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THE WHITE FLAME
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The sun had only just begun to rise over the Congo. Light filtered into the jungle in thin, broken beams, catching mist and leaves but never  touching the ground. Everything below the canopy remained dark, wet, and ancient.  Somewhere high above the forest floor, a giant grey parrot was already awake. It had been awake for hours. The bird moved through the upper canopy with practiced ease, wings folding and opening as  it glided between massive branches. Its feathers were ash-grey and silver, its eyes sharp and  knowing. This was not a wild creature acting on instinct alone. It was trained. Intelligent. Old  enough to remember routes, seasons, and preference. It knew where the forest kept its best. The parrot angled toward its favored grove—a place no man could reach, where fruit ripened  untouched by hands or tools. It landed, examined, rejected. Then selected. Mangoes grown high in open light. Starfruit hidden where the canopy thinned for only  minutes each morning. Each piece was inspected, sniffed, turned carefully in the beak before being placed into the  basket strapped across its chest, woven from jungle vines bred to last. This was not gathering. It was preparation. When the basket was full, the parrot launched skyward. The jungle dropped away beneath it in layers—leaves to mist, mist to shadow—until the  forest became a single dark shape far below. The bird climbed steadily, wings beating with  calm precision, rising through cloud after cloud until the world softened and cooled around it. Heat bled from the fruit. Sweetness settled. Time thinned. When the basket no longer radiated warmth, the parrot turned. The descent brought stone into view—black cliffs split by white water frozen in impossible  paths. At the base of the great waterfall, carved directly into living rock, the Snake Kingdom  emerged tier by tier. Water flowed upward through sculpted channels, defying gravity with  quiet certainty. The walls glowed faintly green and gold light pulsing beneath obsidian stone  like a living circulatory system. The parrot landed on a single balcony. Jade railings. Obsidian floor. Beyond it, Medusa's chambers waited in shadow.

The bird tilted its head and began to sing. A low, melodic call—soft at first, then richer—carried across stone and water. Below, deep within the city, drums answered. Slow. Measured. A heartbeat at rest. The rhythm built. Wood and skin echoed through the kingdom, growing louder, steadier, alive. Morning had begun.

* * *
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Medusa woke to the sound. She had been dreaming of her mother. Not the woman's face—that memory had been taken years ago—but the sound of her voice, singing in a language older than the kingdom itself. The dream dissolved as the parrot's melody filled her chambers. She rose from the bed without thought, her body moving before her mind had fully surfaced. Eighteen years old and already taller than most men in the kingdom, her frame lean and carved with muscle that came not from training but from venom. Two nights of the ritual had rewritten her blood and bone. Tonight would be the third. The final dose. She walked to the balcony naked. The air was cool against her skin. Flawless skin, unmarked by scar or blemish. The Snake People healed perfectly. Always had. The parrot sat on the jade railing, the basket resting beside it. The bird watched her with one black eye, patient, waiting. Medusa stepped closer. "Thank you," she said. The parrot cocked its head, then launched itself back into the sky. Its wings caught the morning light as it disappeared into the mist above the waterfall. Medusa turned to the basket. Before she could reach for it, they arrived. Three monkeys, each no larger than her hand, emerged from the flowering vines that climbed the balcony's edge. They moved with purpose, their small fingers deft and quick. One steadied the basket. The other two began peeling the fruit—mangoes first, then starfruit—their movements synchronized, efficient. When the first mango was ready, one of them held it up to her.

She took it. The flesh was perfect. Cool. Sweet. She bit into it and tasted the forest canopy, the mineral-rich soil, the careful cultivation that made the Snake Kingdom's agriculture superior to anything beyond the Serpent Walls. She ate slowly, watching the kingdom wake below. The drums continued their rhythm. Figures began to move through the terraced levels—servants, guards, citizens beginning their day. Water flowed upward through channels carved into living stone, the hydraulic systems pulsing with bioluminescent light. Green. Gold. Green again. Medusa was halfway through the second piece of fruit when the knock came. Three sharp raps against ironwood. She set down the starfruit and made a soft clicking sound with her tongue. The monkeys immediately gathered the remaining fruit, tucked it into the basket, and disappeared over the balcony edge, descending the vines with practiced speed. Medusa walked back into her chambers. The walls pulsed with their slow green-gold rhythm, providing enough light to see by. She found her robe—spider silk, black shot through with iridescent thread—and pulled it on. The fabric settled against her skin like water. "Enter," she said. The door opened. Zale stepped inside. The High Chemist was ancient beyond measure, his body rail-thin, his skull visible beneath translucent skin. But his eyes were sharp, and his hands were steady as he closed the door behind him. "Princess," he said. His voice was dry as old paper. "High Chemist." "Your father has summoned you to the Map Room." Medusa tilted her head slightly. The Map Room was where her father conducted the kingdom's intelligence, where he studied the movements of empires with information that made the world's scouts look blind. She had been inside it only twice in her life. "Now?" she asked. "Now."

Zale turned and left without waiting for her response. Medusa stood in the silence of her chambers, curious. Her father rarely summoned anyone to the Map Room, least of all her. She thought of the ritual waiting for her tonight—the third dose, the venom that would rewrite her mind—and wondered if this had something to do with it. But she did not worry. Did not question. She simply dressed. Jade-threaded cloth wrapped around her torso and hips, leaving her arms and legs free. Gold bands at her wrists and ankles. Her feet remained bare—the Snake People did not wear shoes within the walls. Then she followed Zale through the palace.

* * *
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The Map Room occupied the highest tier of the kingdom, built into the cliff face where the uppermost waterfall began its impossible ascent. Zale stopped at the entrance. Massive doors of ironwood, their surface carved with serpents that seemed to move in the shifting light. "He is waiting," Zale said. He did not follow her inside. Medusa pushed open the doors. The room beyond was vast. Circular. The walls were covered in maps—some painted directly onto stone, others hanging from jade hooks, still others projected through bioluminescent algae that formed moving images of coastlines and trade routes. At the center of it all stood a table carved from a single piece of obsidian, its surface etched with the known world. Her father stood at the table. The Snake King was a man who should have been dead a century ago. His skin was polished mahogany, smooth despite his hundred and twenty years. No gray touched his hair. No weakness bent his spine. He wore only a wrap of jade-threaded cloth, and around his throat, a necklace of fangs taken from the sacred serpents. He did not look up when she entered. "Father," Medusa said. "Romans have been found at the edge of our territory," he said.

His voice was level. Clinical. Medusa stepped closer to the table. She could see the map now, focused on the northern border where the forest thinned and the grasslands began. Small markers—bone carved into the shape of wolves—indicated patrol routes. "How many?" she asked. "Six. Scouts." Her father's finger traced a line from the markers toward the kingdom. "They will arrive within two days, escorted by our border guard." "Why bring them here?" "Because they are looking for us." He finally looked at her. His eyes were cold. Measuring. "They have been sent to establish contact. To propose an embassy exchange." Medusa studied the map. Romans. She had been taught their language, their customs, their history. The Snake People were scholars—every citizen fluent in every major tongue of the known world. But she had never seen a Roman. Never needed to. "An embassy exchange?" she asked. "Rome sends a representative to the Snake Kingdom. We send one to Rome." His gaze did not waver. "You will be that representative." The words settled into her chest without weight. No pride. No fear. Just information. "When do I leave?" she asked. "After the ritual is complete. Three days." He turned back to the map. "The Romans will witness your departure. They will see what we are. What you are." Medusa looked down at the obsidian table, at the carved lines representing Rome. A city halfway across the Mediterranean. A place she had only read about in scrolls. "Why me?" she asked. Her father's finger stopped on the map. "Because you are ready." She wanted to ask what that meant. Ready for what. But his tone left no room for questions. "Yes, Father," she said. "Tonight, you receive the final dose. Tomorrow, you prepare for the journey. The day after, you meet the Romans." His hand lifted from the table. "And then you leave."

Medusa studied his face, searching for something—approval, concern, anything that would help her understand why he had chosen her for this. She found only the same cold calculation she always saw. "I understand," she said. Her father's expression did not change. "You are dismissed." She turned and left the Map Room, the massive ironwood doors closing behind her with a sound like thunder.

* * *
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The day passed slowly. Medusa returned to her chambers and sat on the balcony, watching the kingdom move below. The drums had quieted. The waterfall flowed upward in its endless defiance of nature. Servants came and went, bringing food she barely touched, water she sipped without thinking. She thought about Rome. Not with anticipation. Not with dread. Just with the same curiosity she might feel about any unknown thing. The Romans were locusts, her father had always said. Crude. Expansionist. They conquered without understanding, built without beauty, ate without refinement. The Snake People were superior in every way—language, engineering, biology, culture. She would go to Rome and show them this truth. Then she would return. It seemed simple enough. When the sun set, Tox came for her. Medusa heard his footsteps before she saw him—heavy, deliberate, impossible to mistake. She rose from the balcony and turned to find him standing in her doorway, a shadow among shadows. The old soldier was over a century and a half old, his body preserved by venom and discipline, his face a map of violence survived. He was massive—broader than any man Medusa had ever seen—and his silence carried more weight than most people's words. He simply looked at her.

She nodded. They descended through the palace without speaking. Past the living chambers. Past the servant quarters. Past the Map Room where her father had stood hours before. Down the spiral staircases that led to the lowest level of the kingdom, where the walls breathed slowest and the bioluminescence pulsed in time with the hydraulic systems deep below. The ritual chamber waited at the bottom. Her father was already there. Zale was already chanting. The white flame was already burning. The brazier sat directly in the center of the obsidian floor, its cold fire casting shadows that moved wrong. Medusa stepped into the chamber and felt the temperature drop. Not cold. Something else. An absence of warmth that made her teeth ache. Her father looked at her. "Kneel," he said. She knelt. The floor was warm beneath her knees, the pulse of the kingdom's blood flowing through stone. She could feel it now more clearly than she ever had before—the rhythm of the hydraulic systems, the slow circulation of water climbing upward against gravity, the marriage of biology and engineering that made the Snake Kingdom possible. Zale stepped forward. In his hands, he held the final serpent. It was the smallest of the three she had endured. Barely longer than a dagger. But its scales were pure white, and its eyes glowed with the same cold luminescence as the flame. "This is the venom that breaks the mind," Zale said. His voice was barely a whisper. "It will strip away doubt. Hesitation. Weakness. What remains will be purpose. Clarity." Medusa's throat tightened. "Will I still be myself?" Her father answered. "You will be better."

Zale brought the serpent down slowly, carefully, until its head was level with Medusa's temple. The creature opened its mouth. Its fangs were translucent, filled with liquid that glowed white-gold. Her father spoke one word. "Now." The serpent struck.

* * *
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The world disappeared. Into nothing. Medusa was falling, but there was no ground to catch her. She was screaming, but there was no air to carry the sound. She reached for something—anything—but her hands passed through emptiness. The venom was inside her skull. She could feel it wrapping around her brain like fingers, pressing into the folds of gray matter, searching. Not for weakness this time. For truth. It found memories first. Her childhood, running through the palace corridors with Kofi, back when he still smiled at her. The day her mother disappeared—not died, disappeared—and her father's face when she asked where the woman had gone. Training with Tox in the weapons yard, learning to move with the efficiency of a serpent strike. The first time she stood on the balcony and understood the scope of the kingdom, the sheer impossible majesty of water flowing upward through living stone. The venom tasted each memory, testing it, then moved deeper. And then it showed her something she had never seen. A memory that was not hers.

* * *
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Her father stood in the Map Room. Kofi stood beside him. This was three months ago. Medusa knew because she could see the maps on the walls—they

showed the winter trade routes, the paths that closed when the rains came. "She is stronger than I anticipated," her father said. Kofi's voice was careful. "She is your daughter." "She is dangerous." The King's finger traced a line from the Snake Kingdom to Rome. "Too intelligent. Too beloved by the people. If she remains here, she will challenge you for the throne." "She would never—" "She would not need to challenge. They would offer it to her." Her father looked at Kofi. "You are my heir. You will be King. But only if she is gone." Kofi said nothing. "The Romans are searching for us," her father continued. "They have been for years. It is time we made contact. An embassy exchange. We send a representative to Rome." "You want to send Medusa." "I want to send a problem into a solution." The King's finger stopped on Rome. "The Romans are treacherous. Ambitious. They will see her as a threat to their empire, not an emissary. They will kill her, and we will have cause to never engage with them again." "She will not survive?" "I know." Her father's expression was stone. "She is not meant to."

* * *
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The memory shattered. Medusa was back in the ritual chamber, gasping, her hands clawing at the obsidian floor. The serpent was gone. The white flame was extinguished. Her father stood above her. But the venom was not finished. It surged through her brain one final time, and she felt something break. Thought itself. The memory of what she had just seen began to dissolve. Her father sending her to die. Kofi knowing. The Map Room conversation. It all started to fragment, to blur, to become something she could not quite hold onto. No.

She tried to grasp it, tried to keep it solid, but the venom was stronger. It stripped the memory away piece by piece, replacing it with something cleaner. Simpler. Purpose. Clarity. Her father had chosen her for this mission because she was worthy. Rome was a test she would pass. When she returned, she would have proven herself. The truth disappeared completely. Medusa blinked. The chamber came back into focus. Her father stood above her, and for a moment, she could not remember why she had been afraid. "Rise," he said. She rose. Her body obeyed without thought. Her legs were steady. Her hands were calm. The pain was gone. The doubt was gone. Everything was gone except the mission. Go to Rome. Survive. Return home. Make her father proud. She looked at him, and she understood nothing except her own purpose. "Yes, Father," she said. He smiled. It was the first time she had ever seen him smile, and something about it made her chest swell with warmth. "Tomorrow, you train with Tox," he said. "The day after, you meet the Romans. Three days from now, you leave." "I will not fail you," Medusa said. Her father's smile did not fade.

"I know." He turned and left the chamber. Zale remained long enough to place a vial beside her. The liquid inside was black, shot through with veins of gold. "Drink this before you sleep," he said. "It will seal the changes. By morning, the ritual will be complete." Medusa took the vial. She did not ask what the changes were. She could feel them already—a sharpness in her thoughts, a clarity that had not existed before. The venom had done its work. She was ready. Zale left without another word. Medusa stood alone in the ritual chamber, the walls breathing around her in their slow green-gold rhythm. She stared at the vial in her hand, then tilted her head back and drank. The liquid tasted like copper and ash. She walked back to her chambers, her bare feet silent on the stone floors. The palace was empty. The servants had been told to stay away. Only the walls watched her, their bioluminescent veins pulsing in time with her heartbeat. When she reached her balcony, the monkeys were gone. The fruit basket sat empty on the jade railing. Medusa looked out over the kingdom. Three tiers of waterfall, water flowing upward through impossible engineering. The Serpent Walls coiling around the perimeter like a protective embrace. Beyond them, the forest stretched endlessly toward the horizon, and somewhere past that, the Mediterranean. Rome. She would go there. She would represent her people. She would return victorious. Her father believed in her. He had said so with his smile. Medusa turned away from the balcony and collapsed into her bed. The venom sealed itself into her marrow, her blood, her brain.

By morning, the ritual was complete. By morning, she had forgotten the truth entirely.
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THE HONORED GUESTS
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The river was wider than any of them had expected. Marcus stood at the northern bank, watching the water move. Brown and thick, carrying  debris from somewhere upstream—branches, leaves, things he could not identify. The current  was deceptive. What looked slow from a distance revealed itself up close as something  patient and powerful. "We cross here," he said. The guide—a Bantu man named Jabari who spoke broken Latin and charged too much—shook his head. "No cross. Hippo water." "We paid you to take us across." "I take you to river. Not in river." Jabari pointed downstream. "Three days. Better crossing." Marcus turned to his men.They were dressed as scouts but trained as soldiers. Rome had sent  them north with simple orders: find the kingdom rumored to exist in the deep forest. Make  contact. Assess their strength. No one had told them about hippos. "We don't have three days," Marcus said. "We cross now." Jabari stepped back, both hands raised. "You cross. I wait here." Marcus looked at the water again. They had two mules loaded with supplies—grain, wine,  cloth for trade. The animals would have to swim. The men would have to guide them. "Load the raft," he ordered. It took an hour to construct something that would float. Logs lashed together with rope, the  supplies tied down in the center. The mules balked at the water's edge, eyes rolling white, but  eventually they were coaxed into the shallows. Marcus went first. The water was cold. Colder than it had any right to be this close to the equator. He pushed the  raft ahead of him, his sandals finding purchase on the river bottom for the first few steps, then  nothing. He kicked his legs and felt the current take him. Behind him, the others followed. They were halfway across when the first mule screamed.

* * *
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The hippo rose from the water like a boulder coming to life. Its mouth opened impossibly wide, revealing tusks the length of a man's forearm. It clamped down on the mule's hindquarters and pulled the animal under in one smooth motion. The raft tilted. Supplies slid into the water. The second mule panicked, thrashing, breaking its tether. Marcus grabbed for the rope and missed. The current took the animal downstream, its braying cut short as another hippo surfaced. "Get to the bank!" Marcus shouted. The men swam. The raft disintegrated behind them, logs scattering like kindling. Marcus felt something massive move beneath him—a body the size of a wagon, passing close enough to brush his leg. He kicked harder. His hands found mud. Then grass. He pulled himself onto the southern bank and collapsed, gasping. Around him, his men crawled out of the water one by one. Four. He counted again. Four men. Two mules gone. One man missing. "Servius?" Marcus called. The river offered no answer. Jabari appeared on the northern bank, shaking his head. Even from this distance, Marcus could see the expression on his face: I told you.

* * *
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They made camp that night without fire. The supplies that survived the crossing were minimal—some grain, a single wineskin, two daggers. Everything else was at the bottom of the river or in the belly of a hippo. Marcus sat with his back against a tree, watching the jungle around them. It was too dark. Too thick. The canopy blocked out the stars, and the sounds that moved through the undergrowth were nothing like the wolves or bears he knew from the north.

"We should go back," one of his men said. Gaius. Young. This was his first mission. "We go forward," Marcus said. "We don't even know what we're looking for." "A kingdom. Stone walls. Advanced agriculture." Marcus recited the intelligence they'd been given. "Somewhere in this forest, there's a civilization that's avoided contact for centuries. We find it. We report back. That's the mission." "And if they don't want to be found?" Marcus didn't answer. They slept in shifts. When dawn came, they moved south.

* * *
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The border appeared on the third day. They had been walking through jungle that all looked the same—trees, vines, mud—when suddenly the forest opened into a clearing. At the center of it stood a marker. A snake's head. Carved from black stone, as tall as a man, its mouth open in a permanent strike. The detail was extraordinary. Every scale had been rendered with precision. The eyes were inlaid with something that glowed or reflected green. "What is that?" Gaius asked. Marcus stepped closer. At the base of the snake's head, symbols had been carved into the stone. Not Latin. Not Greek. Not any language he recognized. "A warning," he said. Behind them, Jabari had stopped at the edge of the clearing. The guide was staring at the snake head, his face pale. "We go back now," Jabari said. "This place—no go. Bad place." "You're being paid to guide us." "I guide you to border. This is border. My job finish." Jabari took a step backward. "You go past snake, you no come back." Marcus looked at the marker again. Then at his men. Then at the forest beyond the clearing, which looked no different from the forest behind them.

"We go forward," he said. Jabari turned and walked with them without another word. Marcus led his men past the snake's head. The jungle closed around them again, and for a while, nothing changed. Trees. Vines. The sound of insects. But then Marcus began to notice small things. The undergrowth was too uniform. The paths between the trees too clear. As if something had been shaping this place, pruning it, maintaining it. They walked for another hour. Then the bees came.

* * *
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The sound reached them first. A low hum that grew louder with every step. Marcus stopped, holding up one hand. His men froze behind him. "What is that?" Gaius whispered. The hum became a roar. They appeared from everywhere at once—thousands of them, pouring out of the canopy in a black cloud. Not bees. Something larger. Wasps, maybe, or hornets. Marcus couldn't tell. He only knew they were fast and they were angry. "Run!" he shouted. The swarm descended. Marcus felt the first sting on his neck—a spike of pain that made his vision blur. Then another on his arm. His shoulder. He ran blind, crashing through vines, tripping over roots. Behind him, his men were screaming. He didn't know how long they ran. Time collapsed into motion and pain. His lungs burned. His legs felt like they would give out. And then, suddenly, the bees were gone. Marcus stopped, gasping, and looked around. The jungle had changed. The trees were taller here. Older. And between them, he could see structures—stone platforms built into the trunks, bridges made of living vines, and in the distance, something

that looked like a wall. "Where are we?" Gaius asked, his face covered in welts. Marcus turned to answer and saw them. Two figures, standing thirty paces away. They were tall—taller than any man Marcus had ever seen. Their skin was dark and flawless, their bodies draped in cloth that shimmered green and gold. They carried no weapons that Marcus could see, but the way they stood made it clear they didn't need any. One of them spoke. The sound was not entirely human. Words mixed with something else—a hiss, a click, tones that Marcus felt in his chest more than heard. "We don't understand," Marcus said in Latin. The figure tilted its head, then repeated the sound. Marcus tried Greek. Then Aramaic. Then a dialect of Punic he'd picked up in North Africa. Nothing. The two figures looked at each other. One of them made a gesture—quick, efficient—and suddenly Marcus's legs went out from under him. He didn't see what hit him. One moment he was standing. The next, he was on the ground, staring up at the canopy, his skull ringing like a struck bell. Darkness crowded the edges of his vision. The last thing he saw before he lost consciousness was one of the figures leaning over him, studying his face with an expression that might have been curiosity. Or pity.

* * *
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Marcus woke in a cage. Not iron. Wood. Black wood, so dense it looked like stone. The bars were smooth and uniform, fitted together without nails or rope. He sat up slowly, his head pounding, and took stock. He was in some kind of vehicle. Large. The cage took up most of the interior, but beyond it he could see cushioned benches, woven mats on the floor, even what looked like a partition in the back. Through the bars, he could see his men— all awake, all staring at their surroundings

with the same confusion Marcus felt. And Jabari. The guide sat in the corner of the cage, arms wrapped around his knees, muttering something in his own language. "Where are we?" Marcus asked. "Moving," Gaius said. "We've been moving for hours." Marcus pressed his face against the bars and looked out through a small opening in the vehicle's side. Jungle. Still jungle. But they were moving fast—faster than any cart or wagon Marcus had ridden in. He could hear something massive outside. Footsteps. Heavy. Rhythmic. Elephants, he realized. This vehicle was being pulled by elephants. He sat back, his mind racing. The cage was solid. The vehicle was well-made—better than anything Rome produced. And whoever had captured them had done so without killing them. That was either very good or very bad. The vehicle did not stop. Not for food. Not for rest. The elephants pulled them through the jungle at a steady pace, and inside the cage, Marcus and his men waited. Occasionally, one of their captors would appear at a small window in the partition—tall, silent, watching them with expressions that gave nothing away. On the second day, they discovered the bathroom area in the back corner. Food appeared—fruit, bread made from grain Marcus didn't recognize, water in clay vessels. It was humiliating. But it was not cruel. Days passed, the jungle ended.

* * *
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The walls appeared first. Massive. Black stone shaped like a serpent's body, coiling around something Marcus couldn't yet see. The vehicle passed through an opening—the serpent's mouth, he realized—and suddenly they were inside.

The drums hit them before anything else. Deep. Layered. Coming from everywhere and nowhere—from the walls, from the ground, from somewhere inside Marcus's own chest. Not one drum but dozens, maybe hundreds, each one tuned to a different pitch, the rhythms interlocking in patterns so complex they sounded like a single living pulse. The sound was physical. It pressed against his ribs. Changed his heartbeat. Made the air itself feel thick with intention. His men grabbed the bars of the cage. Gaius covered his ears. Jabari closed his eyes and began rocking, his lips moving in silent prayer. Marcus just listened. He had heard war drums before. Festival drums in Rome. They were sticks hitting stretched hide. This was something else entirely. This was a language. A declaration. The kingdom announcing itself to the strangers in the cage the way a storm announces itself to the sea—not as a warning, but as a fact. The drums did not stop. They would not stop for the entire time Marcus was inside these walls. They simply became the air. The background. The heartbeat of a place that was alive in ways Rome could not begin to comprehend. The Snake Kingdom. Marcus stared. Three tiers of waterfall, each one flowing upward. Impossible. He watched water climb against gravity, moving through channels carved into living stone, and felt something in his mind try to reject what his eyes were seeing. Buildings rose from the terraces—smooth, organic shapes that looked grown rather than built. Everything glowed faintly green and gold, as if the stone itself were alive. The vehicle stopped. The cage door opened. Two guards—different from the ones who had captured them—gestured for Marcus and his men to exit. They did, slowly, hands raised to show they were unarmed. They were led through corridors that pulsed with light. Past chambers filled with things Marcus had no names for. Up staircases that spiraled in ways that made his depth perception fail. And then, finally, into a vast circular room. The King's court.

It was full. Hundreds of people—tall, flawless, dressed in jade and gold—stood in tiers around the room's perimeter. At the center, on a throne carved from a single piece of obsidian, sat a man who looked like he had been alive since the world began. The Snake King. He wore a robe made from vulture. Vulture skin—the bird itself, reconstructed into garment. Perfect feathers, black and gray and oil-slick iridescent, layered around the neck in a collar that fanned outward like the bird's own ruff. The feathers continued down the spine in a single unbroken line, each one placed with a precision that made the robe look less like clothing and more like a second set of wings folded against the King's back. The garment moved when he breathed. Shifted. As if the dead bird's instinct to fly still lived in the feathers. On his left shoulder sat a dressing made from elephant ivory. Cut into overlapping pieces—thin, curved, fitted together so perfectly that from a distance they looked like the scales of a serpent climbing his body. Each piece had been polished to a white so pure it seemed to glow against his dark skin. The ivory caught the bioluminescent light of the chamber and reflected it back in soft flashes as the King shifted on his throne. It was obscene in its craftsmanship. The amount of skill required to carve ivory that thin without breaking it, to shape each piece into a scale and fit them together so they moved with the body beneath—Marcus had never seen anything like it. Rome's finest could not have produced it. Marcus felt every eye in the room on him. Felt the weight of their judgment. These people looked at him the way a scholar might look at an insect. Curious. Unimpressed. To the King's right stood an ancient figure—so thin he looked skeletal, his skin translucent enough to see the veins beneath. He wore robes of white and carried himself with the stillness of someone who had stopped measuring time in years. The High Chemist. To the King's left, closer to the center of the room, stood a massive warrior. Broader than any man Marcus had ever seen, his body a map of old violence. His face was unreadable, but his eyes—sharp, calculating—moved across the Romans with the precision of someone assessing prey. This one stood near a young woman. She was tall. Beautiful in a way that made Marcus forget to breathe. She wore jade and gold, and her eyes were fixed on him with an intensity that made him want to look away. The King spoke.

The sound filled the room—words mixed with hisses, clicks, tones that resonated in Marcus's chest. He understood nothing. The young woman stepped forward. When she spoke, her voice was clear. Perfect Latin, but with an accent Marcus had never heard. "The Snake King welcomes you to his kingdom," she said. "He asks why you have come." Marcus swallowed. His throat was dry. "We come in peace," he said. "Rome seeks to establish contact. To open trade. To—" One of his men moved. Cassius. The oldest of them. A veteran who had fought in many battles and won. He stepped forward, and Marcus saw it in his eyes—the same thing he'd seen in the eyes of men who'd been in too many battles and stopped caring about survival. Contempt. Cassius looked at the Snake King and said something in broken Greek. Something about barbarians. About savages playing at civilization. The room went silent. The King stood.

* * *
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It happened fast. Cassius threw the first punch—a soldier's punch, meant to break bone. It connected with the King's jaw with a sound like a hammer hitting meat. The King's head didn't move. Cassius threw another punch. Then another. Each one landing solid. Each one doing nothing. The King waited. When Cassius finally stopped, breathing hard, the King moved. He caught Cassius's right wrist, with both hands. His grip was absolute. Fingers like iron bands, closing around bone with a pressure that made Cassius's eyes go wide. The King began to twist. Slowly. Deliberately.

Marcus heard the sound before he understood what it was. Grinding. Bone rotating against bone inside flesh that was never meant to move that way. Cassius screamed—a high, animal sound—and tried to pull away. The King's grip tightened. His hand didn't shake. Didn't strain. He just kept twisting. The wrist went first. A wet snap that echoed through the chamber. Then the forearm bones—radius and ulna separating from each other as the King's fingers worked them like clay. Cassius's hand rotated a full one hundred and eighty degrees, the skin stretching, tearing, blood beginning to seep from where the bones pressed against the surface. The King let go. Cassius stumbled backward, cradling his ruined arm. His hand hung at an impossible angle, fingers twitching. The King caught his other wrist. "No—" Cassius gasped. The King twisted again. This time he went slower. Marcus could see the effort in Cassius's face as he tried to resist, tried to pull free, but the King's grip was immovable. The bones began to spiral inside the arm. Muscle tore. Tendons snapped like wet rope. Cassius vomited from the pain. The King continued twisting until the second arm matched the first—hand facing backward, bones visible beneath skin that had split open in places, blood running down to drip on the obsidian floor. Cassius fell to his knees. The King knelt with him. He placed both hands on Cassius's right thigh, just above the knee. His fingers sank into the muscle, finding the bone beneath. Then he began to twist again. The femur was thicker. Stronger. It took longer. Marcus watched the King's hands work—steady, patient, inexorable. The bone resisted. Held. Then began to give. Cassius was screaming continuously now, a sound that no longer seemed human. The King twisted the femur until it broke, not with a clean snap but with a grinding spiral fracture that left jagged edges tearing through muscle.

Then the other leg. Cassius couldn't scream anymore. His voice had failed. He made small, broken sounds as the King's hands found his left femur and began the same slow rotation. Blood pooled around his knees. His body was shaking so violently Marcus thought he might die before the King finished. But the King wasn't finished. He moved to Cassius's chest. His hands pressed against the ribcage, fingers spreading wide. Then he squeezed. Marcus heard the ribs crack one by one. Not breaking cleanly, but compressing inward, splintering, puncturing organs. The King's grip tightened with the same slow inevitability he'd shown with the limbs. Cassius's chest caved inward. Blood came from his mouth—dark, frothing. The King stood, lifted Cassius by the throat, and twisted. The neck rotated. Once. Twice. The man's head faced completely backward, his dead eyes staring at nothing. The King held the body up for a moment, displaying it to the room, then reached to his waist and pulled something from his belt—a small whistle, carved from bone. He blew a single note. The water behind the throne erupted. A serpent rose from it—forty feet long, its body as thick as a man's torso, scales black and iridescent. It moved toward the King and lowered its head in what could only be called a bow. The King tossed Cassius's body to the serpent. It swallowed the corpse whole.

* * *
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Near the young woman, the massive warrior watched the execution without expression. Tox had seen men die a thousand ways. Had killed many of them himself. But watching the King work was different. There was no rage in it. No passion. Just technique. Efficiency. The King's grip strength was legendary—venom-enhanced bone density combined with a century of conditioning. Most in the kingdom viewed it as divine. A gift. Tox knew better.

It was leverage. Anatomy. Knowing exactly where to apply pressure and how long to sustain it. The King had turned murder into a science, but that didn't make him invincible. Just extremely difficult to kill. Tox kept his face neutral. His hands loose at his sides. He had been instructed to attend this audience, to stand near Medusa as a silent guardian. His loyalty was absolute. But somewhere in the back of his mind, in a place he would never voice, he noted the King's patterns. The way he favored his right hand. The moment of stillness before each movement. Weaknesses were there. They always were. Beside him, Medusa stood perfectly still. If the violence had affected her, she didn't show it.

* * *
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The room remained silent. The King returned to his throne, and when he spoke again, it was not in the snake language. It was in perfect Latin. "Your friend insulted my hospitality," the King said. His voice was calm. Clinical. "That insult has been answered. The matter is closed." Marcus couldn't move. Couldn't speak. His hands were shaking. He could still hear the sound of bones grinding. "You came seeking peace," the King continued. "I will give you peace. As a gesture of goodwill, I will send my daughter to Rome with you. She will carry gifts—gold, fruits from our groves. She will serve as an ambassador between our peoples." The King gestured to the young woman. She stepped forward, her face expressionless. "This is Medusa," the King said. "She will leave with you in few days. Until then, you are my guests." He stood again, and this time his smile was warm. Terrifying. "You will be bathed," he said. "Fed. Given rest. And when you leave, you will tell Rome what you have seen here."

He clapped his hands once. Guards appeared from every direction. Marcus and his men were led away, and the last thing Marcus saw before the doors closed was the giant serpent sliding back into the water, Cassius's body still visible as a bulge in its throat. And the massive warrior, standing beside Medusa, his eyes following the Romans with an expression that might have been pity. Or contempt.

* * *
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The bathing chamber was unlike anything Marcus had ever seen. Warm water flowed from channels in the walls, heated by some method he couldn't identify. Servants—silent, efficient—scrubbed the dirt and blood from his skin, then dressed him in clean cloth. Beside him, Gaius was shaking. "What are they?" he whispered. Marcus didn't answer. He didn't have an answer. Jabari, on the other hand, looked almost relieved. The Bantu man sat in the warm water, eyes closed, as if this were a reward he'd been waiting for. "You knew," Marcus said to him. "You knew what was past that border." Jabari opened one eye. "I know stories," he said. "Old stories. About the people who make water go up. Who speak with snakes. Who heal from any wound." He closed his eye again. "I did not believe. Now I believe." Marcus looked down at his hands. They were clean now. Flawless. The stings from the bees had vanished entirely, healed by some paste the servants had applied. In three days, they would leave this place. With the King's daughter. With Medusa.

And Rome would see what he had seen. Marcus didn't know if that was a gift or a curse.
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THE EDGE
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The waterfall roared. Behind it, carved into the cliff face where mist turned everything to shadow and suggestion,  the training grounds waited. Few knew it existed. Fewer still had been allowed inside. Medusa stood in the cave mouth, barefoot on wet stone, holding an ironwood dagger. The weapon was short—no longer than her forearm—but its edge was perfect. Ironwood  could only be shaped by acid harvested from a specific beetle found deep in the forest  canopy. The process took months. The result was a blade harder than steel, lighter than bone. She held it loose in her right hand, waiting. Listening. Her dreadlocks hung free, unbound, water dripping from the ends. The mist clung to her skin.  She wore only training cloth—minimal, functional—and her breathing was slow. Controlled. Somewhere in the darkness ahead, Tox was moving. The first arrow came without warning. Medusa shifted her weight. The arrow passed through the space where her head had been a  heartbeat before and shattered against the cave wall behind her. The second arrow followed. She tilted her torso, minimal movement, and felt the fletching brush her shoulder as it flew  past. Then the storm began. Arrows poured out of the darkness—ten, fifteen, twenty—all aimed at vital points. Throat.  Eyes. Heart. Medusa moved through them like water finding paths between stones. A step  left. A lean right. Her body folding, rotating, her feet never leaving the ground except when  they had to. A summersault carried her beneath three arrows that crossed at chest height. A backflip took her over two more that came low, aimed at her knees. Her dreadlocks whipped through the air, droplets of water scattering. And then Tox was there. He came from above, dropping from somewhere in the cave's upper reaches, his machete

already descending. The blade was massive—ironwood shaped into a weapon that would have been too heavy for most men to lift. In Tox's hands, it moved like wind. The edge cut toward Medusa's skull. She brought her dagger up—not to block, but to redirect. The smaller blade met the machete at an angle, and instead of stopping the strike, she let it slide past her head, close enough that she felt the air pressure change. Then she struck. The ironwood dagger punched into Tox's forearm, just below the wrist. The blade went deep—through muscle, between the bones of the radius and ulna, cutting tendons. Blood came immediately, dark and thick, pouring over her hand. Medusa's eyes went wide. She released the dagger and stepped back, her guard dropping completely. "Tox, I—" His injured arm moved. The backhand caught her across the jaw with only a fraction of his strength, but it was enough. Medusa's feet left the ground. She flew backward through the mist and hit the cave wall hard enough to crack the stone beneath her shoulders. She slid to the ground, gasping. Tox stood where she'd left him, the dagger still embedded in his arm, blood running down to drip from his fingertips. He pulled the blade free without expression and tossed it to the ground beside her. Then he reached to his belt. From a small pouch, he pulled a paste, thick as clay. He scooped a handful and pressed it directly into the wound. The bleeding stopped. Not slowed. Stopped. Medusa pushed herself to her feet, one hand on her jaw. It was already healing—the impact had been sharp but clean, no bones broken. Just tissue damage that her body was repairing even as she stood. Tox walked to the cave wall without looking at her. Vines grew there, cultivated in the darkness, fed by the waterfall's spray. He grabbed a section and tore it free, then used the dagger to split it lengthwise. Inside, the vine was hollow, filled with a clear, viscous fluid. He pressed the vine against his wrist and held it there.

"You let your guard down," he said. His voice was deep. Measured. He spoke the snake language, but without the hisses and clicks—this was the version used only in private, when efficiency mattered more than ceremony. "I thought I'd hurt you," Medusa said. "You did hurt me." "I thought it was serious." Tox turned to look at her. His face was a map of old violence—scars that had healed perfectly but left memory behind. His eyes were dark, unreadable. "In battle, there is no difference between hurt and serious," he said. "The enemy does not stop because you draw blood. They stop when they are dead. Or you are." He started walking toward the waterfall. Medusa followed, still rubbing her jaw. They passed through the falling water together. The torrent washed over them, cold and absolute, and when they emerged on the other side, Tox's legs and feet were clean. The blood that had spilled down to pool around his ankles was gone, carried away by the cascade. He removed the vine from his wrist. The wound had closed. Not completely—Medusa could still see the line where her blade had entered—but the tendons had fused. The muscle had reconnected. In another hour, there would be no mark at all. "How fast did I cut you?" Medusa asked. Tox glanced at her. "Fast enough that I didn't see it coming." "Have you seen anyone faster?" "No." The word hung between them. Tox had been alive for over a hundred and sixty years. He had trained princes and assassins. Had killed men in a dozen kingdoms. Had survived battles that left entire armies dead. And he had never seen reflexes like hers. He didn't say this. Didn't need to. Medusa understood.

"Will it be enough?" she asked. "In Rome?" Tox was quiet for a long moment. They walked together through the hidden paths that led from the training grounds back toward the kingdom proper, moving through passages carved into the cliff face that only a handful of people knew existed. "Rome is not a battlefield," he finally said. "It is a nest of vipers who smile while they sharpen knives. Your speed and strength will not save you from politics." "Then what will?" Tox stopped. He turned to face her, and for the first time in all the years she had trained with him, she saw something in his expression that might have been concern. "Do not trust anyone," he said. "Not the Romans. Not their allies. Not even those who offer friendship." He paused. "And when the time comes to strike, do not hesitate. Do not let your guard down. Not for anything." Medusa nodded slowly. "Yes, Tox." He studied her face for another moment, then turned and continued walking. Neither of them spoke again.

* * *
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Jabari had decided that the Snake Kingdom was paradise. The Bantu man reclined in a bath that had been carved directly into the palace's lower tier, fed by warm water that flowed upward through channels he still didn't understand. Around him, three young women—servants, he'd been told, traded from a coastal tribe to settle some ancient debt—attended to him with efficiency and something that might have been genuine kindness. They scrubbed his skin with oils that smelled of flowers he couldn't name. Brought him fruit that tasted sweeter than anything he'd ever eaten. And at night, when the bioluminescent walls pulsed their slow green-gold rhythm, they came to his chambers and made him forget he'd ever been anywhere else. He had no intention of leaving. The Romans could go to their deaths for all he cared. He'd fulfilled his contract—guided them to the border, watched them cross into Snake territory, survived the journey to this impossible city. His debt was paid. If the Snake King wanted him to stay, he would stay.

Forever, if necessary. One of the women leaned close and whispered something in a language he was beginning to understand. Asking if he wanted more wine. He nodded, smiling, and she poured from a clay vessel into a cup made of polished jade. Jabari drank and thought that perhaps the old stories had been wrong. The Snake People weren't monsters. They were gods.

* * *
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Marcus walked through the kingdom's public plaza and felt his mind trying to reject what his eyes were showing him. Gold. Everywhere, gold. Not hoarded or hidden, but used. Inlaid into the obsidian walls in patterns that formed images—serpents coiling around suns, maps of stars he didn't recognize, geometric shapes that seemed to move when he looked at them too long. Copper sculptures rose from pools of water that flowed upward, defying every law of nature Marcus had been taught. The sculptures depicted figures—warriors, scholars, serpents larger than houses—all rendered in detail so precise he could see individual scales, individual fingers. The carvings on every surface were beyond anything Rome had produced. No tool marks. No imperfections. As if the stone had been grown into these shapes rather than cut. Beside him, Gaius stared at a wall where bioluminescent algae had been cultivated to form a living mural. The light pulsed in waves, creating the illusion of movement—a serpent breathing, a waterfall flowing. "How?" Gaius whispered. Marcus had no answer. They had been given freedom to walk the public areas of the kingdom, always watched but never hindered. The Snake People moved around them without fear or curiosity, as if the presence of Romans was barely worth noticing. Children ran past—tall, flawless, laughing in that strange language that mixed words with sounds no human throat should make. They played games Marcus couldn't follow, their movements faster than seemed possible.

An old woman sat weaving cloth from what looked like spider silk, her fingers moving too quickly to track, creating patterns that shifted and changed in the light. A man walked by carrying a basket of fruit, and Marcus recognized mangoes, starfruit, and other things he had no names for. The man glanced at him with an expression of such profound indifference that Marcus felt something in his chest tighten. They were insects here. Curiosities. Less than nothing. "We need to leave," Gaius said quietly. "Soon," Marcus replied. "With the girl." "Medusa." "The King's daughter." Gaius looked at him. "You think she's really a gesture of peace?" Marcus thought of Cassius's body being swallowed by a serpent forty feet long. Thought of the King's smile—warm and terrifying. Thought of the way every person in this kingdom looked at them with the same expression: Pity. "No," Marcus said. "I think she's a message." "What kind of message?" Marcus didn't answer. He didn't know yet. But he knew it wouldn't be good.

* * *
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The sun was setting when Medusa returned to her chambers. She bathed quickly, washing away the sweat and mist from the training grounds. The cut on her jaw had healed completely, leaving no mark. Her body felt good—loose, ready, alive with the kind of clarity that only came after pushing to the edge. Servants brought her traveling clothes. Not the jade and gold of ceremony, but practical

garments—spider silk reinforced with thin strips of treated leather, designed to breathe in heat and insulate in cold. Dark colors. Minimal adornment. They also brought the chest. It was small—no larger than a water basin—but heavy. Made of ironwood bound with copper, its surface carved with serpents. Inside, she knew, were the gifts her father had selected. Gold coins minted with the Snake Kingdom's seal. Fruits from the royal groves, preserved in some alchemical solution that would keep them fresh for months. A sealed letter, written in her father's hand, addressed to the Roman Emperor. And a vial. Medusa didn't know what was in the vial. Her father had placed it in the chest himself, told her not to open it, not to speak of it. Just to deliver it to the Emperor as part of the diplomatic offering. She hadn't questioned him. She didn't question anything anymore. The venom had seen to that. When she was dressed, she stood on her balcony and looked out over the kingdom one last time. The three tiers of waterfall flowing upward in their impossible defiance of nature. The walls breathing their slow green-gold light. The people moving through the terraces below, living their lives in a civilization that had perfected what Rome was still learning. Tomorrow, she would leave. She would travel with the Romans across the Mediterranean to a city she had only read about. She would serve as her father's ambassador. And when she returned, she would have proven herself worthy. The thought filled her with something that wasn't quite pride. Wasn't quite anticipation. Just purpose. Clear. Absolute. She went to bed early, and when she slept, she did not dream.
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THE ELEPHANT YARD
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The elephant yard was alive with sound. Drums echoed off the obsidian walls—deep, resonant, keeping time with a rhythm that felt  older than the kingdom itself. The people moved as one, bodies swaying in synchronized  lines, feet striking stone in perfect unison. Not a performance. A ritual. The kind of collective  motion that happened when an entire culture shared the same pulse. Medusa stood at the edge of the yard, watching. Two vehicles waited in the center—massive contraptions of ironwood and woven fiber, built  to be pulled by elephants over terrain that would destroy lesser transport. The front vehicle  was larger, designed to carry the Romans and their minimal supplies. The rear vehicle was  smaller, more private. Hers. Servants moved between them, loading the last of the provisions. Water vessels. Preserved  fruits. The ironwood chest with her father's gifts, secured in the center of her vehicle where  she could keep watch over it. Tox stood three paces to her left. He hadn't moved in over an hour. Just stood there, watching the yard, watching the people,  watching everything with the same calculating stillness he brought to the training grounds.  His presence was a constant—heavy, immovable, reassuring in a way Medusa didn't fully  understand. The elephants were being fed by their caretakers—men and women who had spent decades  learning the animals' temperaments, speaking to them in soft clicks and hums that the  massive creatures seemed to understand. One of the elephants lifted its trunk and made a low,  rumbling sound that Medusa felt in her chest. The dancing continued. The drums built. And then Kofi appeared.

* * *
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Her cousin walked through the crowd without hurrying, and people parted for him  automatically. He was broader than Medusa, heavier with muscle, his skin flawless and  unmarked. He wore jade and gold, and around his neck hung the symbol of the heir—a  serpent carved from obsidian, its eyes set with uncut emeralds. He carried something wrapped in broad leaves. "Cousin," he said when he reached her.

"Kofi." He held out the wrapped package. Medusa took it and peeled back the leaves. Inside were fruits she recognized immediately—golden kola nuts, harvested from trees that only grew in one valley deep in the forest's heart. They were rare. Valuable. Reserved for royalty. "For the journey," Kofi said. His voice was level, but there was something in his eyes that might have been concern. Or guilt. Medusa couldn't tell. "Thank you," she said. Kofi looked at her for a long moment. "Rome is not like home." "I know." "No," he said. "You don't. But you will." Before Medusa could respond, he turned and walked back into the crowd, disappearing among the dancers without another word. Medusa stared at the kola nuts, then carefully wrapped them again and handed them to a servant to pack in her vehicle. The drums pounded on.

* * *

[image: ]


Marcus stood near the front vehicle with his remaining men, watching the organized chaos of the elephant yard. Gaius leaned close and spoke quietly in Latin. "They're sending us away with a party." "They're celebrating being rid of us," Marcus replied. It was true. The dancing wasn't for them. The drums weren't in their honor. This was the Snake People's way of marking a moment—the departure of a princess, the beginning of contact with the outside world, the unfolding of whatever plan their ancient king had set in motion. Marcus watched Medusa standing at the yard's edge, tall and still, her dreadlocks bound now for travel. She wore dark clothes—practical, reinforced—and carried herself with the kind of quiet confidence that came from never having doubted herself. She terrified him. Not because of what she'd done—she hadn't done anything to them—but because of what she represented. A culture so far beyond Rome that it made the empire look like children playing at civilization.

He wondered what would happen when she reached Rome. He wondered if he would survive to see it.

* * *
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The Bantu man appeared suddenly, pushing through the crowd toward the King. Jabari's face was desperate, his eyes wide. He moved between the dancers—who continued their synchronized steps without breaking rhythm—and fell to his knees before the Snake King. "Please—" he said in his own language, then switched to broken Latin. "I stay—I work—I serve—please—" The Snake King stood near the center of the yard, speaking with a group of elders. When Jabari prostrated himself, the conversation stopped. The drums continued. The dancing continued. People moved around the kneeling man like water flowing past a stone, their feet striking the ground in perfect time. Some of them smiled. Jabari began to beg in earnest, mixing Bantu and Latin and fragments of the snake language, his voice rising with desperation. "Please let me stay. I serve you. I work. I do anything. Please. Don't send me back." A nearby guard watched without expression. He understood every word—the Snake People were scholars, fluent in all the languages of the known world—but he didn't move. Didn't react. Just stood there, waiting. Near the King's side, the High Chemist leaned close and whispered something. The King nodded slowly. He looked down at Jabari and spoke in perfect Bantu. His accent was flawless, his tone conversational, as if discussing the weather. "You wish to remain in my kingdom?" Jabari's head snapped up, hope flooding his face. "Yes—yes, please, I—" "You come from the western confederation." The hope drained away. "I left them. Years ago. I work alone now—" "They are my enemies." The King's voice remained calm. Pleasant, even. "They raid my borders. Refuse tribute. Act as if my authority means nothing."

"I am not them—" "You will carry a message for me." The King moved. His hand shot out and grabbed Jabari by the hair, yanking him to his feet. The Bantu man cried out, tried to pull away, but the King's grip was absolute. Behind them, one of the snake-shaped braziers burned—a fixture of wrought copper shaped like a coiled serpent, its body glowing red-hot where it had been sitting over flame for hours. The Snake People used these throughout the kingdom for light, for heat, for ceremony. The King dragged Jabari to the brazier. "No—no please—I beg you—" The King pressed the side of Jabari's head against the serpent's burning body. The sound was immediate and visceral—skin hissing, fat popping, the wet sizzle of flesh cooking against metal. Jabari screamed. His body convulsed, trying to escape, but the King held him steady with the same casual strength he'd used to break Cassius's bones. The drums never stopped. The dancing never stopped. Nearby, people swayed in their lines, feet moving in perfect rhythm, some of them glancing at the burning man with mild interest. A few smiled—not cruelty, just acknowledgment that justice was being served. The elephants swayed to the music, their massive bodies rocking gently, trunks swaying. Above, Medusa's grey parrot circled once, then dove toward her vehicle. It dropped a cluster of fruit—starfruit and something purple that only grew in the highest canopy—and a servant rushed forward to collect them before they hit the ground. Medusa watched the branding without expression. Tox stood beside her, his face carved from stone. The King held Jabari against the brazier for ten seconds. Fifteen. Twenty. The serpent shape burned into flesh, perfect and deliberate—scales forming in a pattern that ran from temple to shoulder. When he finally released him, Jabari collapsed. The King looked down at the sobbing, twitching man and spoke again in Bantu.

"Let it heal naturally. No medicine. No salves." His voice was still pleasant. Conversational. "The scar will be perfect. And when you return to your people, they will know what it means to challenge the Snake Kingdom." He gestured to two guards. "Take him home. All the way to the western territories. Make sure he arrives safely." The guards lifted Jabari—his face already swelling, blistering, the smell of burned meat thick in the air—and carried him toward the yard's exit. They walked away from the convoy, heading in a different direction, disappearing into the jungle paths. Jabari's screams faded. The drums pounded on. The dancers moved as one, their celebration continuing as if nothing had interrupted it.

* * *
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Marcus stood frozen, staring at the spot where Jabari had fallen. His stomach turned. Not from the violence—he'd seen worse in battle—but from the casualness of it. The way the King had turned torture into a diplomatic message without raising his voice or changing his expression. Beside him, Gaius whispered, "What kind of people are these?" Marcus had no answer.

* * *
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Medusa had watched the branding without reaction. The Bantu man had made a choice to guide the Romans. Had taken their money. Had led them past the border despite knowing what waited there. And now he was paying the price for that choice while simultaneously serving a purpose. It made sense. Her father didn't waste resources. Didn't waste opportunities. The Bantu confederation had been a problem for years—raiding parties, stolen goods, refusal to acknowledge the Snake Kingdom's superiority. Now they would receive a message written in scar tissue. Efficient. She turned her attention back to her vehicle, inspecting the travel garments one of the servants had laid out for her. Spider silk layered over treated leather, designed to breathe while protecting. Dark colors that wouldn't show dirt or blood.

"Princess." Medusa looked up. An old woman stood before her—the weaver she'd seen in the plaza days before. Her hair was silver, bound in elaborate coils decorated with snake-shaped feathers. Gold jewelry hung from her neck, wrists, and ears. Polished diamonds—round and smooth but uncut, their internal structures visible like frozen clouds—circled her throat in a heavy strand. She held something in her hands. "For you," the woman said in the snake language. Medusa took the offered garment. It was a mesh shirt, impossibly fine, woven from spider silk mixed with threads she didn't recognize. The material was light—almost weightless—but when she held it up to the light, she could see the density of the weave. Protective without being armor. "What is this?" Medusa asked. "Spider silk and fire-tree fiber," the woman said. "The trees grow near the volcano, deep in the southern forest. Their threads hold heat. Trap it close to your body." Her eyes were sharp, ancient. "It is cold in the north. This will keep you warm." Medusa ran her fingers over the mesh. The craftsmanship was extraordinary—each thread perfectly placed, the pattern geometric and beautiful. "Thank you," she said. The old woman nodded once, then turned and walked away, her jewelry chiming softly with each step. Medusa handed the mesh shirt to her servant to pack, making a mental note to wear it beneath her robes when they reached colder climates.

* * *
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The King appeared. He moved through the crowd like water—people parting without being asked, the drums adjusting their rhythm as if the musicians could sense his presence. He was wearing the hyena. A cape that swept from his shoulders to the ground, made from the pelts of spotted hyenas—not one animal but many, stitched together with such precision that the hides formed a single unbroken skin. The spotted pattern flowed across the garment without interruption, each pelt matched to the next so perfectly that the seams disappeared. The fur was coarse, bristled, left deliberately unrefined—every other fabric in the kingdom was silk or treated

leather or spider-woven mesh, and the King had chosen to wrap himself in something raw. Something that still smelled faintly of the kill. The hood was the head. A giant hyena's skull and face, preserved and mounted so that when the King raised the hood, the animal's jaws framed his forehead and the snout crested above his head like a crown. The teeth were intact—yellowed, thick, built for crushing bone. The eyes had been replaced with polished obsidian. When the King moved, the hyena moved with him. When he turned his head, the dead animal's head turned too, its jaws open in a permanent laugh. A matching loincloth hung from his waist—the same spotted hide, cut close, functional. Nothing else beneath the cape. Bare chest. Bare arms. The necklace of snake fangs at his throat, each one taken from the sacred serpents that coiled through the kingdom's foundations. His expression was unreadable. He approached Medusa. She straightened, prepared to receive formal instructions, final commands, perhaps a reminder of her purpose. Instead, he opened his arms. Medusa hesitated for half a heartbeat, then stepped into the embrace. The King's arms closed around her, and for the first time in years—perhaps ever—she felt the warmth of his body against hers. The hyena fur was coarse against her cheek—rough, animal, nothing like the silk and spider-woven fabrics she had grown up touching. He smelled of serpent musk and medicinal herbs. His grip was firm but not crushing. He held her for three seconds. Then he released her and stepped back. The entire city erupted. Voices rose in a sound that had no single word to describe it—not cheering, not shouting, but something deeper. A collective expression of approval, of recognition, of witnessing something significant. The sound rolled through the elephant yard and up through the terraces, echoing off the obsidian walls. Medusa stood motionless, caught between confusion and something that might have been warmth. Her father had never embraced her before. Never shown affection in front of others.

This meant something. She just didn't know what. The King turned and raised one hand. The drums stopped instantly. The voices fell silent. He gestured toward the vehicles. Medusa bowed—formal, proper—then turned and walked to her vehicle. Tox followed, climbing into the driver's position without a word. A servant opened the door to the private compartment, and Medusa stepped inside. The interior was simple but comfortable. Cushioned benches. The ironwood chest secured in the center. Small windows left open to the air—insects did not bother the Snake People—with curtains made from soft material harvested from a type of bush that grew near the waterfalls, dyed deep green. She sat and looked out through the mesh at the yard. Her father stood in the same position, hand still raised. He dropped his hand. The drums started again—louder now, faster—and the elephants began to move. The vehicles lurched forward, and Medusa felt the familiar sway of travel begin. Through the window, she watched the Snake Kingdom slide past. The terraced levels. The upward-flowing waterfalls. The breathing walls with their green-gold light. The people dancing. The drums pounding. And her father, standing alone in the center of the yard, watching her leave. She watched him until the vehicle passed through the Serpent's mouth—the great stone jaws that marked the kingdom's entrance—and the walls closed behind them. The jungle swallowed them whole. The drums faded. And for the first time in her life, Medusa was outside the only home she had ever known.

The journey through the jungle took two days. The elephants moved at a steady pace, following paths that seemed invisible to the Romans but were clear to Tox and the other Snake Kingdom handlers. The convoy passed through sections of forest so dense that sunlight never touched the ground, then through clearings where the canopy opened and the sky appeared—vast and blue and foreign. Medusa stayed in her vehicle most of the time, watching the jungle slide past through the open windows. Occasionally she would see movement in the trees—monkeys, birds, once a leopard that watched them pass with yellow eyes. On the second evening, the convoy reached the border. The giant snake head marker appeared through the trees—black stone carved with impossible precision, its mouth open in an eternal strike. Beyond it, Medusa could see where the forest began to change. The trees were smaller here. Less dense. The jungle was ending. Tox brought the convoy to a stop. He climbed down from the driver's position and walked to Medusa's vehicle, opening the door. "We camp here tonight," he said in the snake language. "Tomorrow, you walk." "The vehicles?" "Return to the kingdom. The King's orders. No Snake Kingdom property beyond this point." Medusa nodded and stepped out. The Romans were already gathering near the front vehicle. Marcus was speaking to his men in quiet Latin, probably explaining what came next. Servants began unloading supplies—enough food and water for the journey ahead, packed in leather sacks the Romans could carry. Bedrolls. A small tent for Medusa. The ironwood chest with her father's gifts. And arrangements had been made, Tox explained. Once they crossed the grasslands and reached the edge of the Sahara, horses would be waiting. Paid for in advance through traders the Snake Kingdom maintained contact with. Medusa watched the sun set through the trees. The jungle around them filled with night sounds—insects, frogs, birds calling to each other in the darkness. The Snake People moved efficiently, setting up camp, building a small fire, preparing food. The Romans sat apart, huddled together, watching everything with the wariness of prey

animals. Tox stood near Medusa, silent as always. "How far to Rome?" she asked. "Months," he said. "If you survive the journey." "I will survive." He looked at her, and something in his expression might have been doubt. Or concern. With Tox, it was impossible to tell. "Sleep tonight," he said. "Tomorrow, everything changes." Medusa returned to her tent, lay down on the bedroll, and closed her eyes. Above, through the tent's opening, she could see stars. More stars than she had ever seen in her life, unobstructed by the kingdom's walls or the jungle's canopy. Tomorrow she would leave the border behind. Tomorrow she would walk into a world she had only read about. And somewhere far beyond those stars, Rome waited.
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THE SWORD
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Medusa could not sleep. She lay in her tent, staring up through the opening at stars she had never seen before, and felt  the restlessness building in her chest like pressure. The jungle around her was alive with  sound—insects, frogs, something larger moving through the undergrowth—but inside the  camp, everything was still. The Romans slept in their bedrolls near the fire. Tox sat against a tree, eyes closed but not  asleep. Never asleep. The Snake Kingdom handlers had already begun their journey back,  taking the elephants and vehicles with them at dawn. By morning, Medusa would be walking. She stood. The movement was silent. She had learned that from Tox—how to rise without disturbing the  air, how to step without sound. She slipped out of her tent and into the darkness beyond the  firelight. The jungle welcomed her. She walked without direction at first, just moving, letting her body find its rhythm. The air  was warm and wet, clinging to her skin. She wore only her training cloth—minimal,  functional—and moved through the darkness guided more by instinct than sight. Then she heard it. Water. Running water, somewhere ahead. A river, maybe, or a stream. The sound called to her, and  she realized how much she missed the baths in the palace. The warm water flowing upward  through living stone. The servants with their oils and careful hands. It had only been days, but  already it felt like a lifetime. She followed the sound. The path opened gradually. The trees thinned. Moonlight—full and bright—spilled through  the canopy, illuminating ruins. Medusa stopped. Stone structures emerged from the jungle floor, half-consumed by roots and vines. Walls  carved with serpent motifs. Platforms built from obsidian. The Snake People's style,  unmistakable, but ancient. Abandoned. She had never been taught about this place. Monkeys moved through the ruins—large ones, a rare species of chimpanzee she'd only seen

in scrolls. They watched her with dark, intelligent eyes but didn't flee. Some were asleep in the crooks of trees. Others groomed each other, unbothered by her presence. Medusa walked closer to the water. Steps appeared—carved from stone, leading down to the river's edge. The water moved slowly here, dark and smooth, reflecting the moon. It looked inviting. Warm. She descended the steps. The water touched her feet first. Warm. Perfect. She waded deeper, letting it rise to her knees, her thighs. The current was gentle, barely there. She closed her eyes and felt the tension in her body begin to release. Then she felt something else. A presence. Large. Moving beneath the surface. The jungle sounds stopped. Every insect. Every frog. Every bird. Silence descended like a weight, and Medusa's eyes snapped open. She knew danger when it found her. She turned to leave— The alligator exploded from the water. Massive. Twenty feet long, its jaws wide enough to swallow her whole. Medusa's body moved before her mind caught up—a twist, a lean, her feet leaving the steps as the jaws snapped shut on empty air. She landed in the mud near the tree line, off balance, scrambling. The monkeys erupted into chaos. Screaming. Jumping. Some threw branches, fruit, anything they could grab at the alligator that was now hauling itself out of the water in pursuit. Medusa ran. But the embankment was steep. Muddy. Her feet slipped with every step, her hands clawing at roots that came loose in her grip. She was sliding backward, covered in mud, and the alligator was closing the distance. Its jaws snapped at her leg. She felt the wind. Smelled its breath—rotting meat and river mud. Then—light.

Bright green light, cutting through the darkness like a blade. A hand wrapped around her waist. Warmth. Fur. Scents she had never smelled before—musk and earth and something wild that made her skin prickle. She was lifted. The alligator lunged, but the green light moved faster. A weapon—a sword, glowing with energy Medusa didn't understand—punched through the reptile's skull between its eyes. The blade sank deep, the light intensifying, and the alligator went still. Dead. Instantly. Medusa felt herself being placed down—not dropped, but set carefully into soft jungle brush that felt more comfortable than her bed at home. The mud was still in her eyes, blurring her vision, but she could see enough. The alligator's body twitched once, then stopped. The sword remained embedded in its brain, glowing green, sizzling. Smoke rose from the wound, carrying a smell so foul Medusa turned her head away. She pushed herself out of the brush and stood. And looked up.

* * *
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The werewolf stood twelve feet tall. His body was sculpted muscle beneath blue fur that seemed to absorb moonlight and reflect it back darker. He wore a red cloak with a hood that covered his head, but Medusa could see his face—canine, powerful, with amber eyes that watched her with an intelligence that was distinctly not animal. Gold hung from him. A thick necklace with symbols carved into each link. A belt. Bracelets on each massive arm. The metal caught the moonlight and threw it back in sharp points. He looked down at her. "Medusa," he said. His voice was deep. Layered. As if multiple voices were speaking at once. Medusa's hand went to her waist, reaching for the whistle that would summon Tox. Her

fingers found it, brought it to her lips, and blew with all the force her lungs could produce. No sound emerged. Or rather, the sound emerged but went nowhere. It died in the air between them, as if the werewolf had wrapped silence around them like a curtain. "How do you know my name?" Medusa demanded. She spoke in the snake language, not expecting him to understand, but needing to speak. He didn't answer. Instead, he reached into his red cloak and pulled something out. A necklace. Thin. Delicate. Made from a metal Medusa didn't recognize—silver in color but stronger, denser. Along its length, small polished stones had been set at regular intervals, each one accompanied by a smaller stone. Different kinds—she recognized carnelian, lapis, obsidian. But one stood out. Jade. Larger than the others. More robust. Carved in the shape of a serpent's eye. The werewolf held it out to her. Medusa stared at it, then at him. This was a test. Or a trap. Or— She didn't know what it was. But she was cornered, muddy, and facing something that could kill her as easily as it had killed the alligator. She took the necklace. It was too large for her neck. She fastened it around her waist instead, and the moment the clasp closed, the stones began to glow. Faintly. Pulsing in time with her heartbeat. The werewolf nodded, as if this was expected. Then he reached out his hand. The sword—still embedded in the alligator's skull—tore free. It flew through the air with impossible speed and accuracy, spinning end over end, and slapped into the werewolf's palm. Medusa stepped back, dropping into a fighting stance. Her hands were empty, but her body knew what to do. Tox had trained her for this.

The werewolf laughed. Not a cruel laugh. Something warmer. Almost gentle. He held the sword out to her. Medusa stared at it. The blade was at least six feet long, glowing green, radiating heat that made the air shimmer. She could never wield such a weapon. It was too large. Too heavy. But she took it anyway. The moment her fingers wrapped around the hilt, everything changed. The green light shifted to gold. The sword began to vibrate—high frequency, almost musical. The heat didn't burn her. It flowed into her, through her, and she felt warmth spreading from her hands up her arms, into her chest. The werewolf spoke. His voice came from far away, or maybe from inside her head. She couldn't tell. "The blade answers to intention. Your will shapes it. Your need guides it. Keep it close. You will need it before the end." Medusa tried to respond, but her vision was blurring. The vibration increased. The golden light grew brighter. And then exhaustion hit her like a physical blow. Her legs gave out. Her eyes closed. She was asleep before she hit the ground.

* * *
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Medusa woke in her tent. Clean. The mud was gone. Her skin felt fresh, as if she'd been bathed in the palace's warm waters. Her hair had been washed, her training cloth replaced with clean garments. Beside her, laid carefully on a woven mat, was the sword. It wasn't six feet long anymore.

The blade had changed—shorter now, maybe the length of her arm, curved slightly like a saber. The hilt fit her hand perfectly. The sheath was made from something dark and smooth, carved with symbols she didn't recognize. Medusa sat up slowly. Had it been real? The necklace was still around her waist. The stones still pulsed faintly, their light barely visible in the morning sun that filtered through her tent. She reached for the sword. The moment her fingers touched the hilt, it began to glow. Gold. Warm. The vibration returned, gentle now, responding to her touch. She lifted it. The weight was perfect. The balance was perfect. As she moved—a simple practice cut through the air—the blade responded. The glow intensified where she focused her intention. The vibration shifted in pitch. It was alive. Or it was connected to her in a way that made it seem alive. Medusa spent the morning in her tent, learning the sword. Making it glow brighter, dimmer. Making it hum at different frequencies. Discovering that when she focused her will, the blade would shift—lengthen, shorten, change its curve. It answered to her. Outside, she could hear the camp breaking down. The Romans preparing to walk. Tox giving quiet orders. She should join them. But first— Medusa reached into her supply pack and pulled out the golden kola nuts Kofi had given her. Rare. Precious. She'd been saving them for the journey. She took three of them, slipped out of her tent, and placed them on a flat stone just outside. An offering. A thank you.

She didn't know if the werewolf would find them. Didn't know if he was even real, or if the venom in her blood had caused her to dream the entire encounter. But when the convoy started moving north—walking now, the Romans struggling under their packs, Medusa carrying only the sword and the small chest of gifts—she kept looking back. The camp disappeared behind them. The jungle closed in. And just before the stone vanished from sight, Medusa saw him. A flash of blue fur. Red cloak. Amber eyes watching from the shadows. The werewolf bent, picked up the nuts, and examined them. Then he looked at her—across the distance, through the trees—and something passed between them. Recognition. Understanding. He faded into the jungle like smoke. And Medusa turned forward, the sword warm against her hip, and kept walking. Rome was still months away. But now she carried something her father had never intended her to have. A weapon that answered to her will. And the favor of a king who moved between worlds.
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THE SAVANNA
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The jungle ended gradually. First, the trees grew shorter. Thinner. The canopy opened, letting sunlight reach the ground in  wide, unbroken beams. Then the undergrowth thinned—fewer vines, less moss, the earth  drying beneath their feet. By the third day of walking, the jungle was behind them entirely. The savanna stretched ahead like an ocean of grass.

* * *
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They moved north in a loose column. Medusa walked near the front, the living sword strapped to her hip in its dark sheath. She had  learned its moods over the past days—the way it warmed and glowed when she touched it.  How it responded to her. She practiced in the early mornings before the Romans woke,  learning how to handle the mysterious weapon. Tox had noticed. He said nothing, but his eyes tracked the weapon whenever she moved. Once, she caught him  staring at it, his expression unreadable. When their eyes met, he simply nodded and looked  away. The two Snake guards—young warriors, barely into their second decade but already faster  and stronger than any Roman soldier—ranged ahead and to the sides, watching for threats.  They moved like shadows, their ironwood weapons always within reach. Behind them, the Romans struggled. Marcus and his three remaining men carried packs that grew heavier with each mile. They  were not built for this terrain. Not trained for extended marches in heat that climbed as the  day wore on. By midday, their faces were red, their breathing labored. They never complained. Not after what they'd seen in the Snake Kingdom.

* * *
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The days blurred together. Morning: wake before dawn. Medusa would practice with her sword while the camp stirred.  The Romans would eat sparingly from their dwindling supplies. Tox would study the horizon,  reading the land the way others read scrolls.

Midday: walking. Endless walking. The grass grew tall in places, reaching above Medusa's waist. Other times it was short, cropped by herds of animals they glimpsed in the distance—antelope, zebra, once a pride of lions that watched them pass with golden, disinterested eyes. Evening: camp. Small fires. The Romans would huddle together, speaking in quiet Latin. Medusa would sit apart with Tox and the guards, eating preserved fruit and dried meat, drinking water that tasted increasingly of the leather skins that carried it. Night: stars. More stars than Medusa had ever imagined existed. The sky was vast here, unbroken by trees or walls. She would lie on her bedroll and feel small beneath that endless darkness. And every night, the necklace the Werewolf King had given her would pulse softly against her waist, the stones glowing faint colors she was beginning to recognize. The jade serpent's eye always brightest. Always watching.

* * *
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On the seventh day, they saw smoke. A village appeared on the horizon—small, maybe twenty structures made from mud brick and thatch. Cooking fires sent thin columns into the sky. People moved between the buildings, too distant to see clearly but obviously human. Tox raised his hand. The column stopped. "The hourses are there," he said in the snake language. Medusa nodded. The arrangements had been made weeks ago through traders the Snake Kingdom maintained contact with. Camels for the desert crossing. Supplies. Guides, if needed. They approached slowly. The village was larger up close than it had seemed from a distance. Fifty structures, maybe more. Children ran between them, chasing each other, their laughter carrying across the open ground. Women worked at grinding stones, turning grain into flour. Men sat in the shade, repairing tools, speaking in a language Medusa recognized—a Sudanic dialect common to this region. A group of men waited near the village edge. Six of them, standing beside a string of camels—eight animals in total, their long necks swaying, their expressions supremely indifferent to the arriving convoy. One of the men stepped forward. He was older, his face lined by sun and years, wearing robes dyed deep blue.

He spoke in broken Arabic, the trade language of the region. Tox responded in fluent Arabic, his accent perfect. The negotiation was brief. The arrangements had been made. The camels were here. Payment had already been sent ahead—livestock. The old man gestured to his companions, and they began transferring supplies to the camels. Water skins. Grain. Dried meat. The animals stood placidly, occasionally making low rumbling sounds of complaint. Marcus and his men watched, exhausted and grateful to finally have something other than their legs to carry the weight. The transfer took an hour. When it was finished, the old man bowed slightly to Tox, then to Medusa. His eyes lingered on her for a moment—noting her height, her bearing, the sword at her hip—but he said nothing. Tox gave the signal to move. The convoy started to form up— And the villagers attacked.

* * *
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They came screaming. Ten of them, maybe fifteen, armed with clubs and farming tools. They converged on the Romans, shouting in their native tongue, their faces twisted with rage. Marcus barely had time to raise his hands before a stone from a sling hit him in the temple. He went down hard. Blood poured from the wound, covering half his face. His men scrambled backward, reaching for their small knives, but they were outnumbered and exhausted. The villagers closed in. Medusa stood frozen. The Snake delegation remained neutral—Tox and the two guards watching with the same detached interest they might show to a fight between dogs. This was not their problem.

These were Romans being attacked by people who had reason to hate Romans. But— Medusa moved. She stepped between the villagers and Marcus, her hands raised, and spoke in their language. "Stop." The word cut through the chaos. The villagers paused, surprised to hear their dialect spoken by someone who looked like her. "What is the grievance?" Medusa asked. The villagers looked at each other. One of them—a young man, barely older than Medusa herself—pointed at the Romans with a shaking hand. "They stole from us. Weeks ago. When they passed through on their way south. Took food. Took water. Took—" His voice broke. "Took my sister's necklace. My mother's necklace. The only thing we had from her." Medusa looked at Marcus, who was trying to stand, blood still streaming down his face. She looked at his men—their eyes downcast, guilty. She reached to her belt and pulled out one of the gold coins her father had given her. Pressed with the serpent seal. Worth more than anything in this village. She held it out to the young man. "For your loss," she said. The young man stared at the coin. Then at her. His face twisted with something between gratitude and contempt. "We don't want your gold, woman," he spat. "We want justice." "You have been paid," Medusa said. Her voice remained level. "The debt is settled." "You think because you're tall, because you carry a sword, you can speak for them?" The young man stepped closer. "You're just a woman. You have no authority here." Medusa felt heat rise in her chest. Tox's voice cut through in the snake language. "Remember your orders. No fighting skills. Not in front of outsiders." Medusa nodded slightly.

Tox stepped forward and addressed the villagers in their own language, his pronunciation perfect, his tone polite. "We ask that you leave in peace. You have been compensated. There is no need for further violence." The villagers looked at each other. The young man's face flushed with anger, but the older men were already backing away, seeing something in Tox's eyes that warned them not to push further. They left. But Medusa could see it in their body language, in the way they whispered to each other as they walked away. They would be back.

* * *
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Night fell. The convoy made camp at the village's edge, the horses tied to stakes driven into the hard ground. Marcus's head wound had been cleaned and bandaged—one of the Snake guards had applied a paste that stopped the bleeding and would prevent infection. He sat by the fire, pale and shaken. The Romans spoke in quiet Latin, their voices tense. Medusa sat with Tox and the guards, eating dried fruit, watching the darkness beyond the firelight. "They'll come back," one of the guards said in the snake language. "I know," Tox replied. "How many?" "More than before. They'll bring friends. Family. They think we're easy prey." Medusa looked at him. "We're not." "No," Tox agreed. "We're not." They appeared after midnight. Tox saw them first—shapes moving through the darkness, trying to stay low, trying to stay quiet. Twenty of them at least. Some carried clubs. Others held farming tools that had been sharpened into crude weapons.

Tox made a hand signal. The two young guards rose without sound and melted into the darkness. What followed was clinical. The guards moved like ghosts. One by one, the approaching villagers went down— unconscious, struck with precision that left them breathing but senseless. The guards dragged them back to camp and bound them with rope, laying them in a line near the fire. When the last one was secured, Tox stirred the fire, making it burn brighter. The villagers began to wake. They found themselves bound, unable to move, lying in the dirt while the Romans—who had been woken by the commotion—stood nearby, laughing. Nervous laughter. Cruel laughter. The laughter of men who had been terrified and were now watching their attackers helpless. Tox looked at Medusa. He didn't speak, but his meaning was clear. Your decision. Medusa stood and walked to the bound men. She found the young man from earlier—the one who had challenged her authority—and knelt beside him. "Why?" she asked in his language. His eyes were defiant. "Because you're outsiders. Because you have gold and we have nothing. Because—" He was lying. Medusa could see it in his face. This wasn't about justice or stolen necklaces. This was about opportunity. About seeing a small group with valuable supplies and deciding to take them. Greed dressed up as righteousness. She stood. "Cut them loose," she said to the guards in the snake language. Tox raised an eyebrow but said nothing. The guards obeyed, cutting the ropes. The villagers scrambled to their feet, backing away from the fire. Medusa stepped forward.

"I will make you an offer," she said in their language. "If any one of you can defeat one of my guards in single combat, I will give you all the gold we carry. Every coin. Every piece." The villagers looked at each other. The young man's eyes lit with something like hope. "And if we lose?" he asked. "You leave. Now. And you don't come back." The young man looked at the guard nearest to him—barely more than a boy to his eyes, thin and tall, holding a small ironwood dagger. Easy prey, he thought. "I accept," he said. Medusa nodded to the guard. The young man charged. He was fast—faster than most men his size had any right to be. His club came down in an arc meant to cave in the guard's skull. The guard moved. One step. One motion. The ironwood dagger flashed in the firelight. The young man's throat opened. Blood sprayed—black in the darkness, red near the fire. The man tried to scream, but his windpipe was severed. He stumbled forward, momentum carrying him past the guard. The guard moved again. The dagger punched through the back of the man's neck, angling upward, and emerged through the bridge of his nose. The body hung there for a moment—suspended on the blade, blood pouring onto the ground in thick streams. The guard held him up. Perfectly still. Waiting. The villagers stood frozen. The Romans stood frozen. Even the horses had gone quiet.
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