you told us about the clear water and the beaches, but what is it really like?”  

Nico was watching Prim, the language of her body guiding him. He gently touched her arm. “The Ionian Islands are breathtakingly beautiful. There are verdant hills rolling down to the sea, offering stunning views at every turn. And the mountains, Prim, proper mountains, not just these gentle hills. They tower over clear blue-green waters, their rugged peaks often cloaked in mist.”

“Yes, but the villa?” Prim stood up and began pacing back and forth. “Tell me about this estate. You said the villa was in ruins.”

Nico followed her movement, noting her nervous energy. “The work is almost finished. I had the neglected olive trees pruned back and fertilised, but the rest of the land is overgrown. Part of this adventure is to improve the outbuildings and land and make it our perfect home.”

His voice took on a dreamy quality. “Olive trees shimmer in the sun, and the air smells of thyme and rosemary. The beaches are golden, the coves hidden, the sea like blue fire. I think you’ll grow to love it as much as I do.”

“Nico, have you ever sold worn out horses?” Prim asked, her body relaxing a little. “Because you’re certainly selling Greece!” Elly put her arm around her friend and giggled.

Prim bit her lip. “But what about my family? Leaving everything we know behind. It’s a big step.”

Nico looked at her with compassion and understanding. He had to move every twelve years and abandon everything, or risk discovery, never aging. 

“Leaving everything you’ve known is never easy, Prim. The ache of missing loved ones doesn’t simply vanish. I meant what I said. The next decade for you is precious. In Cephalonia, we’ll be creating a home that bridges two worlds, carrying the best of what we leave behind while embracing new experiences. It’s not about forgetting but expanding our hearts to hold more.”

“Are there healers there?” Prim asked. “I want to continue being a healer.”

Nico gave a thoughtful nod. “I haven’t heard of any in the north, I’ll ask around.”

“Let me tell you about the villa,” he said, desperate to reach past her doubts. She needed to hear everything, to understand what she’d be refusing. 

“A large partially roofed terrace runs parallel to the sea, offering uninterrupted views across the water. I’ve designed a new master bedroom that opens directly onto this terrace,” Nico added, unable to hide his pride in this architectural achievement. “It provides total privacy, and of course the magnificent view of sea, sky, and mountains.”

Elly hugged her knees, feeling pleased. The villa and island were sounding more appealing with every description he gave. How could Prim not come with them?

Prim listened, but Nico saw he was failing. Her posture was distant and denying. The more he praised Greece and the villa, the more Prim retreated. But Elly was beaming with pleasure. He continued for her. 

“There is a sheltered cove below, with water so clear that you can see the sandy bottom! The cove provides perfect protection for mooring a large boat, sheltered from winds and rough seas.”

Elly smiled, remembering how the first thing Nico had told them about his Greek estate was the boat anchorage.

Nico’s face was almost glowing. “We’ll be living much the same as when we enjoyed our camp, only closing shutters for occasional wild weather. Most of the time we can walk from our living room, or bedroom, out onto the terrace without any doors. It’s ideal for outdoor living.”

Lost in her worries, Prim failed to notice, but Elly caught Nico’s joyful expression when he described the villa and cove. It was then that she was certain. Their new home would be truly extraordinary.

Prim turned to him. “You make it sound so appealing, Nico. But what if it doesn’t live up to our dreams?”

Nico took her hands in his. “Look on this as an adventure, Prim, and you’ll have amazing stories to tell.” He paused, then added softly, “And no regrets.”

Prim’s grip tightened on his hands, her internal struggle visible in her eyes. “No regrets,” she repeated, her voice a mix of fear and longing. “That’s a powerful promise, Nico.”

“It is,” he agreed, his tone was gentle but firm. “And it’s one I intend to keep.”

After Prim left, Nico remained in the courtyard, his conversation with her weighing on his mind as he stared up at the overcast summer sky. Elly found him there, still lost in thought.

“You tried Nico, it all sounds so lovely, but I don’t think Prim can see it.”

He smiled ruefully. “I’m wondering if I’m being selfish, asking you both to abandon your parents.”

“It’s not selfish to want something beautiful.” She said.

He drew in a breath. “Daylight and a view. That’s my eudaimonia,” he said. Elly remembered the day he’d explained it was human flourishing, the deep joy of a life lived well and with purpose. She hugged his arm, resting her cheek on his shoulder. 

“The desire for light and openness sounds simple, even shallow, but it changes everything. You don’t notice how much it matters until you’ve lived with it and then lost it.”

He turned to her. “This place… in winter, it closes in. The darkness, the grey sky pressing down. Even the air feels heavy. Perhaps the long summer days here outweigh the brief winter ones. But for someone trying to work as a blacksmith, jeweller, weaver and many other occupations, those grey winter days offer such poor-quality light, they are just about useless.”

“I was born and lived here for centuries, accepting it as all I knew. But once I saw the Mediterranean with its endless light, the openness, the colour of the sea, I realized how much better life could be. With every passing year, the certainty grew stronger, and it changed everything. I rarely returned to my homeland.”

Elly didn’t speak right away. She watched his face, the certainty in it. He wasn’t trying to sell her old horses. She smiled, thinking of Prim, but she knew he was telling the truth.

“I’m not running from anything,” he said. “I’m reaching for something better, for us all. I know how important these next years are for you and Prim. They’re golden. You’re young, healthy, with no obligations. It’s the perfect time to see the world before it ever weighs on you. Before responsibilities make your world small.”

She smiled faintly. “So, it’s not just the light. It’s what the light makes possible.”

“Yes,” he said. “It makes people more alive. More themselves.”

Elly squeezed his arm tighter. She thought of that first moment their eyes met, how the world had shifted. If he’d stayed in his Mediterranean paradise, if he’d never made that rare journey north... “I’m glad you came back to Britannia,” she said simply. “Even just that once.”

“So am I.” His voice held wonder, as if he still couldn’t believe their luck. “Of all the cargos, all the days, all the years... and there you were.” 

Elly remembered it perfectly. That moment at the docks when their eyes met and something miraculous happened. More than love, it was the joining of souls that defied explanation. Two spirits becoming one, never to part. 

Now, just over a year later, as they prepared to begin their life in a new land together, that certainty guided every decision.

Over the following weeks, the preparations for Greece intensified. In the mornings, Stephanos’s house echoed with Greek lessons as Prim and Elly pored over scrolls and wax tablets, working on their writing and pronunciation. They created games to make learning more fun. One favourite had them acting out everyday situations, forcing them to converse in Greek and this led sometimes to short routines as they made up funny scenarios.

While Elly and Prim were involved with their Greek lessons, Nico focused on preparing for their departure in other ways. He vanished to Greece almost daily, the thrill of their new estate occupying most of his thoughts.

Each visit, he checked on the renovations, watching as skilled hands transformed the derelict structure into something remarkable. The scent of curing cement, fresh lime wash and paint were signs of progress, as were the sounds of hammers echoing against the old stone walls.

In the village, he found Andros, the fisherman who had become his invaluable ally.

“Ah, Nico! You’re just in time. I know a man with the best rugs in the region,” Andros announced, sounding pleased with himself. “And I may have hinted he should offer a special discount for you. Let’s just say my charm has its perks.”

He leaned closer, a conspiratorial glint in his eye. “My friend, getting what you need is one thing. Getting it at half the price because the merchant owes you a favour? That takes a particular kind of skill.” Nico laughed, grateful for Andros’s presence. Despite the man’s roguish ways, he valued the fisherman’s local knowledge and connections, knowing they would make settling into the area much easier. 

Preparations at the settlement included the pleasant challenge of teaching Beauty to be comfortable on a boat. Using the captured longboat, they began with gentle river journeys, where the water moved smoothly beneath them. At first Beauty sat beside Nico, her ears pricked forward, taking in the new experience with typical caution. Soon she discovered her favourite position at the bows, front paws on the bulwark, her keen eyes fixed ahead as if searching for adventures to come.

Elly sailed with them each time, and her father, Marcus, began joining them, appreciating not just being on the water, but how well and fast the boat moved. They spent many enjoyable days cruising the longboat up and down the river.

“Look at her,” Nico said proudly to Elly, pointing to Beauty, standing at the bow. “She might well be the first wolf ever to travel on a boat.”

The transition came naturally. Beauty was already accustomed to the Karvan’s movement, so the gentle sway of river travel didn’t disturb her. As they ventured into choppier waters, where waves slapped against the hull and the boat tilted more dramatically, she remained steady, occasionally glancing at Nico for reassurance.

The practical matter of a wolf’s needs aboard ship required some ingenuity. Nico had four sturdy mats made, each about four handspans square, with loops for ropes so they could be towed and cleaned. He introduced them to Beauty by marking them with her own scent. Her keen nose quickly identified these as her designated spots, and she adapted to the arrangement without fuss.

When they finally sailed into open waters, Nico had to discourage her from her favourite position at the bow. He sent a clear mental image of the dangers, a mindvision of her falling into the sea and watching helplessly as the boat disappeared into the distance. After that, she stayed close to his side. Though he hoped she might break her rule to request bow privileges on calm days, Beauty maintained her stoic silence. Scratching behind her ears, he smiled at her serious expression. “You’ll love Greece. Just don’t eat any goats, alright?”

It was mid-August. Nico’s boat was due any day and their Greek lessons with Stephanos took on a heightened intensity. The girls applied themselves to speaking the language, their conversations peppered with newly learned phrases and idioms, determined to make the most of their remaining time with their teacher.

The departure date loomed close and time seemed to shrink. The cargo boat’s arrival marked a turning point. As it unloaded, Nico and the crew busied themselves building a sturdy cabin for their guests, making repairs, and overhauling the rigging. These tangible preparations made their impending journey feel suddenly, startlingly real.

Despite the hectic preparations, Marcus maintained his tradition of gathering the family for the midday meal. Nico admired this ritual, where everyone shared their news and maintained connection, but he was so busy preparing the boat he had missed several. Today he was there, listening to the family chatter. 

Claudia was talking to Elly, giving her advice which was probably of little use. Elly listened to her mother, grateful that her 19 years of coldness had eased with the arrival of Nico. The meal was winding down, platters of roast pork and lentils mostly cleared away, and Marcus had grown quiet. As Claudia began recounting news from the Settlement, Marcus pushed back his chair and stood, reaching for his cup. “Nico,” he said casually, though his voice was measured, “walk with me a while. I’d like your thoughts on a few things.”

Nico caught Elly’s eye and offered a reassuring smile before following Marcus through the villa to the tower. They climbed in silence, past Marcus’s study, until they stepped out onto the rooftop. The summer sun shimmered on the surface of the river below, and a soft breeze stirred the banners at the parapet.

Marcus leaned both hands on the stone wall, gazing out across his land and down the river. For a while, he said nothing.

Then, softly, “You’ll be leaving soon.”

Nico nodded. “Yes. The ship is almost ready. It won’t be long now.”

Marcus exhaled slowly, eyes fixed on the bend of the river. “I knew this day would come. I even welcome it, in a way. Elly deserves to see the world, as I have. She deserves a life with meaning.” He paused, his voice thickening. “But knowing it is right doesn’t make it easy.”

Nico didn’t rush to respond. He let the silence stand, then said, “She will write often. And return when she can. You’ve given her strong roots, Marcus. That’s why she can take this step.”

Marcus gave a short nod, but he did not turn. “I believe you. But it still feels like a loss. She’s more than my daughter, Nico. She’s my legacy. And now...so are you.”

Nico looked away, touched more deeply than he showed. “Then I’ll carry that honour carefully.”

Marcus straightened and turned, studying him with a look both fond and sharp. “Speaking of carrying things, what will you do about the gold?”

Nico’s face stayed calm. “I’ve been thinking about that. I don’t plan to take all of it. Transporting such weight across the Empire is too much of a risk, and I’ve no need for it all. I’ll take a small portion, enough for a few years. What’s left is as much Elly’s wealth as mine.”

The unspoken words were understood. Elly would always have the freedom to do as she chose.

Marcus raised an eyebrow. “You say that easily, but most men would drain the vault rather than leave their fortune behind. And it doesn’t answer the other thing I’ve wondered.”

“What’s that?”

Marcus folded his arms. “How you built everything, your shipyard, the dredging, the sheds, the men you hired, without using much of the gold stored here. You never asked for it, and the pile has hardly changed.”

Nico met his look evenly. “Trade brings its own returns. Not all wealth begins as coin. I used credit where I could, favours and gold I keep elsewhere. It’s not as complicated as it looks.”

It was a careful answer, true in parts, but not the whole truth, which was that Nico used his abilities to dive sunken ships for their gold coin which he melted into untraceable ingots. Marcus studied him a moment longer but let it pass. Perhaps he sensed the boundary Nico had drawn, or perhaps he simply trusted him enough not to press.

“At least take what you need. That strongroom isn’t meant for forgotten treasures.”

“I will,” Nico promised. “But I’ve found the fewer people who know where your wealth lies, the safer it stays.”

Marcus gave a short laugh. “Spoken like someone who’s learned from experience.”

They stood a while longer in quiet companionship. The river below flowed on, and
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