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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 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 warmth 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 a 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 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, hunched down so he was eye-level with Merius from the exact center of the table.  The figure behind the hand was still easily half a head taller than Merius, with fine, chestnut-colored hair pulled back. 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 man spoke, an angry tempo barely contained. “I am a Roman citizen. You are a freedman. I heard rumor that 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 sounded like something to drive nails.

      Merius nodded, carefully. "Citizen."

      “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.

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

      “I meant no offense, 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, 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 still 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.

      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. Too-few oil lamps flickered in the hallway, fought a losing battle with darkness. Slaves sat in pens on either side of the hallway, cattle cast into small iron and stone boxes. A few looked up at the slavemaster’s approach. None dared approach the bars. Merius sneered. The dimness plus the scent 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 unknowing of the recent collapse of slave prices. The legion is practically giving good slaves away. Another raiding season gone awry for the local tribes, into the teeth of the Roman saw. Gold coins danced happy little dances 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 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 only 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, sitting alone in their darkness.
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      Suren scowled at the door. It was banded with iron. Iron. The lock surrendered angrily, shrilly. Old 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. He scuttled through the darkness, fearful and angry. Humans had such an odd balance. How did they manage to stay upright?

      Merius the slavemaster 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 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 thumb-thick chain to 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. The slave would be his, though.

      The girl aimed pure hatred at the slavemaster, slowly gathered her feet beneath her, gracefully stood, naked before the 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 in satisfaction, a most human gesture.

      “Amazon.” The word was in Latin.

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

      Suren smiled at him, nodded, 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 slavekeeper or a painted human brothel keeper. Roman gender interactions were so strange. 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 them 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, coiled. 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.”
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      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, he could indulge himself. The man was a fool. A rich fool. A Scholar, even. Ha. Even someone his size might fall prey to an accident. Or a mugging.
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      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.
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      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 a club. The girl stood soaked, eyes glazed over with rage. She missed the second human, out of sight behind her, poised and smiling. This would not end well.

      Suren coiled, exploded out of the tiny office, landed, reached out with his tail. Bipeds always forgot the third limb.
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      The first overseer found himself hanging in the air, swaying gently, delicately held aloft by his jawbone. He could not speak. Something gripped his neck, turned him, faced him away from the barbarian girl, standing there in absolute surprise, to face the snake-man, the half-breed, the Sarmatian.

      He looked down, saw the tail, saw it coiled around, up, around his neck like a noose. Or a hand. A very strong hand. Strong enough to hold him off the ground, eyeball level with a very tall, very angry, very Roman Citizen. A Citizen with a short, heavy, hooked broadsword. Made out of gold? But sharp, oh so razor sharp when it touched his forehead, just above his left eye. Almost a kiss.

      The blood oozed warmly, profusely, down his face, gummed his left eye shut, cooled on his chin, coppered his tongue. His concentration on not going blind made the whispers all the more difficult to understand.

      “My slave, my property. I will punish her if I find it necessary. Perhaps I should tell the local authorities how you treat another man’s slaves and have you impaled. I am a Roman Citizen. Optimo Jure. You are just a British Provincial. I might just kill you myself and save the authorities the trouble. Or have you crucified. I am endlessly fascinated with how one can torture and break a biped. So many fragile bones.”

      “M-m-mercy, Lord.”

      The overseer placed his empty hands at his sides, closed his eyes, and surrendered his will in a warm yellow puddle.
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      Enica watched silently as the Roman (Sarmatian the voice, the Roman voice, in her head whispered) considered the overseer, tossed him aside to lay curled up in a shivering little ball in the mud, turned on the slavemaster, standing in the doorway, mouth open like a bucket.

      Images of mice and owls danced in her head. Enica almost found it in her to smile. Almost.

      “The key, slavemaster. She is mine now.”

      The slavemaster produced a ring of keys, handed them to the Sarmatian, stood perfectly still. Owls. Mice.

      She watched him approach, fascinated. Keelscales hissed angrily on the sandy, compacted loam. Oddly, she felt no fear at all, but could not remember ever seeing anyone move so fast as he just had. The hand that was not holding the blade rifled through a, backpack? She supposed it might also be called a saddlepack. On a mule it would be. He pulled out a large golden ring, a torq, set with a matched pair of hexagonal black onyx stones, held it in one hand, studied her face. Perhaps her soul, as well. Those eyes.

      Without breaking eye contact, he drove his blade point-down in the soil, easy to reach. The Celtic again came pure from his mouth. “Understand me. You are a slave. A Roman slave. I am your master. I will be a good one, but you will obey me. Even death will not protect you from my wrath.”

      She nodded, slightly, a motion that spoke volumes, promised questions, assigned expectations, but assented to matters at hand.

      “I must mark you. That collar is iron and must be eliminated. This is Karelian gold. I will place it around your neck, bind it to you with an enchantment. I will always be able to find you. Only the mightiest of your druids might remove it. Or die in the process of trying.”

      Again she nodded, calm, still. Mice. Owls.

      Enica felt him key open the iron lock at her throat. Watched him consider it momentarily, throw it with a sudden burst of pure rage at the man huddled on ground. A distant part of her mind smiled at the wet, meaty impact. Then the torq touched her skin.

      If a glacier caught fire inside her chest and consumed her organs, it might have felt thus. It would have hurt less. His other hand held her upright, else she would have collapsed at his feet, in front of so many witnesses. Parts of her mind warred over thanking him, cursing him. Silence won out.
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      Suren waited, held her weight, until cognition returned to her eyes. With humans, one never knew with this spell. A coward might simply choose to die. The weak might break anyway. Only a strong one would survive, made stronger by the mirror held up to the soul. She was a strong one. She would do. There was fear in her eyes now, accompanying the anger.

      “Come with me. First, we will get you clean. Then fed properly. Rested. Then we will converse.”

      Suren handed her a bundle of clothes. Mostly too large for her slight frame, but that would still be good, making her look like an awkward boy-child in a Roman place that did not value females as anything but breeding stock. She quickly donned the native-style leggings, tunics, and boots without haste or modesty. He watched, approved.
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      Enica did not think anything could possibly improve on the luxurious hot bath the Romans had invented, until the platter of fresh-roasted pig assaulted her nostrils. A mug of well-watered wine accompanied it. Sarmatian wealth. Lots of it. Enough silver coin (denarii her mind insisted) to have a suite, a private sleeping chamber, heated clean water, fresh-cooked meat. She marveled at the thought, quailed at the implications. Nothing is ever free.

      Once past the first ravages of hunger, Enica grew bold. “Why me?”

      “Because I need your help.”

      Enica nearly choked, having forgotten to chew or swallow. Hunger assuaged however, sarcasm took root. “My help? I am, you may remember, a lowly slave of the mighty Imperial Romans.”

      He actually smiled, a human smile. She had thought his face might break first, but she’d lived to see it.

      “We will only be Romans for a few weeks. Then we will be in Brigante lands. Your kind. I could not easily hire a tribesman to guide me where I needed to go. But I could find you, and offer you the one inducement you prize above all else.”

      She felt her face turn cold, hard, sharp.

      His smile widened, became almost warm. “Your freedom.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I need to meet the Queen of the Night Elves.”

      Enica’s stomach dropped. She shivered. Her mind went gray. “Why?”

      The word lacked definition, clarity, substance, the mind behind it absent. She watched as he considered many answers, discarded them.

      “Because Rome is coming. And will not be stopped.”
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      Enica slept, eventually. Dreamt of snakes, forests, Romans, oceans, and moons turned burnished gold. Suren offered her the sleep of darkness after the second screaming nightmare. She drank it, and awoke an entire empty day later, refreshed, reborn, bathed, warm. Now they shopped.

      This would never qualify as a proper forum, just a little one. (Agricola, the voice inside her said. That hated, Romanized, voice.) Perhaps two score merchants offered wares and trades, goods from Gaul, hides and gold brought in by the locals and others drawn by the first fresh spring day without rain. The Roman way was organized, quiet, proper, soulless. Enica marveled at the way her people were quickly adapting to the invaders. She seethed, but quietly. Beside her, the object of stares, wonder, and curses slithered, nodded politely, scowled effectively. She was safe in his Roman shadow, for which she cursed herself even more than him.

      At her newly-purchased belt, a dainty knife hung. Well-made silvered bronze, for he would not buy her an iron one. Perhaps the length of her tiny hand. She supposed she might be able to kill a chicken with it. Perhaps. With luck. And surprise. A new cloak in a shade of green she had not thought possible perched on her shoulders, bound with a copper ring worked in a knot that looked remarkably like two snakes mating. She blushed, reconsidered her thoughts, moved on. Even her hair was clean, cut by a Roman barber and braided in the local style. She almost felt normal, save for the torq binding her throat. She could almost feel it oozing closed.

      She paused, conscious that Suren had stopped, and was staring at her in a clinical way, like the old aunt who had first taught her to trap rabbits.

      His voice surprised her. “Can you use a bow?”

      Enica blinked. “Not yours.”

      She had seen a strange staff among the gear in the suite they shared, realized after touching it that it was a warbow, carved into the style she had seen some of the northern tribes use. Realized that the draw on the string would be more than she weighed. Knew that at close range it could drive a shaft through a Roman shield wall and the man behind it. Smiled.

      He smiled back at her, as if reading her thoughts. She remembered the fire spider. Sorcery. Perhaps he could.

      She watched him erase his smile, turn innocently to the merchant with a serious mien. “My son will need a bow, suitable for hunting small game and birds.”

      “Your son?”

      The merchant gaped at Suren. At her. Him. Blinked. Blinked again. Her. Him. Her.

      “Have you never met a half-elf before, Gaul? I would think in Britain they would not be nearly the exotic spectacle as they are in Syria or Cappadocia.”

      How did he know the merchant was Gallic?

      “Half. Elf. Yes. Of course. Half-elf. Silly of me not to have seen the resemblance. Which one do you think you would like to--”

      “This one.” Her hand touched a yew staff, a flatbow. Caressed it. Someone had rubbed it with the juice of a walewort, turning the yellow wood a dark, rich purple before varnishing it to a dull luster. The rest were poor journeyman work by comparison.

      “Ah. My finest bow, crafted by a master in--”

      Enica watched the Sarmatian wave a hand to cut the merchant off mid-word, felt him study her with…purpose. She let him see the hunger in her eyes, the determination, the anger at the Romanness that had crept into her soul.

      He nodded once, perhaps understanding. “Show me.”

      She nodded, lifted the shaft, ran her fingers lovingly down the grain. Brigante forests spoke to her in the mélange of smells. Fish-filled gurgling brooks made love to her memory. She considered the merchant.  Put her hand out. “String.”

      The merchant paused, intent on dickering with her.

      She gave him a look that promised pain. “Now.”

      He relented, opened an iron-bound chest nearby, pulled out a string, handed it unseeing.

      Enica took the cord. Tasted it with her eyes, smelled it with fingertips. Her mind went far away, home, for just a moment. She lifted the bow, strung one end, wrapped it around herself and strung the other end in one fluid motion. She considered the merchant gravely. “You. Merchant. Gaul. ROMAN. Arrows.”

      “But what if you--”

      Suren placed a brass sesterius on the counter, pointed to the corner. “This will buy new ones if need be. Or rent those.”

      The man relented, lifted the quiver, handed it to her.

      Enica drew them all, sneered, kept three, sighted the shafts closely, discarded one more. She looked around, walked past the merchant to a quiet spot behind the market stalls. A training dummy for soldiers to practice on waited in the distance, perhaps ninety human paces. She glanced at the merchant who had followed, ignored him, engaged Suren’s eyes. “Head or heart?”

      He studied her briefly. “Always the heart. A human skull is heavy bone already, and commonly armored as well.”

      “Not a Roman’s face. Just his cheek bones.”

      He relented to her expertise, nodded. “Not their faces. Usually.”

      She turned, centered, focused. As her aunt had taught her. She breathed once, exhaled, drew, and released in one motion. The shaft thocked home just right of center, quivered, stilled. A second impacted a fingers breadth away.

      Suren nodded. “Heart. And lung. A quick death. Or an arm pierced through the shield and a body uncovered for the second shot. Acceptable.”

      Acceptable? ACCEPTABLE? A dead Roman legionary at ninety paces? Two of them? Merely acceptable? HOW DARE YOU?

      Suren turned to the merchant, sized him up. “Come, human. Let us dicker over your wares.”

      Enica came back from her inner forest. “Not the arrows. Buy me a better knife, an iron knife, and I will make everything else I need.”

      Suren scowled at her, breathed heavily once, whispered the word under his breath like a curse. “Iron.”
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      Enica smiled, remembered where she was, scowled. Smiled inside.

      In her left hand she clutched the elderberry-colored bow. It would need a name soon. In her right, an exotic, Roman pastry made of flour and fruit and honey and nuts and other yummy things. It was warm, and sweet, and divine. A second knife on her hip, good Roman iron, balanced the first.

      The little forum was quiet. Merchants had boxed up their wares and their trade. Locals had gone home, or drinking, or eating, or whoring, or simply faded.

      The cobblestones, a Roman invention, hurt her feet through the boots. Later, she thought they had saved her life. Later, she realized she was wrong then, as well.

      Beside her, keelscales hissed quietly across stone. Suren held a similar pastry in his hand, licked it with a surprisingly delicate (and unforked the voice said) tongue.

      Footsteps ran at them from out of the gloaming. Several footsteps. Men’s footsteps. Big men. Roman men. Without the hobnails that marked the legionary soldier. Thieves, then. Perhaps half a dozen of them, from the sound.

      Enica considered the pastry in her hand, dropped it, considered the bow, looked for a place to throw it out of the way, reached for the little iron knife Suren had eventually consented to, stopped in awe.

      Suren smiled, held his golden blades in each hand, uncoiled forward. He blocked a blow, ducked another, dismembered a cudgel, decapitated a man with a wet crunch, tripped another with his tail.

      Enica sidestepped a club, clumsy in such a brawl. The little iron blade in her hands danced forward and drew blood, but merely cut the man. She cursed her captivity anew, the weakness, the muscles grown slack, the softness, the Romanness.

      The thief stepped back, swung again, horizontal this time, forgetting her stature. She ducked under the blow, came up into his belly the way her aunt had taught her, felt the blade part muscle, glance off bone, come to rest quivering in his heart.

      The human died forward, tugged the blade from Enica's hand, nearly fell atop her as she was almost too slow sidestepping. Again the curse, the slowness, the bars, the Romans. Civilization.

      A blow stung her shoulder, numbed it, drove her to her knees. An second attacker stood over her, fear and anger warring in his eyes, both hands coming together on the club began a painfully-slow swing to crush her skull. She realized the two golden blades the Sarmatian carried, so strangely bent-forward in the middle, were also balanced like the throwing axe she had seen her father take from a dead Fomori once. Realized that they were sharp enough, heavy enough, spun enough to split a skull from a close distance. The man simply discovered he was dead and agreed. Messily. Enica blinked away the spray of arterial blood that covered her face. She remembered her first battle, her father’s cousin Tanti, a giant of a human, hitting people like that, her first death.

      A second heartbeat passed.

      She stood in the middle of a slaughterhouse, blood splattered on nearby walls and draining through the cobblestones. Five bodies (Five?) lay in various states of dead and dismembered around her feet. Only one had she even touched.
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      Suren watched the girl closely as they left the bakery. New clothes, new weapons, and sunlight had made a change, at least at the surface. The sullen anger was starting to recede. Slowly. Tidally. This was one time that the speed at which humans lived would work to his benefit. And, apparently, dessert pastries, Roman-style, with honey, dried figs and pears, transcended cultural and linguistic barriers. He still missed butter made from cow’s milk, but otherwise found the treat acceptable. At least it was fresh and warm, if slightly alien to his tongue.

      Bipeds, he found, tended to be auditory creatures. His own kind were much more reliant on ground vibrations. They were not as sensitive as elephants, but he felt the attackers coming as soon as they started running silently across the cobblestones.

      Suren was not expecting an armed attack in the midst of a Roman town, but that was not the same as being unprepared for one. He turned his head slightly to confirm his tremorsense, counted four ahead and one behind. Good. Armed rabble. Blunt weapons. Probably intended to look like a mugging, rather than an assassination. Amateurs.

      Muggers would be threatening now, instead of charging. Working themselves up to violence. Slowly. Loudly. Braggadocio. Very well. He flicked his pastry into the face of the trailing attacker, focused on the four ahead.

      Suren centered himself using the old mantras, reached back to draw. Warm Karelian gold filled his hands. The Moonblades. Ucadan and Qürub. Waxing and Waning named for their bent-forward shape and his two favorite phases of the moon.

      Briefly, he whispered a protective ward, felt it bind the minds of his foes. Not much. Enough. Five? Humans? Pfft. More than enough.

      He coiled, unspooled, materialized in their midst. Humans have latent snake fears. Use that. Hiss.

      Time slowed even more. His pastry impacted number five, blinked his mind. Number three was obviously the leader of this group, by stature and posture, number two the bully, used to the advantage of his bulk and strength. Number four was a dumb follower, a stride back, slower off the mark from the alley where they laired. Number one snarled silently, stupidly. Enough. Time for death.

      Suren measured the space, pivoted slightly, turned, blocked the swing number three took, while number two simply missed completely. He used number one as an anchor point and tripped him with a tail whip. Number three he disarmed, leaving a sheared stump of a club. Number two he simply decapitated. Easier to have the big dumb one dead early. A backstroke with a blade spine served to stun number three. Better to keep him for information later.

      Number four had finally made it as far as the girl, so Suren used the pivot off number one to sidewinder up and off a nearby stone wall like an acrobat and land on number five as he cleared his eyes of crumbs. Suren glanced back, and saw that the girl had drawn her blade and watched number four die well, surprised by the juvenile boy his mind saw, and not the young amazon warrior she truly was. Five hundred pounds of angry mass and spinning blades left a wet, broken mess leaking on the stones where number five had been.

      A cry drew Suren’s mind. Her cry. Pain. Down to one knee. Number one over her, both hands coming to grip the club.

      Fear.

      He could not reach her in time, might lose her. After coming so far, across empires and oceans, to find the one the seer spoke of.

      Will.

      He would not fail.

      Rage.

      The humans had finally made him angry.

      Waning spun nine feet across the gap, caught the human just behind the eyes on the left side of the skull, where the bones are weakest, parted his skull like a melon.
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      Enica watched, numb, as he gathered the only living attacker into the coils of his tail, began to squeeze, oh so slowly.

      “Who?”

      She shivered at the rage in his voice. The man's whispered something faint. Bones creaked, cracked, shattered. Organs ruptured. Life ended. Four heads were piled on the cobblestones before her.

      Suren’s keelscales were remarkably silent on the cobblestones as he approached her, lifted the last body, withdrew his blade crunchily, wiped it on a dirty tunic, inspected it, sheathed it. Enica felt vaguely comical holding the little iron blade in her hand. He had killed four men, almost in the time it had taken her pastry to land. “I thought you were an astronomer, a sorcerer.”

      He added a fifth head to the collection. “I am an astronomer. A keeper of the knowing arts. It is similar to the role of the druid or the bard in your land. With one important distinction.”

      Enica shivered at the dry, fiery tone, asked anyway. “Which is?”

      “The Shamakhi Court Astronomer is chosen in trial by combat.”

      “And the heads?”

      “A message.”

      “That’s it? You’ll just leave the rest?”

      “Your kind would consider it cannibalism.”

      Enica shivered again.
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      Merius enjoyed the warm, pliant feel of Fausta’s newly-purchased Thracian girl beneath him. At least until the screams started. Women’s screams. Shrill. Panicked. Normally erotic, but this girl was not making them, and that just ruined it for him tonight. He sighed at his lost erection, gathered his undertunic, leaned out of the crib to see what the latest drama was. Fausta’s brothel was famous for its dramas, duels, and drunkards.

      Merius paled, dropped his clothes, staggered.

      He had seen death before. A slaver is intimately acquainted with the Lady. Even five freshly severed heads, hanging from the rafters, swaying slightly, dripping out the last traces of blood, were not enough to shake his reserve. Until he recognized the men he had hired to kill a rich foreign scholar and steal his gold. The faces seemed to recognize him as well.

      He fainted, darkness engulfing him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            The Horse Thief

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why do you even own a sheep?”

      Suren the Sarmatian paused, coiled his long russet-coloured snake tail beneath him, shifted his weight back, looked up from his task to see Enica feeding the object of her query a fresh carrot.

      For a Brigante forest barbarian and former slave of the Romans, the young half-elf woman with the scrunched-up face cleaned up well. She also continued her disguise as an adolescent human boy, dressed in a rough tunic, jacket, and leggings made by local tribespeople. Her strawberry-blond hair was pulled back, tied to keep it out of her face, with just enough left loose to cover her semi-pointed ears.

      They had similar-enough features that he could tell people she was his “half-breed son,” but for his chestnut hair and the fact that Suren’s body consisted of three feet of elf atop nineteen feet of snake tail covered in tan and brownish scales. He was Sarmatian, after all, while she was just a half-elf.

      Around her neck, the torq he had magically bound to her at the Roman slave market when he bought her. Karelian gold from the far northern steppes inset with a pair of hexagonal black onyx stones. Magically powerful materials. At her belt, the bronze knife he preferred, while in her hand the iron blade she used as a general tool. Iron, fah.

      Suren carefully laid out the shirt of golden-coloured scale armour he had been attending, glanced at the night sky to estimate the hour, considered his…questioner? Slave? Well, technically true, but rude. Assistant? Scout? Emissary? She glared down at him. Why did he own a sheep? “As a reminder.”

      That made her delicate elven features scrunch up even more. Very confused. “Reminder? Of what?”

      Suren sighed internally. Another one of those conversations. He gathered the clumsy Celtic words together in his mind. Latin lacked the subtlety, though Celtic was barely any better. Sarmatian had fifty-three different words for rain, most of them curses. “A reminder that this is a cold, wet, damp, rainy island.”

      She started to say something but he overrode her words. “That the only reason I’m not constantly miserable is wool harvested regularly from the noble sheep and transformed into the magically warm sweater I will continue to wear, at least for another three months.” He plucked at one sleeve to emphasize the local wool covering his torso and arms, twitched the last meter or so of his tail a little closer to the fire to warm it. “Your people should worship sheep, not eat them. Cows are for eating.”

      Suren watched her blink to process that statement, open her mouth, close it again, think some more.

      When several moments of silence passed, he stripped off the sweater in question, slipped into the scale mail tunic he had been oiling. Also Karelian gold, pressed into small sharks-tooth-shaped scales, glimmering in the firelight, brighter than the earth-coloured scales that covered him from mid-torso to the end of the blunt tail.

      Suren shrugged to settle the armour, carefully laced it firmly into place. He reached under a nearby blanket and pulled out his crossed shoulder harness holding the Moonblades. He drew each blade, etched with their names, Ucadan and Qürub. Waxing and Waning for the crescent moons they resembled, and his favorite nights to skywatch.

      A quick examination, and he slipped the harness around his shoulders, settled everything, put the warm, cream-coloured, British sweater back on. It was cold tonight. Probably would rain again as well. Rain, fah.

      He watched her face, saw the curiosity at war with her natural reticence. And always sarcasm. “Are all Sarmatians like this?”

      He grinned ever so slightly, expecting something much sharper. She had been born with a razor-sharp wit and a sarcastic tongue. “Perhaps. She has a name, you know.”

      “Who does?”

      Suren pointed to their nearby companion, happily munching on a pile of fresh-cut clover. “Her.”

      “You named the sheep?” Sarcasm dripped like warm honey.

      Suren smiled in spite of himself .“Indeed. Enica, may I introduce you to Argo. Argo, this is Enica.”

      Argo continued to munch, sheepishly oblivious to the diplomacy at hand.

      “Argo? What kind of name is that?”

      “It is Hellenic. From the ancestors of the people of Achaia.” He watched confusion spread across her face.

      Suren scowled to himself. He continued to confuse her without meaning to. “A Roman land far to the southeast. A land of warriors, scholars, and poets long before Rome ever came into being.” Again, a blank look.

      Suren oozed a little closer to the fire for warmth as he thought, re-coiled his tail beneath him, settled close to his half-elf companion. While her clothing made her look mostly-Roman, that was a thin layer over her Brigante wildness. He needed to remember that she really was a barbarian, underneath it all.

      Strawberry-blond hair. Bright eyes, someplace between blue and green, followed his every move like a rabbit eyeing a hawk. Unfortunate, but necessary yet. At her belt, a Roman knife. Iron. Again unfortunate. Again, necessary. “Enica, this is important to me. Can you read?”

      That same, guarded, look came into her eyes. A closed face. Silent. Embarrassed? Better to deflect this now, before insecurity took root. Suren reached for a nearby travel bag, opened it, withdrew a satchel wrapped in well-worn leather, handed it to her.

      Good, honest confusion now, an improvement.

      Enica sat gracefully, legs crossed under her to hold the package. She unwrapped it, looked inside. She reached in, pulled out a leather-bound book. “What is it?”

      Suren reached out, carefully folded back the cover to reveal an inscription in a neat hand. “The object is a codex, made in the Roman style. A very significant improvement over the Aegyptian papyrus scroll. Contained inside are the writings of Apollonius of Rhodes, writing some four centuries ago. It is a long story poem called The Argonautica.”

      Suren watched her with some trepidation, weighing the value of the book and gaining some insight into her psyche against the concern that she might mistake the ancient tales for more of his sorcery and damage the codex.

      Enica seemed to understand the great value of the artifact at an unconscious level, handling it with care. She cautiously turned to a random page, scrunched up her face at the rows of Greek symbols crawling across the page. “What is it?”

      Suren nodded to himself, reached out a hand, touched a word on the page. “This is the word for Argo, which was the name of Iason’s ship on his quest for the Golden Fleece, as well as my sheep. Would you like to learn to read? It will open up whole new worlds of knowledge for you. You might even appreciate the joke behind the names of the chariot ponies.” He grinned broadly as she rolled her eyes at him.

      “You named the horses as well?”

      Staked across the clearing, Suren eyed two of the shortest, ugliest, dumbest horses he had ever encountered in his broad travels across Asia and Europa. Just the way he liked them. A local breed, native to the peninsula far to the southwest, near to Isca Dumnoniorium, utterly phlegmatic about pulling a chariot driven by a giant snake-man. Dumb, and calm. Perfect.

      Suren uncoiled, slithered past her, approached the two hairy ponies. Behind him, Enica rose, followed. The nearer one, a chestnut mare, blinked at him, about as excited as she ever became.

      Suren scratched her lightly under the chin, watched the ears happily flop in different directions. “This is Pholus. The other one is Chiron.” The sable-colored colt whickered, nosed her pockets for the carrots he smelled.

      Her face took on a slightly more mischievous glint. “More Achaian names?”

      “Correct. Famous Centauri philosophers. Technically Macedonian, but I won’t bore you with the difference.”

      He watched her sarcastic wit grow more bold with a sly smile. “I thought you didn’t like horses. You curse them often enough.”

      “Ah. No. I don’t like horsemen. Specifically Scythians. Specifically, barbarians from the northern steppes. Sarmatians do not move quickly on flat terrain. We can climb almost as fast as a spider or a squirrel, but even bow-legged tribesmen can outrun us. Thus we stay in the hills and canyons of Colchis and Alba. We have a special term for cavalry.”

      Enica patted Chiron on the neck, watched him graze stupidly. “The Roman term is Equites,” she muttered. He watched her spit angrily on the ground. A tail flipped, possibly in agreement. “Those were the bastards that ran us down and captured us at Lindum.”

      Suren waited a moment for the rage to step back from her eyes before he continued. “The Sarmatian term translates roughly into Celtic as ‘fresh meat,’ and ‘shit-head riding fresh meat.’”

      He watched her blink rapidly, processing.

      He smiled. “Stupid barbarians do not like to walk. And much so cheaper for us to eat their horses instead of our cattle.” He thought for a moment. “There are other interesting ideas contained in my books. I could also teach you to read the language of the Zhou from the distant lands of the east. One of their greatest generals wrote a very good book on tactics and warfare, ambush and misdirection.” He smiled slyly, watched the idea take seed in her mind.

      An evil smile joined it. “I would like that.”

      Suren nodded, pleased that he had made a breakthrough with this smart, half-elven girl. No. Woman. Enica was many decades older than she looked. Half-elf. Never forget that. And this way, perhaps, she could preserve the words of her people, lest they disappear. He knew she was dismayed at how quickly her people were adapting to the Roman way.

      Suren slithered back over towards the fire, found a smooth flat spot in the dirt to work. “This is the first letter in the ancient Achaian tongue. It is called Alpha.”
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      Enica came awake suddenly with a desperately bad hangover, a dry tongue, the taste of a three-days-dead mollusk in her mouth. The southeastern sky was just beginning to pale with the promise of a coming dawn. A few clouds scudded across the constellations, lonely and forlorn. She took in the camp with a glance, saw the fire nearly dead, the contents of her bags scattered nearby.

      She groaned, sat upright, groaned again, focused through the pain stabbing behind her eyes. “Suren.” Damn. She could barely hear herself speak. She swallowed over the dry tongue, swallowed again, fought to her knees. “Suren.” Good. Louder that time.

      Overhead, the leaves rattled as branches moved. A head appeared upside down from the tree, concern for her written across his elven features. “Enica, are you well?”

      His words broke the spell over her limbs. She staggered to her feet, drew her little iron knife, looked around the campsite. Good, her bow was still there. What happened?

      “We appear to have been subject to the depredations of a thief.” Was he answering her? Had she spoken aloud? Maybe. Maybe he was just thinking the same things she was.

      “Why does my head hurt so much?”

      She watched his concern turn to…something. Anger? Slowly, the rest of him slithered out of the tree, coiled beside her. A whispered word drifted across the campsite, followed by a flash of soft light. For the briefest moment, everything seemed bathed in bright purple ink.

      She watched his torso rotate in place to look in all directions. It was like watching an owl when he did that. His scowl could break rocks. He approached her carefully.

      “Here. Stand very still. Please.” A naked hand reached out. She had rarely seen him without the heavy gloves he habitually wore. He had oddly delicate hands for the amount of strength in them. He touched her forehead. Bright blue sunshine. Morning. Butterflies. Normal. What had happened?

      “We have a horse thief on our hands.” The voice of doom. DOOM. A very angry Sarmatian. A look that might curdle stone.

      “Enica.” Blink. What? Was he speaking to her?

      “ENICA.” Yes, definitely speaking to her. The hand withdrew. Fingers snapped in front of her. CRACK. Flash of light.

      “What?”

      He relaxed a shade as she spoke.

      She took a deep breath, felt spring invade her bones, drive out the winter resident. “Ow.”

      His scowl turned into a wry grin. “Our horse thief is also a hedge wizard. This presents a problem.”

      She watched his hands clench and relax, clench and relax. Am I drunk?

      “No, not drunk. Overloaded with eldritch power this morning. Perhaps drunk. A form of drunk.”

      Oh, shit. I'm talking out loud. Stop that. Deep breath. Release. Control.

      “So what’s th’ problem?” Good, that sounded almost normal.

      She watched his fists clench and relax, as if grasping a throat. “I despise thieves, even horse thieves. Normally I would hunt him down and feed him to the worms in pieces. That would be such a waste here.”

      Okay, he wanted another response. Deep breath. “Waste?” Rational. Almost back to normal. Breathe again. Maybe sarcasm soon.

      He scowled fiercely. “There are very few with the talent for sorcery in this world. To destroy one, especially in light of what is coming, would be a crime against everything I am trying to prevent.”

      Had she ever seen anyone that angry before? Yes. Once. Uncle Tanti. Yup. Bad things gonna happen.

      “You don’t even like horses.”

      “He took Argo.”

      Dead man.
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      Suren circled the camp a second time. Inside the path he cut, he heard Enica add a few branches, built up the fire. Not that either of them needed it. There was enough moon out tonight to read any trail.

      He glared at the ground again. Glowered magnificently.

      Normally, there would be enough moon. Not enough this morning. Little sorceries.

      This horse thief was a hedge wizard. Just a little sorcerer. But enough to bury the tracks of himself, two horses, and that stupid sheep. Himself? Yes. The traces had a masculine flavour to them. Faint. But distinct. Himself.

      Suren broke his circling, returned to the spot next to the fire. He could sense Enica’s face pale a bit when he drew both of the Moonblades, examined them carefully, drive them point down into the dirt, close at hand.

      He opened his pack, pulled out a hollowed cow’s horn. Opening it, he sniffed carefully, dipped in, pulled out a pinch of deep green powder. “It was fortunate I prefer to sleep in trees. And that he was in a hurry.”

      Beside him, he felt her shift, unconsciously knowing what was coming next. “Why is that?”

      “He might have taken my casting materials and made it very difficult to find him. Plus I have all the silver.” He glowered, breathed once, tossed the pinch into the fire.

      Suren muttered his incantation in a language even older than Sarmatian. He concentrated on a specific rune he had learned and pushed. The universe pushed back, intent on thwarting his will. He growled at it mentally, surged, felt the barrier fail. The night seemed to turn inside out for the briefest heartbeat.

      Beyond his flesh, the fire swallowed itself for several seconds, turned emerald, blinked back into existence. He heard her hiss of surprise. “What the hell is that?” He opened suddenly closed eyes, exhaled slowly. Smiled. Unknotted the kinks in his tail.

      A difficult conjuring, but a rewarding one.

      On a warm rock squatted the creature. Technically, it had a dozen limbs, not eight. Eight eyes, though. Hungry eyes. Angry eyes. Lethal ones. Red. Golden fur covered the cat-sized body. Acid dripped, almost oozed, from the mandibles. “That is a fire spider.”

      He sensed her recoil, her confusion, her surprise. He sighed, but only inside. “That’s a fire spider? Then what did you show me in the slave market before you rescued me? Bought me. A demonic shrew?” She must be feeling better. The sarcasm was back in her voice.

      Suren turned to face her, deadly serious graven on his face. “What I showed you at the slave market was an illusion. A cheap and easy sorcery, designed to impress upon you the seriousness of my quest.”

      “You lied to me.”

      “You are human. Such lies do not count.”

      She started to rise, taking his bait. “Half human.”

      He smiled, cold, grim. “Human enough.” Pointed at the thing before she could speak. “That is a fire spider. Once summoned, it must take a life, a human life, before it can be unthreaded. Would you have been willing to be that human?”

      She blinked, processed, sat back down. “So you’re going to kill him when you find him, even though he’s a sorcerer?”

      “We shall see, Enica. We shall see.”
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      Enica ghosted softly through the morning underbrush, her plum-coloured flatbow strung. Ready. It still needed a name. Before her, the fire spider skittered slowly through the needles and fallen limbs of an old forest. She shivered, in spite of herself.

      It wasn’t as bad if Enica thought of the creature as a particularly quiet hunting dog. Except that it…drooled? Did spiders slobber with anticipation? Dogs did, but dogs didn’t slobber acid. She passed another spot, smoking slightly. Barely the size of the nail on her little finger, but the tang had a bite even several steps removed. Nasty. Harsh. Death.

      Enica could see the tracks now. Apparently the sorcery their hedge wizard had used was only effective for a few hundred yards. Now they were in open forest. Her territory. A twig bent here. A leaf torn. The slightest mar of a hoofprint, not quite brushed over by a fresh-cut branch. Yes, this hedge wizard, this horse thief, was very good. Almost as good as her. Almost.

      Her family used to call her a wild shadow, accused her of talking to trees and rabbits. Close enough. Nobody had ever been able to track in the deep forests like her. If not for…No. Don’t think that. Roman cavalry. Roman soldiers. Rome. Chains. Slavers. Vengeance. Later.

      Enica dipped her chin. Just enough to bring her jawbone into contact with the golden torq bound to her neck by the Sarmatian’s magic. Enough magic to track her. She didn’t doubt that now. Enough for a fire spider to find her. But enough to buy her out of a Roman brothel, or a tin mine, or an early grave. And a promise of freedom. Soon. Finish the quest. Send the Sarmatian home. Then kill Romans. All of them.

      Something in the flavour of the forest changed. Enica noticed it before the fire spider did. Stopped. Dropped to her haunches with the flatbow in front of her, nocked. Prepared. Tasted the air. She felt/saw the spider stop, turn to look back at her. She shook her head at it, unsure how intelligent it was. Dogs couldn’t walk sideways like that. Nor keep one eye on her and the others forward. But it paused. Squatted down. Watched her.

      Behind her, the wind. Except not the wind. Keelscales oozing quietly over bark, leaves, mulch. Suren slithering close. How could something/someone so big move so quietly?

      She turned a glance back as his smell reached her. Masculine. Elven. Something else. Sarmatian? “We’re very close. He dens nearby.”

      Suren studied her face closely, nodded silently to himself, reached up both hands to touch the pommels of the Moonblades at his shoulders, stretched. A torso of elf atop four and a half yards of snake. Earthquakes rippled down the tail and back.

      Enica shook her head as she watched him, broke her reverie. She sniffed. “Smoke. Breakfast. Lucky for him.” She smiled grimly at her companion.

      “How so?” Suren coiled into a tight bundle, able to leap any direction.

      “He’s cooking bacon, not sheep.”

      “Yes. Indeed lucky. Perhaps. Where?” The immense scowl lessened, promised only eternal damnation.

      Enica pivoted her head, back and forth. Her right hand stretched out, pointed. “There. One hundred yards, perhaps one hundred fifty.” The forest around them was solid, undulating over hills and the occasional brook. Impassible.

      She watched him transform back into something dark and malevolent. “You approach directly. Quietly. He will not be expecting you, but will be prepared. Perhaps a warding. Perhaps a guard animal. Possibly both.”

      “And you?”

      “I will surprise him.” The scowl could have carved stone.
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      Enica waited, breathed, became one with the trees and brush around her. Disappeared. Ahead of her, a foe as dangerous as a wounded boar.

      Suren’s fire spider had left with him, leaving her alone in the trees. As was proper. Five paces. Pause. Smell. Listen. Absorb. Know.

      Bacon. Much fainter now. Perhaps eggs fried in bacon grease as well. Faint. Done cooking and eating now. No dogs visible, but eggs meant chickens, or possibly geese. Noisy when surprised. But stupid. Be invisible to them. Again pause. Circle in place. Check for a dog moving laterally, thinking to hunt her. Check the arrow. Nocked. Sharp. Deadly. Another five paces. Pause. There.

      A clearing. Perhaps twelve paces across. Nine wide. Artesian well feeding a pool and a small stream. A doorway set into the hillside. Closed. Fresh dung. Horses. Sheep. Argo. Chiron. Pholus. She waited. Absorbed the texture of the place. Reached out a hand, started to stand.

      “If you value your life, you will not move, boy.”

      The tongue was Celtic, not Roman. Something cold touched the back of Enica’s neck. Sharp. Insistent. She froze. Something clawed at the edge of her mind. Black. Hostile. Bad. Sorcery.

      The voice was male. Older. Perhaps old. Rusty from disuse. Angry. Smelled garlicy. The man smelled badly too. Unclean. How had he snuck up on her? Nobody was that good. Were they?

      “Drop the bow carefully, or I’ll gig you like a frog.” The point of the knife prodded again. Just enough to threaten, but not quite break the skin. “Now, boy.”

      Enica released the arrow, let it fall, sent the bow after it very carefully. She took a deep breath. Contained her anger. Remembered Suren. And a fire spider. Good luck, horse thief.

      She felt the man pull her iron knife, take it from her. A rough hand shoved her into the clearing. Followed. The horses whickered. Argo munched. The hand spun her around.

      Human. Male. Old. Leathery. Dirty. Angry. Good. Angry people make mistakes. He pointed a thing at her. It looked like a square iron rod, heated and twisted into a coil. Maybe meant to look like a unicorn’s horn. There were still a few in the deeper stands of the wild country up north. But ugly, wrought, iron. Rusting, too. Suren would be extra angry for that. He truly hated iron.

      The human raged without speaking, apparently gathering the words and remembering how to fit them together. “How did you find me?”

      She considered his anger. Poked. “Tracked you. T’weren’t hard. Your forest craft is fading, old man.” Goad him. Make him angrier. Rely on the Sarmatian. Rely? Shit. Yes, rely. Let the sorcerers fight it out. And the fire spider. Always the fire spider. Ugly, golden-haired devil hound.

      “Impossible. You’re no wizard. Just a forest-boy. I could have killed you last night. Tell me why I don’t kill you right now and take everything from you?”

      Suren’s voice had an angry, rumbling timbre to it. Like an avalanche of hungry demons baying down a hillside. He must really like that sheep. “Because you would like to live through this day.”

      This was going to be fun to watch.

      The human spun, confronted the Sarmatian coiled between him and the door to his hut. Backed a step to keep Enica in front of him. Stood at one point of a triangle, suddenly at bay. Nervous rage.

      “What in the deathlands are you? Some sort of snake-demon?” The point of the iron spike stayed centered on Enica. She thought about moving, paused, poised, just in case. That thing looked nasty.

      Enica heard all sound from Suren stop, a sure sign he was coiled up like a spring and poised to to make one of those amazing leaps that no human could duplicate. She didn’t dare turn to look, in case the spike suddenly moved.

      Suren’s voice could have grated stone. Maybe they did worship sheep where he came from. “I am a Sarmatian, human. The horses and the sheep are mine.”

      “And the boy?”

      “Mine as well. I am willing to gather my things and depart in peace. You are a wizard. I would choose not to destroy you, this morning, given the option. There are few enough of us left in the world.”

      Enica watched the rage in the human’s eyes detach from her, drift across the clearing to Suren. It was like watching fog move in a soft breeze. Something else left with it. There was less weight on her back, on her mind. Damned sorcerers.

      The human’s voice turned very strange. Hoarse. Raspier. Deeper. “I will destroy you, snake-man. Snake-demon.” The iron spike moved, pointed at Suren now. No knife. Well, the little bronze one, but nothing useful to kill a man. She needed a sword. A club. Something. Perhaps just an opportune distraction. Wait. Listen. Strike. Buy a sword next town. Absolutely.

      “Truly, that you can use an iron athame to work your sorceries impresses me. But iron limits the power. If you used bronze, or aurichalcum, you might be one of the most powerful of us.” Suren’s voice had a hypnotic quality. Enica blinked hard against the seductive tones. Deep breath. Focus.

      The human seemed to grow more angry with each breath. Another sorcery? Calm her. Agitate him? Angry people make mistakes. Mean bastard. Sneaky, too.

      The human raged. “Bronze is for elves and the other dying races. Iron is the power of the future.”

      Suren’s tone changed. Barely controlled anger added a sneering layer of salt to the words. “Iron is the tool of engineers. Of Romans. It will destroy all the magic in this world and leave you alone and powerless. Do not make me destroy you.”

      The human scoffed, a mad light in his eyes. “Your gold athame cannot stop me, even if they do look like swords. I will destroy you now, monster.” Enica heard him mutter something that transformed into a scream as it came out of his mouth. A bolt of…something coalesced on the spike, leapt across the space at the Sarmatian almost faster than the eye could follow.

      Suren stood firm, leaned back as if facing a stiff wind, the Moonblades crossed before him where the spines bent forward. Were they glowing?

      The bolt of power impacted on the blades, splashed. Splashed? The glade grew bright and hazy. A strange green fog seemed to seep out of the water and ground.

      Enica thought to move, but was rooted to the spot. Watched a drop of sweat fall from the human, hang halfway in the air. Had time stopped? Sorcery. Maybe.

      Suren grunted through pain and effort. “Human. This can still end well for you. Surrender and I will spare you.”

      The horse thief’s eyes grew large, unfocused. “Die, die, die, die, die.” The words had a strange, unhuman cadence, the mind behind them suddenly unhinged. Enica pushed against walls of honey encasing her mind, failed.

      She watched the human’s rage suddenly shift back to her, center.

      Uh oh.

      The spike looked like the prow of a ship pointed at her chest, seemed to swell to the size of a mountain. Something black and malevolent plucked at her soul with greedy fingers, cold pain. Her heart forgot to beat. Death-scent in her mind. Black wings swelling around her, encompassing her, tugging at her. Brass horns played.

      Pain.

      Darkness.

      Night.

      Emptiness.

      Weightless.

      Light.

      Dawn.

      Sunlight.

      Day.

      “What have you done?” The human’s screaming, anguished words gave form to her existence again.

      Forest glade. Brook. Chicken shit. Horses. Argo. Morning. Horse thief. Suren. Blink.

      Suren hung over the human, rage quivering clear to the tip of his tail. Moonblades in each hand. Glowing? Smoking? Something. The human down to one knee. His right hand was, gone? No. Shriveled. Blackened. A little knot of death at the end of his arm.

      The iron spike, the athame, lay sundered at the human’s feet. Two pieces of twisted black iron, red hot, smoldering the leaves. Dead unicorn.

      Suren raged down with a glare sufficient to curdle milk. “I have broken you, human. Iron blocks the magic. Bronze channels it. As does Karelian Gold. Do you wish death?”

      Enica shook herself like a wet dog. Her brain began to slowly reassemble itself from razor-sharp shards. Smoke assaulted her nostrils, grounded her reality. Power.

      The hedge wizard began a chant, piercingly high. The notes scratched the insides of her mind like claws. Reality unraveled again.

      “ENOUGH!” Suren’s rage broke through the fog in Enica’s mind. She grasped it like a drowning sailor might hold a floating spar, held it to her soul. She felt whimpers seep out of her chest.

      And then a star exploded.

      It might have been mere moments later. Possibly days. Enica’s skin felt crisp and tight, like a sunburn. Her eyes remembered how to open, focus. The image would haunt the rest of her days. As would the screams.
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      The Horse Thief. The Hedge Wizard. Face down in the mud. Screaming. Thrashing. Dying. Fire spider on his back, biting. Blackness consuming his skin like wet wood, but from the inside. Liquid red glow breaking through, oozing like blood. Burning blood. Acrid, acidic smoke.

      Rabbits died like that. But quieter. Much quieter. Audible for only miles. Not lifetimes.

      Finally, death.

      Enica took a painfully deep breath, pulled life back into her lungs, exhaled smoke and death. Stood, after only three tries. Wobbled.

      Suren reached out a hand, braced her until the world stopped spinning. Provided a solid spot. Earth. Mountain. Sarmatian.

      “What was that?” She was proud her voice sounded almost normal.

      Suren turned that gaze on her, softened it to just rage. Just? Just.

      “That was death magic. The most powerful kind of sorcery. The most dangerous.”

      “What happened?”

      She watched him consider several answers before he spoke. “Iron and magic are incompatible. When I broke his athame, the power backlashed into him. And broke his mind. So he tried to cast the same spell without an athame. It might have killed us all. But I brought a fire spider.”

      Enica glanced down at the human’s body, saw only a pile of human-shaped ash smoldering like charcoal. Smelled fresh coal and pork. Considered puking. Contained it. For now.

      The fire spider caught her eye, blinked all eight of his. No. Hers. She clashed her mandibles together with a faint click. Smiled? Faded out of sight.

      Enica shivered. “Yes. A fire spider.”

      She looked at her feet, bent, picked up the two shards of iron, still warm through her leather gloves. “Was he more powerful than you, Suren?”

      She heard him take a deep breath, hold it, release it. “Much. But also completely insane. And evil. Perhaps even a necromancer.” She watched the blunt tail reach out, stir the collapsing pile of ashes, mix them with air and soil and leaves and water. His voice quieted, as if talking to himself now. “Better he be destroyed. There will be others I can
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