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ROMANS

Marcus Carvius – Centurion from Formiae who rises through the ranks during the Numantine War, husband to Elena

Titus Sentius – Optio and loyal friend to Marcus, son of a rope-maker from Ostia

Decimus Flavius – Ambitious Optio with a hatred of "barbarians" and suspicion of Marcus

Gaius Brutidius – Veteran Centurion and mentor to Marcus

Gaius Hostilius Mancinus – Roman consul who suffers a humiliating defeat at Numantia

Tiberius Gracchus – Young quaestor who negotiates with the Numantines after Mancinus's defeat

Scipio Aemilianus – Renowned general who destroyed Carthage, appointed to end the Numantine resistance

Gaius Marius – Young military tribune serving under Scipio, ambitious and disciplined

Elena – Marcus's Iberian wife from Tarraco

Rufus Turro – Elena's father, a wealthy Iberian merchant who trades with Romans

Claudia – Elena's mother, who maintains traditional Iberian customs

CELTIBERIANS

Segius – The "Wolf of Numantia," leader of the Celtiberian resistance

Amaia – Blacksmith's daughter, skilled metalworker and healer

Ambiorix – Master smith of Numantia and Amaia's father

Vercassius – Veteran warrior and advisor to Segius

Retogenes – Young warrior loyal to Segius

Turanbos – Fierce fighter who joins the resistance after his village is destroyed

Megara – Elderly war chief of the Arevaci tribe

Olindicus – Tribal seer and spiritual advisor

Carus – Chief of the Belli tribe, who briefly allies with Rome before returning to the resistance

Avaro – Veteran warrior who leads the embassy to negotiate with Scipio

ALLIES AND OTHERS

Jugurtha – Numidian prince serving with the Roman forces, observing their methods of conquest

Delia – Longtime servant to Elena's family

Julia – Daughter of Marcus and Elena

Young Marcus – Son of Marcus and Elena
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Map of Hispania. T8612, via Wikimedia Commons. Licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0.
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Fortified city of Numantia. Illustration from the Sytin Military Encyclopedia (St. Petersburg, 1911–1915). Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons.
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​Chapter 1: The Taste of Iron
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Hispania Citerior, Early 143 BCE

Mist clung to the banks of the Duero, rising in tendrils that blurred stone and pine into a single gray mass. The Romans had given the river a name fit for maps and orders, but to the tribes it was older than language, a living boundary between wolf and eagle.

Below, along the Roman road, a convoy marched as if convinced nothing in these hills could touch them. Their column wound through the narrow gorge like some wounded beast still stubbornly moving toward its lair: wagons creaking under sacks of grain and ingots of iron, mules driven by weary handlers, soldiers trudging in bronze and mail.

Seguis pressed his cheek against the cold rock and studied them. His spear rested lightly in his hand, balanced as his father had taught him: never too far forward, never too far back. A spear poorly held, Brenniac used to say, kills its wielder first. Five winters in the earth now, and still his father’s wisdom whispered in his grip.

The Romans came in their ordered file, shields bright as a river of bronze, boots falling with the steady cadence of men who believed rhythm itself could master a foreign land. Their eyes stayed level, fixed on the road. None looked upward, into the fog, where the wolves waited.

The convoy carried more than just food and weapons. Segius could see the distinctive wooden crates that held mining tools—picks with iron heads, bronze-tipped drills, and the heavy iron wedges used to crack apart the silver-rich galena that Rome coveted from these hills. His people had mined these mountains for generations, taking only what they needed. The Romans stripped the earth bare, driving tunnels deeper than any Celtiberian would dare, offending the mountain spirits with their greed.

Segius knew their kind. Men who thought the world could be measured in roads, in miles, in the weight of steel. But these hills belonged to the wolf and to those who fought like wolves, quick and merciless.

“How many?” came Vortac’s whisper from the rocks.

Segius counted quickly. “Twenty guards. Perhaps twenty-five.” His fingers brushed the hilt at his belt, the edge of Celtiberian steel folded and hammered by smiths who measured their work in blood rather than coin. “We are thirty-seven.”

"Thirty-six," Vortac corrected, and they both fell silent, remembering Arganor. A Roman javelin had killed him in their last skirmish. As he died, he had called out for Segius, a moment that still haunted his brother's thoughts. Another debt owed to Rome, another reason to fight.

The Romans drew nearer. Segius heard the leather creak, the mules snort, the harsh bark of an order. One young auxiliary sang a marching song under his breath, the simple rhythm meant to pass miles on the road. The sound grated, but it carried something else too: a reminder that even Rome’s soldiers were sons and brothers from villages far away. Segius allowed himself one fleeting moment of pity — and then remembered Arganor, and the pity withered.

He raised his hand. Thirty-five men shifted in the stones, unseen. No heavy armor, no gleaming standards, only small shields and spears, but they knew these hills as they knew the beat of their own hearts.

A pebble tumbled down the slope. The convoy halted. The singing stopped. A voice called in Latin, sharp with alarm.

Then the hills came alive.

War cries echoed from the rocks, and the first volley of spears struck home before the Romans could raise their shields. Two guards fell, one clutching at the shaft buried in his throat. The mules screamed and reared, scattering sacks of grain into the dust. Segius was already moving, his feet finding the path he had chosen long before.

Steel flashed. He ducked beneath a Roman blade, drove his spearpoint into the man’s belly, and felt the hot gush of life spill over his hand. A second lunged at him; Segius turned the shield edge aside, cut deep across mail and flesh, and watched the man fold.

The gorge became a furnace of iron and breath, the screams of mules and men mingling until they were indistinguishable.

The Romans, disciplined even in surprise, pulled into a half-circle around the wagons. Their officer, red-faced beneath his helmet, barked orders with the fury of a man who still believed order itself could defy death.

For a moment, Segius almost admired it — the instinct to order amid chaos. Then a stone, well-aimed, smashed into the officer’s helmet, and the line broke.

The Numantians poured in, swift and brutal. Vortac grappled a soldier twice his size, slit his throat cleanly, and moved on without a word. The road was red before the echoes of the first cry had died.

When it was over, only the mules remained, trembling and stamping amid spilled grain and broken shields. Segius wiped his blade on a Roman’s tunic. The smell of iron clung to the gorge, heavy and metallic, mixing with the sour stink of fear.

He moved among the dead until he found the young auxiliary who had been singing. Brown-eyed, olive-skinned — perhaps from some farm near Capua or Beneventum. The face was calm now, as if the song had carried him to silence. Segius knelt, closed the man’s eyes with care, then stripped the mail from his body. The dead no longer needed it, and iron was too precious to leave.

Yet the tune lingered. A simple marching song, the kind brothers sing to one another when roads stretch long. Segius shouldered the bundle of Roman mail and signaled the retreat. His men melted back into the hills, vanishing as quickly as they had struck, leaving only bodies, blood, and silence for the next patrol to find.

At the ridgeline, he looked back once more at the young soldier’s face. Just another son whose home was far away, whose brother might still be waiting for his return. The taste of iron lingered with Segius all the way to Numantia.
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​Chapter 2: The Weight of Eagles
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Tarraco, same week of convoy attack

The transport ship Minerva ground her scarred hull against the stone quay of Tarraco and settled with a long, exhausted creak. Ropes went taut, gangplanks thumped into place, and two hundred men, unsteady as foals, spilled onto the quay in loose knots. Most were boys from the interior—Latium, the Sabine foothills—hands still rough from ploughs, faces raw from salt wind and vomit. They clutched kit bags and looked everywhere at once: the forest of masts; the basalt blocks of the harbor wall; the hard white glare of Hispania.

Marcus Carvius came down the plank last, the transverse crest marking him out even before the hard economy of his movements did. He was twenty-four. The rank—Optio—had come by persistence rather than favor: letters neat on the roll, calm under pressure, reliable when men broke. His father had won the red-striped toga through service and luck. Marcus meant to prove the cloth had not been wasted.

The sun lay across Tarraco like something with weight. Even here, where the sea gusted hot and salt-thick against the face, the heat drew patience out of a man as surely as it drew sweat. There was the usual harbor stench—tar, fish rot, bilge—and beneath it something untamed that stirred old instincts in Marcus: the thick, resinous smell of hills that did not end and men who did not yield.

“Form up, you miserable lot!”

Centurion Gaius Brutidius’s voice cut off the harbor’s chatter. He came down the line with the vine-staff loose in his hand, a man carved in bronze—cheekbones like blades, crow’s-feet burned into the skin by years of squinting along dusty roads.

“This isn’t a pleasure cruise to Syracuse,” he said without raising his voice. “Move.”

They moved. The recruits bumped shields and muttered apologies; the veterans fell into place as if their bones knew the distance between elbows. Marcus walked the rear like a shepherd with a pole, the hastile—the Optio’s long staff—rising above helmets so a man who drifted could find his place with his eyes if his wits failed him. He nudged a shield left, jammed the staff into a shoulder where a gap opened, hissed, “Close it. Tight.”

Brutidius faced them, weighing the line. “Welcome to the arsehole of the world,” he said. “Some of you think you came for glory. Some for loot. You’re wrong. Rome sent you here because Hispania is unfinished work. Pacification is bloody, thankless work. Learn that now or die surprised.”

A ripple, quickly stilled. Marcus kept his gaze ahead. He had heard this tone in the Apennines—before a march into gullies that hid knives, before a dawn that broke wrong. In Liguria the war had been cat and mouse. Here, he thought, it would be a grinder.

They marched from the dock to the camp on the hills, a column of red tunics raising dust in the wind. For two days, they readjusted to legion discipline and routine.—drill until feet blistered, then drill again under weight; stacking shields, dressing the line, the business of turning hundreds into a unit. Marcus moved the century as if by touch. At the front, Brutidius’s vitis snapped off a helmet rim when a man lagged; at the rear, the Optio’s staff clicked and shoved until all the small crookednesses had been bullied straight.

Old men watched from shade as they passed between walls and warehouses. Dogs barked from behind low doors. Tarraco smelled of grain, fish, sweat, and money.

Two nights after arrival

Brutidius said, “You’ve earned a wash of the dust,” which in a Centurion’s mouth meant: the officers and chosen men would go down into the soldiers’ quarter and spend coin where coin went quickest. Marcus had slept two nights on a straw mat and woke each time with his hands already searching for kit he had not lost. He shaved, cleaned the salt from his cloak, and went where he was told.

The alleys burned with torchlight. Tavern doors spilled laughter and music into the street. Farther down, a lute skirled above the din, and a girl’s voice chased it with an Eastern flourish. Even the gutters were busy; boys ran with amphorae, and someone swore in Greek at a mule that had stopped dead.

“The Golden Amphora,” Brutidius said, pointing with his chin to the largest house on the square, its windows glassed, its sign painted new every season. “For men who know their pay is to be drunk, not hoarded.”

Inside, lamps smoked beneath rafters blackened by a hundred nights. The air was thick with spiced wine and roasted lamb, the tang of perfume laid too heavy, the wool-sour of cloaks damp from sea air. Diodorus—fat, quick-eyed, Greek—waddled up with bows wide enough to trip a sober man.

“Centurion! Your table—always kept ready.”

They were shown to a corner with a view of the room’s comings and goings. Wine came first, dark and clean, with a little ceremony—wax cut from the amphora, the first cup poured off to the floor for the household gods, and then a measured splash into glass cups that said this was not a dockside pit.

“To Hispania,” Brutidius said, raising his cup. “Where the weak die and the strong pay for the privilege.”

A laugh ran around the table, the kind men used when they decided to be merry rather than honest. Marcus drank sparingly. The wine was good—far better than the vinegar issue that burned a throat on the march—and he let it sit on his tongue a moment out of respect for a rare thing.

Lydia came to Brutidius as if she had always meant to; she greeted him with a brief kiss on the cheek that spoke of familiarity and fair prices long since agreed upon. 

Others followed—courtesans, not alley girls—hair braided with silver pins, stolas dyed saffron and madder. They carried themselves with the unflustered efficiency of professionals who could count to the end of a night without losing track of a single coin.

One slid onto the bench beside Marcus. Olive skin, eyes as dark as polished walnut, the faintest Eastern cadence beneath her Latin.

“You’re new to Tarraco,” she said.

“New to Hispania,” Marcus answered.

“Then I will make sure Hispania begins kindly,” she said, and her thigh pressed against his with a warmth that was part of the service, part of the point.

Across the table Valerius leaned too close to a girl and whispered as if sharing strategy before battle. Brutidius had Lydia laughing in that low, honest way that meant she would get half his pay and all his attention. At Marcus’s elbow the woman—“Thais,” she said when he asked—filled his cup and watched him over the rim of her own.

“You think too much,” she murmured. “This province devours men who think.”

“It devours the others too,” Marcus said.

She smiled. “Yes. But the thinkers taste it coming.”

He went with her because it was easier than refusing and because in a place where a man might be cut from his life without warning, a purchased hour was as old as soldiering and as honest as any other trade. Her narrow room above the tavern had a cracked view of the harbor where the masts ticked against rigging and the lamps along the quay burned like a private constellation. She was expert in the way that meant neither feigned tenderness nor haste. When it was over, she poured the promised wine and sat with him in companionable silence while the lights below blurred into a single smear.

When he left, he put coins in her hand. She counted them without shame and put them away without drama. The alley outside had cooled; somewhere a man sang badly in Greek; a dog nosed a heap where something dead had been left for the night. Marcus walked back to the barracks under a sky that had turned hard and clear and slept at once and well.

The following evening

The courier came up to the officers’ hut with dust to his ankles and the look of a man who had been made to run. A supply convoy had not reached its waystation inland. Smoke had been seen north on the hills. Headquarters wanted eyes on it and a list of answers that could be carried back to men who sat in clean tunics and moved little flags across a board.

Brutidius was given a patrol—eighty men in all: sixty legionaries from the first cohort, ten Balearic slingers who could drop a stone into a wine cup at fifty paces, and ten light horse from an Ilergete troop that knew the gullies by their old names. 

They left at dawn, when the city was still lifting its shutters. Marcus dressed the line with the hastile, tapping a shield here, a shoulder there, the little corrections that kept a column from turning into a herd as soon as it left a gate. The recruits, sick with a second day of nerves, watched his staff as if it were a standard; the veterans watched his face and the country ahead.

Decanus Titus Servilius brought up his contubernium with a show of swagger for the boys’ sake and a glance for Marcus that said he knew better than to believe his own performance. Titus was three-and-twenty, lean as a whip, son of a rope-maker from Ostia who had the luck to sell good cord to the right quartermaster. He had won the stripe not through brilliance but through two simple, rare virtues: he stayed on his feet when things went bad, and he could get eight men to do what they were told without beating them to a pulp. He slept and ate with his squad, gambled with them, fought their quarrels down to mutter rather than knife. Marcus trusted him not because they were close in station—they were not—but because on two occasions in Liguria they had come out of the same ditch with the same breath still in them.

“Another goat path,” Titus said mildly, eyeing the ridgelines.

“Not a goat path,” Marcus said. “Goats choose safer routes.”

Titus grinned, but his eyes took the measure of the slopes.

Tarraco fell behind quickly. The road turned to packed earth and then to a suggestion of itself across dry ridges where scrub clung and the wind lifted dust in little flurries. Villages sat with doors barred and dogs made bold by fear. Old men watched from shade, faces cut deep by sun and weather, and did not return salutations. The light was different here—thinner, as if stripped of all softness. By noon the patrol had settled into that marching silence where leather creaks and buckles tick and the rhythm of boots becomes the argument that holds a man together.

On the second day they smelled it before they saw it: smoke, old blood, the fat stink that comes when meat meets fire and stays too long. The patrol halted. The Ilergete riders went out to the flanks and faded into scrub. Sextus, the best of the Roman scouts—rope-quick, eyes like a hawk—trotted up from the front, pointed with two fingers, and did not waste words.

The wagons lay where the road cinched through a shallow cut. Three of them had been levered at angles that choked the way; the others had been left as they fell. The mules were gone. The guards lay where they had been struck, some on their faces, their hands clenched as if the first shock had frozen in their wrists, some on their backs with neat throat wounds that had bled out cleanly into dust. Flies moved over them in a slow, contented film.

Brutidius stood with his hands on his belt and took it in with the brief stillness of a man who had counted bodies before. He did not swear. He did not spit. He only said, “Textbook.”

Sextus showed Marcus the killing ground with his palms. “Down both sides,” he said. “First stone hail to spook the mules and lock the wheels, then spears from above. They were in and out before a formation could form. Look.” He pointed to the scuffed tracks where men had slid into drainage gullies and then away, the discipline in the way those tracks did not panic, did not bolt, only disappeared in order where scrub began to hide footprints.

Titus swallowed, and Marcus heard it. “That’s not raiding,” the decanus said. “That’s soldiering.”

“Someone told them the route,” Sextus added. “Or the hour. Or both.”

Marcus crouched by a dead auxiliary—olive-skinned, southern Italian by the look, a second-generation Roman whose brother might be waiting for him in a village that still kept two gods at once to cover any omission. The man’s eyes had dried open. Marcus put his fingers on the lids and shut them. He did not think of gods. He thought of routes posted in too many ears, of a quarrel between a local tax farmer and a quartermaster, of a boy in a tavern bragging that he knew where the wagons would be by sundown.

“They didn’t fight,” Titus said quietly. “They were hunted.”

Marcus stood. “We don’t yet understand who we’re fighting,” he said. He did not mean savages; he meant an enemy who could count, who could wait, who knew how to fold a hillside into a trap.

They buried the dead in a common pit, as the army does when no priest and no time can be spared. A man cut a name into stone with a dagger point—MORTUI PRO ROMA—and set it where the road could see. The Balearic slingers moved through the wreckage with long hands, touching rope, kneeling to study a scuff or the angle of a wheel rutted into dirt. The Ilergetes came back with news of nothing but absence: no campfires in the next valley, no fresh dung on the trace, no glint of iron where men rested careless.

They ate cold and badly for prudence’s sake and set a ring of pickets on the heights. Night came down as if poured, stars hard as salt, the air colder than it had any right to be after such a day. Sounds travel farther in such air: the click of a buckle, the scrape of a whetstone, a man’s breath when he keeps it too long between his teeth.

Titus came and sat by Marcus without speaking. They were quiet together for the kind of time that only men who have shared ditches can sustain.

“Can’t sleep?” Titus asked at last.

“No.”

“Thinking about the dead?”

“About the living,” Marcus said. He watched a coal settle into ash. “About the men who did this. They aren’t wolves in the hills, not only. They’re something sharper.”

Titus nodded, the fire’s light catching in his eyes and showing the iron under his humor. “Then we’ll have to be sharper still.”

A sentry’s challenge floated down from the ridge. The password came back, low and clean. The patrol turned in its blanket of silence. Marcus lay on his cloak and looked up at the stars until they blurred. Hispania had already shown its teeth. Rome would take the province in the end—Rome always did—but there would be a price measured in names no stone would keep.
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​Chapter 3: The Forge of War
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Fortified city of Numantia, Segius returns from attacking convoy

The gates of Numantia yawned open as Segius and his band clattered up from the valley, their horses blown, their shields scarred, and their tunics stiff with dried blood. Thirty-six men had ridden out in the gray dawn; thirty-six rode back, but not unchanged. Roman steel hung at their saddles, mule packs sagged with plunder, and the stink of slaughter still clung to them like smoke. Children raced alongside, shouting names, pointing at bloodied swords; women pressed forward from workshops and hearth-fires, some breaking into relieved cries, others reaching for brothers or sons with wordless embraces. Above, on the towers, spearmen raised their weapons in salute. Numantia, perched high on its ridge, had endured another day with its pride intact.

Segius rode through the arch and felt the pulse of the city surround him. Stone lanes twisted upward, hemmed by walls built from rough blocks of granite, dry-laid and enduring, as if grown from the hill itself. These were not the fleeting timber palisades of weaker tribes, but walls that had outlasted Carthaginian fire and Roman fury alike. Behind them, the smoke of forges, the chatter of markets, the sharp reek of tanning hides, the smell of goat roasting on spits. He caught it all in a single breath and felt something stir in his chest: pride, yes, but heavier. The burden of inheritance.

Ambiorix, chief smith of Numantia, came forward, bare-armed, chest broad as a bull, beard streaked gray, hands blackened with soot that no scrubbing ever removed. 

Segius swung down from his horse and pulled free a bundle from behind his saddle: a Roman mail shirt, stripped from the corpse of a young auxiliary who had begged the gods with his last breath.

"Roman work. Good iron. But the links are too fine. Too heavy for our hills."

Ambiorix grunted, fingers prying at the weave. "A craftsman's folly. They prize neatness over usefulness. Still, it will melt well enough. Twenty spearheads, maybe thirty, if I cut carefully." His eyes flicked up, more serious now. "We'll need them. Word is two legions are marching north. Three, perhaps."

The words struck harder than any Roman blade. Segius' jaw tightened. "Where?"

"Segeda first," the smith said. "Then here. Nobilior himself commands. They'll come to finish what they began."
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The Council Chamber
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The council chamber at the city's heart breathed history and defiance. Carved from the mountain's living stone, its walls rose like sentinels around the sacred fire pit where decisions had been made since before Romans knew these hills existed. Spiral carvings of ancient victories wound up the massive columns, their deep grooves filled with the soot of a hundred winters' torches, each blackened line a testament to some triumph long faded from memory but never from pride.

The air hung heavy with pitch smoke and the earthy scent of old stone, a smell that spoke of permanence in a world of constant change. Shadows danced across faces weathered by war and wisdom as the council fire cast its amber light into the chamber's furthest corners, illuminating the circle where Segius now stood.

He felt the weight of his father's name pressing down upon his shoulders like a physical burden. Brenniac would have known exactly what words to speak, what tone to strike. Segius had only the raw, copper-bright memory of a blood-soaked morning in a ravine, the echo of Roman screams still ringing in his ears.

Around him sat the elders and warriors of Numantia, their faces etched with the history of their people:

Megara, the war-chief, his massive torso crossed with a tapestry of scars from fifty campaigns, each one a story, each one earned in blood. His voice, when he spoke, rumbled like stones tumbling down a mountainside, commanding attention through its very texture. The silver that streaked his beard had been earned in battles that were now told as legends around winter fires.

Retogenes sat with the barely contained energy of youth. Too eager by half, his eyes perpetually aflame with visions of glory not yet won. His fingers drummed against his sword hilt, impatient for action rather than words. The youngest council member by two decades, his presence spoke to both his skill and his bloodline.

Olindicus hunched nearby, white-bearded and silent, watching with eyes that seemed to see beyond the present moment. Half-mad in the way that prophets often are, he spoke rarely, but when he did, his words cut like a spearpoint to the heart of matters others danced around. The intricate tattoos that covered his hands marked him as one who communed with the old gods.

And at the center, seated upon a throne carved plain from ancient oak, sat Ambatus the King. He was not tall, nor particularly strong in his advancing years, but he possessed that strange gravity that made men lower their voices in his presence. His authority came not from physical might but from something deeper: a connection to the land and its people that none could deny nor resist. The bronze torc at his neck gleamed in the firelight, symbols of wolf and eagle intertwined in eternal struggle.

The chamber fell silent as the king's penetrating gaze fixed on Segius. The weight of that stare seemed to press the air from his lungs.

"Speak, son of Brenniac," Ambatus commanded, his voice carrying easily through the chamber without being raised. "Tell us of Rome."

Segius felt his throat constrict, as though his father's ghost stood behind him, hand on his shoulder, judging his every word. The council fire crackled in the silence, sparks spiraling upward like departing souls.

"Brothers," he said, voice carrying. "Rome shows its true face. Treaties in one hand, torches in the other. Ask the Vaccaei where Roman honor lies. Ask the Belli, who honored Marcellus and lived in fear of betrayal."

Carus stood, his arms tattooed with curling patterns of blue and black. A gold torc hung at his throat, and he carried a Roman gladius at his side, a trophy from another campaign.

"I believed Rome's word. I was wrong. Marcellus may have been a just man, but Rome is not one man. Our treaty died the day it became inconvenient."

Young Retogenes of the Arevaci, face painted with red war stripes, rose with restless energy. "Then what do we do?"

Segius knelt by the map etched in ochre across the dirt. "We bleed them. Their supply lines run thin. Their formations are rigid. We strike depots, bridges, convoys. Kill where they are weak. Vanish where they are strong."

"My warriors want Roman blood, not Roman fear," Litennon of the Titti sneered.

"They will have both," Segius said evenly. "But on our terms, not theirs."

Thurrus of the Lusones, gold torcs heavy on his neck and wrists, scowled. "We have bled each other for centuries. Why trust now?"

Segius faced him squarely. "Because Rome counts on that memory. Every feud you cling to is a gift to them. Do you want your children chained in their mines?"

Ambatus, the old Arevaci king, lifted a gnarled hand. He wore no paint, only a shepherd's cloak, yet all fell silent.

"I have lived through three Roman wars," he said. "Each time we fought tribe by tribe. Each time, we lost more. The Vaccaei thought themselves safe. Where are they now?"

Silence thickened. Old grievances hung like smoke, but fear of Rome hung heavier.

Olindicus, the seer, spoke last. "What binds us beyond fear? When Rome is gone, will we not fall back into hatred?"

Segius drew his knife. Without hesitation, he cut his palm and let the blood fall into a clay bowl.

"My blood is Arevaci," he said. "But today it becomes more. Today it is the blood of all our tribes."

One by one, chiefs followed. Blood mingled. Olindicus stirred herbs and wine into the bowl, chanting in the old tongue. Each chief drank, sealing the pact not with words but with blood.

"Not forever," Segius said. "But for this war, for this fight, we are one."

By dawn, the tribes had named him war leader. A new kind of war began.

The Forge

The rhythm of hammer on steel drew Segius through the lower quarter, past shuttered stalls and quiet courtyards. The forge of Ambiorix burned bright against the dusk, casting flickering light onto stone walls that had stood longer than memory. Even now, at this hour, the smithy sang with iron.

Segius had expected to find the master smith bent over the anvil; Ambiorix seemed to thrive on work, as though the fire that shaped metal had somehow gotten into his blood. But it was a different silhouette he saw through the open doorway. Smaller. Leaner. Yet unmistakably strong.

A young woman stood at the hearth, sleeves rolled to the shoulder. Her hair, black as a raven's wing, was tied back with a simple leather cord, though rebellious strands had escaped to frame her face. Soot marked her cheekbones like war paint, and her brow furrowed in concentration as she worked. Sparks danced around her bare forearms like fireflies, illuminating the sheen of sweat on her skin as she shaped the red-hot metal with practiced, precise blows.

The ore she worked was special, not the common iron found near the surface, but the dense, silver-flecked metal that came from the sacred depths of the old family mine. The Arevaci had worked these small, hidden shafts for generations, carefully propitiating the earth spirits before each extraction. Unlike the Romans with their vast slave-worked pits that scarred the land, her people took only what was freely given by the mountain, leaving offerings of milk and bread at the mine entrance.

"You're working late," Segius said from the doorway, drawn despite himself to the dance of metal and flame.

The hammer paused mid-swing. She turned, eyes narrowing at the interruption. Her eyes, he noticed, were the color of amber held to firelight.

"The war doesn't sleep," she said, her voice low and steady as an anvil.

He stepped inside, feeling the forge's heat embrace him like a living thing. The familiar scents of coal, hot metal, and sweat filled his nostrils: the perfume of creation and destruction intertwined.

"That's a fine edge," he said, nodding toward the blade taking shape beneath her hammer. "Your father taught you well."

She returned to the anvil without invitation, the hammer rising and falling in a rhythm that spoke of years of practice. "My father teaches what he knows," she replied, not looking up. "I learn what I choose."

"You're Amaia," he said, though he already knew. The blacksmith's daughter was spoken of throughout Numantia, not just for her beauty (which was considerable) but for the quality of her work. Blades from her hand were said to hold their edge longer, to balance more perfectly in the grip.

She gave a small nod, still not looking up from her work. "And you're the Wolf they talk about," she replied, the hammer never faltering. "Bleeder of Romans. The boy from the hills made famous by a morning's ambush."

"Not famous," he said, "Just still breathing."

The corner of her mouth twitched, almost a smile, almost an acknowledgment of the understatement. She lifted the glowing blade from the anvil with tongs, examining its edge with a critical eye before plunging it into the quench barrel. Steam hissed upward, wreathing her face in a momentary veil that made her seem otherworldly.

"I heard about your brother," she said, still watching the blade cool in the dark water. "Arganor."

The name struck him like a physical blow. Segius blinked, caught off guard by the unexpected mention. "Did you know him?"

"I saw him once, at the spring festival two years ago." She withdrew the blade, now dark and tempered, and laid it carefully on the workbench. "He gave a carved owl to a child I know. Said it was a warrior's charm to keep him safe." She wiped her hands on her leather apron, leaving smudges of soot and oil. "He didn't say much."

Segius looked down, feeling the familiar ache that came with his brother's memory. "He would have hated the stories they tell about me now," he said quietly. "The boasting. The exaggeration. He believed in quiet strength."

"Then let them tell the right ones," she said, her amber eyes finally meeting his directly. The challenge in them was unmistakable.

He glanced up, surprised by the directness of her response. Segius studied the line of her jaw, the way the forge-light played along her cheek, casting half her face in shadow while illuminating the other in gold.

"Do you ever wonder if all this makes any difference?" he asked, gesturing toward the blade she had just quenched. "Steel shaped tonight, turned against someone's brother tomorrow?"

Amaia picked up another piece of metal from the hearth, returning to the anvil without hesitation. "I do it anyway," she said, the hammer rising and falling in that hypnotic rhythm, "because someone's going to fight with it, whether I forge it or not. Better it's our people holding good steel than dying for lack of it."

The simplicity of her answer struck him, and before he could reply, the door creaked open again. Ambiorix stepped in, massive arms laden with fresh charcoal for the forge. The master smith paused, his eyes moving from Segius to his daughter, then to the steaming spearhead cooling on the bench.

"Checking on your order?" the smith asked, his voice neutral though his eyes missed nothing.

"Walking," Segius replied, suddenly aware of how long he had lingered. "But your daughter's skill..."

"...is better than mine was at her age," Ambiorix finished, pride evident in the way his chest expanded. "And I was no novice."

Amaia rolled her eyes at the praise but said nothing, returning to her work with the focus of someone who found words less interesting than action.

"She's been shaping metal since she was barely tall enough to reach the bench," the smith continued, depositing the charcoal beside the forge. "Her first knife at nine summers, her first sword at twelve. Even Roman merchants tried to buy her blades when they passed through before the troubles started."
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