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When she fell at his feet, he didn’t break his stride stepping over her. Like the rest of this place, she is boring. The steady drone of uninteresting peasants, uninteresting merchants beating their uninteresting slaves and pimping their uninteresting wares was only a vague roar around him.

“Hold 'er down!” Yes, nothing special. In a moment she'll scream as she's beaten and cuffed around the ears; as a Muri's ears are very sensitive to pain. She will be subdued, then dragged off to whatever hovel she lives in to be beaten, possibly raped, then put to work when her masters are done with her. Muri slaves are too valuable to kill despite their abundance. No need to stop and look.

The subsequent scream was decidedly male.

Now he stopped.

“She cut off his hand!” 

Now he turned.

“She's not supposed to be able to do that! The brand-”

“Obviously doesn't mean a damn thing!”

In between the gawking market goers, he watched three men struggle with the female Muri. He focused on her, the gleaming ribbon of her magic fizzling out and spraying blood in the air. They must have broken her concentration when they wrestled her to the dusty ground. He saw her shirt ride up to expose the brand on her belly; enchanted to prevent the Muri from acting against her masters, a harsh dark scar on the pale, undernourished flesh. Yet, it was ineffective.

Now he walked over.

The Muri struggled against her masters, making it to her feet as he approached. Her magic rippled as she called forth her only defense. He easily wove his way through the gathering crowd, all eyes watching the snarling Muri. The slave’s eyes were on her attackers, rage making the vein-blue color as barren as the sand beneath her boots. She paid him no notice as he neared.

Before she fought further, his fist landed firmly on the back of her neck, rendering her unconscious. Her body crumbled to the ground and her ribbon faded away.

“Thank ya kindly, sir. Hope ya don’t think us weak for lettin’ ‘er get the best ‘o us there.”

He inspected the Muri before looking up at the villager, faceless even as he looked right at him. “I’ll buy her.” The man murmured, his voice a raspy winter breeze.

The townsman shuddered under the ice of the stranger’s whisper. “What for? Ain’t got no value. Can’t obey for nuthin’. Last guy to try and bed ‘er lost more than a hand.”

He looked over the townsman’s shoulder as some of his equally faceless friends bind up the bleeding stump, and cart off the injured. “One hundred gold for the Muri as she is.”

The stranger’s fleeting attentions reached the townsman’s eyes only when they narrowed in suspicion. “I’d never sell to some nameless fella.”

“Ciro. And give me everything she owns. And I mean everything.”

“Filth don’t have possessions.”

“I don’t care if it’s the rise of dirt she sleeps on. I want it.” Ciro’s yellow eyes bored into the townsman, finally seeing his whole face. Sun tanned and pockmarked, the lack of timely obedience the only vaguely interesting thing about him. Even the protruding belly associated with many sales and little work, was sadly typical.

“One hundred fifty gold and any further negotiations will be poorly received.” Ciro dropped the coins into the townsman’s hand. Ciro knew the fat man keep quiet. You can get a family of Muri for one hundred fifty gold pieces.

Faceless Townsman shoved the gold into his pockets, and turned to procure what little belongings the Muri must have while Ciro easily flung the blood-spattered slave over his shoulder. A sack containing her possessions was hesitantly placed in his hand, and he turned to the dispersing crowd. He didn’t look back.

Ciro ignored the stares as he walked through the streets searching for an inn with an unconscious Muri woman over his shoulder. He only pursed his lips, annoyed the female’s face was rubbing on the back of his long coat, doubtlessly spreading saliva all over the expensive hide. He shifted her weight, leaning her away from the hilt against his back and turning her face to the side.

The innkeeper was surprisingly nonplussed when Ciro walked in asking for a room with a table, two chairs, one bed, and a clean washroom for himself and his unconscious companion. He took Ciro’s gold and silver coins, gave a key and directions to the room, and went back to his ledger. Efficient. Ciro appreciated that.

The room was well worth his coin. The requested chairs and tables were sturdy and placed close to the window. The bed was clean and freshly made; a pity to drop the filthy Muri on it. Without removing his coat or gloves, he took off her dusty clothes and boots, leaned her against the wall, and dumped them into a basin in the wash room. Ciro flicked a few shavings of the provided soap in with them and vigorously scrubbed the dust and grime from the fabrics.

Ciro spread the Muri’s clothes and his gloves on the table while he used a washcloth to clean the dust from his coat without taking it off his back. Only when the last speck was gone did he finally put his new slave into the bath, using a clean cloth to clinically remove the grime from her body. He even went so far as to scrub through the matted hair on her head, the powder blue color finally revealing itself as the filth was washed away. The Muri only groaned when Ciro scrubbed where his fist had left a welt.

Confident she’d heal, Ciro dried her and put her under the linen to keep her warm in the bed while her clothes dried. As she slept, Ciro watched the streets below seated in one of the chairs with his sword in his lap.
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Ciro rose from the chair at dawn to retrieve food for his slave. Though the Muri didn’t appear to have been starved lately, as the woman was all curves and squishy soft, he doubted the men she’d battled had ever given her a decent meal. He balanced the tray of steaming grain, cooked eggs, and thick slices of crisp, fatty meat. He carried enough food and fresh tea for three in one hand as he walked through the silent hallways after rousing a sleepy cook, without clattering the cups on the tray.

Ciro’s breathing changed as he approached his room, listening intently to the sounds on the other side. The room and the Muri within it were too quiet. Her breath was calm, slow, preparing for him to enter. Ciro’s footsteps did not falter and he slipped his key into the lock without hesitation.

When he opened the door, he ducked the chair aimed at his head, gliding through the movement and crossing the room in three easy strides. The dishes finally made a sound when Ciro placed the tray on the empty table. He almost chuckled. The Muri had awoken, dressed herself in the tattered rags she dared to call a shirt and shorts, and waited to subdue him so she could attempt escape. Her persistence, he found, was something to be admired, as she continued to attack him with the chair.

Once free of the tray, Ciro caught the chair in one hand and
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