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(EARLY SPRING, IN THE year 1090 of the Etruscan empire).

The ghosts of nine Shadow daemons kept watch in the darkness as an old man, wearing a tattered cloak over his rags and a staff in his hand, slogged up a hill through the slashing rain.

Seven ghosts in the shape of grey ravens watched him from the trees as he passed underneath, their black eyes unblinking as the forest he trudged through gave way to a wall of massive weathered stones, carved with ancient runic symbols and glyphs. The old man leaned on his iron-shod staff as he read them, the ragged hood covering his head plastered to his skull. Then he walked parallel to the stones until he reached a wooden door set into the largest piece of hewn rock, its carved archway inscribed with runes of power and warding.

One daemon ghost in the shape of a grey cat crouched down beside a rock sticking out of the mud as the old man rapped on the door with the iron-capped bottom of his staff. No answer. Again he rapped and a third time, but as he prepared to strike the door yet again, a gruff voice behind the door called out in the Celtic tongue, “Aye, abide. I’m coming.” There was a loud thump and the scraping of wood before a small slot at eye level opened. “Pan’s bloody hooves, it’s after midnight. What in Hades’ name do you want?”

“Shelter from the storm, my lord,” the old man replied in a querulous voice as thunder rumbled behind him. “I mean to see the priestesses about an urgent matter—”

“There be inns o’ plenty in Haven,” the gruff male voice said, interrupting. “Go back and buy a room for the night, then return after the dawn services.”

“Please, my lord,” the old man whined, “I haven’t the coins to spare. The Etruscan Empire’s soldiers are abandoning their posts and becoming bandits in the South.”

“Aye,” the gruff voice answered, “I’ve heard about that. Stole your coin, eh?”

“And almost my life. It’s the civil war, my lord, that’s causing all this. It’s not just Britannia throwing off Etrusca, but the Gauls across the water to the south as well. I’ve even heard tales that not only is the kingdom of Aegyptus rebelling, but General Konstan has taken the eastern provinces and proclaimed himself Emperor of the East.”

“Huh. Is that wise? I thought there was some other decadent empire always making trouble on Etrusca’s eastern border.”

“That would be the Sasnayam Empire, my lord. From what I hear, the ruler’s son has rebelled against his father, and that empire is in chaos as well.”

“Sounds like chaos everywhere. You seem like a well-traveled man,” the gruff voice said, growing more friendly. “Tell me, do you know anything more about these events? Stuck here in the Temple of Pan, we don’t get much news of the outside world.”

“My lord, I’ll gladly tell you everything I know for a chance to get out of the rain... and perhaps,” the old man’s voice growing plaintive, “a bite o’ bread with a cup o’ ale to wash it down?”

The gruff voice chuckled. “For a bit of news, we’ll gladly fatten you up until you’re sleek again. Bide a moment while I make sure you’re alone.” The voice went silent for a time before speaking a single word. “Solas.”

The last daemon ghost in the shape of a grey, sad-eyed gremlin, hid behind the trunk of a tree as a rune carved into the archway flared with a golden light, illuminating the old man. Lean as a lone wolf deep in winter, his clean-shaven face appeared more weathered than the ancient stone doorway, while his hands bore scars from both blade and the claws of beasts. Most of his hair lay bound in a braid under the cloak’s ragged hood, though a few silvery-grey strands had worked themselves free and now lay plastered against his skull. 

His dark eyes watched the brown eyes on the other side of the door as they looked past him, surveying the area illuminated by the glowing rune. “All clear. Stad Solas,” he said, the light fading as several wooden thumps came from the other side. The door creaked on its hinges as it opened, revealing a bearded man in leather armor, his axe and the horn meant to sound an alarm on a bench beside him. “Aye, come inside. You look like a drowned rat,” he added as the old man entered the stone gatehouse, squelching with every step. As he moved to close the door, he said, “By what name are you known?”

“They call me Ghostdog,” the old man replied. Then the staff whipped up and he thrust hard with the iron tip, crushing the guard’s windpipe. 

The guard staggered back, wheezing as he fell against the bench, clawing for the horn. Ghostdog dropped the staff and grabbed his arms, easing the guard to the ground as the man thrashed about, Ghostdog holding him as easily as the man could’ve held a young child. “I’m sorry,” he said to the guard as the man struggled to get air into his lungs. “You’re a good person and I’ve done a terrible thing to you. Yet, it has to be this way.” He held the guard until his struggling slowed to a faint twitching, then pulled him out the door into the rain and propped him up against the stone wall.

Ghostdog went back inside the gatehouse. Unseen by normal eyes, the archway had faint blue lines of power stretching in a crisscross pattern, and Ghostdog studied them for a moment as he pulled his hood back, revealing his silvery-grey hair. Taking a deep breath, he put his hands between the lines in the largest space he could find as his hair began to glow. A grey circle formed between his palms, and as he removed his hands, it slowly began to enlarge, its edges gently pushing the blue lines aside until the grey oval formed a clear space as wide around as the length of his forearm. Ghostdog put his little fingers to his lips and whistled.

Seven grey ravens swooped through the hole, followed by the cat, who leaped through. The sad-eyed gremlin came last, doing a tuck and roll as it landed on the grass. It rose to its feet and followed the other eight toward the center of the large open area to another, smaller ring of weathered stones in a round wall, with an open doorway made of two upright stones and a third placed on top, set into the rocks. Ghostdog sprinted after them as the ravens swooped through the gateway into the space inside.

Lightning flashed in the sky overhead as the cat and the gremlin raced through the doorway after the ravens. Ghostdog had almost reached it himself when a deep male voice a ways behind him boomed, “Defiler! Guards, a Shadow-walker has breached the walls. If you love your god, stop him from touching the Tree!” Ghostdog gave the voice a sardonic smile as he entered the circle.

Inside the stone ring were a half dozen rune-carved stones, tall as a man and set in a loose circle around a dead, grey tree. Blue lines of power emanating from the stones touched the tree’s branches at their smallest tips, the stones gathering power and converting it to a form the temple could use, Ghostdog realized as he ran straight for the tree trunk.

From outside the circle he could hear shouts and the ring of steel as he passed inside the standing stones. Ghostdog laughed as he opened his arms. Too late, my old friend. Seven grey ravens circled the dead, grey tree as the cat raced around it and the gremlin did a hop dance as Ghostdog put his hands upon the trunk.

The branches of the dead tree moved to embrace him, power flowing through his body as his hair shone like a silvery-grey beacon. Removing his hands from the gnarled trunk, Ghostdog took hold of the weakened barrier separating the real world from the unseen and pushed out with all his strength.

A great oval ring expanded outward, encompassing the inner circle of stones before moving onward, and as it passed, all the color leached from the world, leaving only shades of grey. Earth and stone remained as they were, but the grass within the circle became only blades of dark shadow, as did the trees of the forest beyond. The thunderstorm was gone as if it had never existed. However, the guards remained as they were, bursting through the doorway before skidding to a halt. They looked around in bewilderment. “Bloody hooves,” the lead guard said. “What just happened?”

The tree, now a mass of writhing grey tendrils, let him go and Ghostdog turned around with a smile. “Welcome to the Shadowlands, my friends; an unseen world connected to all other possible worlds and populated by such beauties as my servants.” He motioned towards the nine.

Seven ravens were now seven Shadow Raptors, winged creatures with lizard bodies larger than any stallion and wings like a monstrous bat. The cat had become a Shadow Panther, larger than the biggest ice bear, and the gremlin, standing nine feet tall with horns and long claws, had a mouth full of jagged teeth. Each creature appeared desiccated, resembling unwrapped mummies come alive, yet each moved with a delicate grace, making them beautiful in a horrible way. Their eyes were red as heart’s blood and filled with hate.

Ghostdog made an open gesture with his hands. “You men are fortunate that these nine are my servants, here for a specific task and naught more,” he said as the seven Shadow Raptors swooped away over the inner circle of stones. The other two remained on either side of him as Ghostdog motioned towards the open doorway. “I’ve already murdered one good man tonight to gain entry, and I’d hate to see the rest of you die in vain. Go, return to your master and live to fight another day.” For a moment, the guards hesitated.

Then the lead guard shook his head. “I don’t know what evil you’re planning, sorcerer, but you’ll not get away with it.” He raised his long axe. “Pan is with us... Charge!” Ghostdog sighed as he glanced to either side.

The Shadow Panther leaped onto the lead guard and knocked him to the ground, shredding his chest armor like padded cloth as the man screamed in terror. Beside her, the horned giant lifted the next man off his feet and shoved his head into its monstrous mouth before biting down. The neck bones gave a loud crack as the man’s arms and legs flailed about. Then his limbs went limp as the monster dropped the body and spat out the head at the rest of the warriors, hitting one man solidly in the face as the rest flinched away. The giant roared at them as the Shadow Panther ripped out the lead guard’s heart with her fangs and spat it out as well. 

Two warriors found their courage and attacked the feline, striking the grey creature across its withered back. Instead of biting deep, their axe blades barely penetrated, as if the Shadow Panther’s hide was too tough or the strength had fled from their arms, as the panther turned and growled. Then she pounced on one man, knocking him down as it had the first, while the horned giant bent down and ripped the second one’s long axe from his hands. The creature gave the man staring up at it in horror, a terrible smile of jagged teeth.

The rest of the guards broke hard. They ran for the open doorway, the Shadow Panther moving off the man on the ground while the horned giant threw the long axe in its hand over the inner circle of stones like a child’s toy. The man on his back rolled to his feet and sprinted after the rest, while the other, still staring at the giant with his hands raised in supplication, turned around and bolted for the doorway as well.

The Shadow Panther shook itself, then began batting the head around like a kitten with a ball while the giant picked up the headless body and flung it over the stone wall. Then it took the head away from the Shadow Panther and pitched it over the wall as well. Ghostdog walked over to the lead guard, his torn up heart a few feet away as floating tendrils of grey mist slithered past Ghostdog and settled into the dead man’s chest where his heart had been.

The guard’s eyes opened. “Congratulations,” Ghostdog said as an expression of shock came over the man’s face. “You’ve just managed to make yourself a walking dead man. The Grey, which is another name for the Shadowlands, is healing you as I speak, and before a quarter hour passes, you’ll be able to get up and walk around. However, I’d advise you to remain still until the Shadowlands recedes and the real world returns, as it eventually will. Right now, the Shadowlands overlaps Pan’s temple up to the outer ring of stones, so if you remain where you are, you’ll get to die a normal death.”

Ghostdog held up a warning finger. “But if you stupidly decide to move past the overlapping area, you’ll move into the Shadowlands themselves and become a ghost in the Grey, unable to leave and torn apart over and over again as you wander, hopelessly looking for a way out. Not a pleasant way to spend eternity, I assure you.” The dead man pointed a finger at Ghostdog, who touched a hand to his own heart. “I’m a Shadow-walker, if that’s what you’re asking, a rare person who has power over the Grey. There used to be more of us, but they died and I never replaced them... well, except for one. To be frank, I didn’t see the need for any more than just him, though there might still be one or two others left in the world.” The sound of a girl shrieking reached his ears and he looked up. “Oh good, my servants are returning.”

A Shadow Raptor skimmed over the inner ring of stones, bearing in its claws a girl around thirteen summers old, her hair the color of blood but with two bangs of hair the color of molten gold at each temple. It dropped the girl at Ghostdog’s feet and swooped upward once more. “Shh, it’s going to be alright,” he said, kneeling down and grasping the girl’s bony shoulders before she could run away. “I’ll explain everything later but for now, sleep.” He placed his hand on her forehead.

She slumped against him and he laid her down on the ground, watching as two more Shadow Raptors brought him an older girl and a matronly woman, both with hair the color of molten gold, dumping them at his feet before joining the first circling the mass of writhing tendrils. Ghostdog spoke the same words he’d said to the young girl and put them to sleep as well. He noted with satisfaction the grey tendrils now forming cages around each of them as a fourth Shadow Raptor approached with two glowing objects in its claws.

Ghostdog held out his hands and two lizard scales the size of dinner plates, one glowing blood red while the other glowed a golden color, were dropped onto his palms. Placing both in one hand, Ghostdog reached under the rags he wore and pulled out a leather pouch large enough to hold them secure. He smiled as he tied it shut. As he glanced down, the last tendril formed a bar across the matronly woman’s cage, and he reached down to give it a tug. The tendril felt like padded iron. Nodding to himself, Ghostdog whistled and six Shadow Raptors swooped down to grasp the bars, two per cage, with each pair lifting their captive up into the grey sky while the seventh kept watch overhead. Without prompting, the Shadow Panther leaped onto one of the inner ring’s weathered stones while the giant grasped the top of another, and both went after the departing Shadow Raptors as Ghostdog reached back behind him under his cloak.

A ringing sound like a crystal glass being tapped sounded as he pulled his sword free of its sheathe. Shaped like a katana from the far east, the handle was worn leather with a round pommel, but the blade was black with glowing runes the same color as his silvery-grey hair. It looked slender as a butterfly’s wing and deadly as a scorpion’s kiss. While the front half of the blade was razor sharp, the bottom half of the back blade had no edge, and Ghostdog rested it on his shoulder as the heavy tread of running footsteps came close.

A large figure bent over as he passed through the doorway. “Shadow-walker,” the deep voice boomed as he raised up to his full seven foot height, “I don’t know who you are, but I swear—” The figure halted where he was. “Ghostdog?”

“Hello, Pan,” Ghostdog replied cheerfully, looking up at him. “It’s been a while.”
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Pan’s face, a bearded human’s with the features of a goat, including two curled horns, reflected his shock. “What in the name of all things holy are you doing here?”

Ghostdog seemed to consider the question. “Well, let’s see. I’ve just had my servants kill your sacrificial priestess, the one you regularly carve the mana node out of to make your holy blood-oats, stolen her replacement and two other priestesses, and to make sure you can’t replace the replacement, took both of the scales your priests use to mutate a fetus in the womb.”

Pan staggered back against the doorway as if he’d just received a blow. “No, you cannot do that. I need that mana to survive.”

“You and every other Celestial, now that the unnatural sources are drying up.”

“But what am I supposed to do now?”

“Make common cause with the barbarian clans to the north.”

Pan snarled, “Those savages? I would rather make common cause with an ice bear.”

“Those savages, as you call them, have natural mana sources they’ll be willing to share with you.”

Pan’s eyes widened. “Wait, did you just say natural sources?”

“The Pictish clans in the northern mountains have two sacred springs used by their druids, where the water that bubbles up glows a deep blue from each mana node below the ground. It’s too strong for them to use its energy without extracting it from the fluid first, and the druid high priestess herself told me they’ll gladly share it with you.”

Pan’s bushy eyebrows formed a solid line across his face as he frowned. “In exchange for what? The sacred oats enchanted by the mana node that I carve out from my virgin priestess? Never!”

Ghostdog snorted. “Considering you’ve stored so many sacks of blood-oats for so long, that there’s rats infesting at least one of your granaries, I think it’s a fair trade.”

Pan reared back. “Rats in my granaries? That is impossible; the granaries have protection spells against vermin, regularly reinforced by my priests.”

“Human rats. While I was in the Grey, I checked the three granaries I knew about and in the one near the southern coast, saw a man happily helping himself to your blood-oats while a priest kept watch.” Ghostdog chuckled. “After I took the man’s head from behind and dropped it at the priest’s feet, he squealed like a pig and told me the man was actually a Gaul, who paid the priest a tidy sum of gold in exchange for the sack.”

“But—”

“Pan,” Ghostdog said, a note of exasperation in his voice, “because you’re one of the few Celestials I actually like, I’m leaving you no other way out. You need to ally with the Picts, sharing your blood-oats so they can strengthen their people, who in return will not only share the water from their spring, but will fight alongside your warriors when the Gauls invade.”

“Invade?” Pan shook his shaggy head. “The Gauls will never invade us. Their king is married to the queen’s sister.”

“King Callisto’s not going to be running the kingdom for much longer, now that Balor One-eye’s decided to take the throne.”

Pan went still as the weathered stones behind him. “No, he wouldn’t do that. The Covenant forbids it.”

“Pan,” Ghostdog said, the exasperation back in his voice, “this agreement you Celestials had with each other is in tatters worse than Etrusca herself. The war’s over, my friend, long over, and the earth’s finally beginning to heal. Your people are becoming desperate.”

“How can you know what Balor’s planning to do?”

“Because he was the one who originally hired me. I was supposed to capture all the priestesses whose bodies produce mana, kill everyone else, and leave you so badly injured that you wouldn’t be able to assume the greater form you are wearing now, for years to come.”

“Britannia would fall back into warring clans,” Pan whispered.

Ghostdog nodded. “Once Balor has control over the Gaulish kingdom and purged it of all Etrusca loyalists, he will set his sights on your lands, thinking it to be an easy conquest. Instead, he will be dealing with two peoples united by alliance, and hopefully by blood, if you can convince both sides that marriage between them is a good idea.”

“I see.” Pan went silent for a time, Ghostdog giving him a chance to weigh in his mind the choices he now faced. When Pan spoke again he sounded tired. “What will you do with the priestesses you did take captive?”

“They’re not going anywhere near Balor, I can promise you that. No, once I rejoin my servants, we’re heading south and east to the border where the Sasnayam Empire and Aegyptus meet. The emperor’s son has taken up with a group of Celestials your people exiled after the war.”

“What?” The tiredness left Pan’s voice, replaced with an edge it hadn’t had before. “They were exiled only because Celestials never slay their own kind. If you only knew the crimes they had committed in those days, the horrors they unleashed—”

“Yes, yes, I know all that. Now, one of them has returned with his children with him, and from what I understand, his offspring’s bodies are still producing some mana, though the amount’s decreasing every year. One of them seems much more stable than their father, so I’m giving your three priestesses to that young Celestial to keep hidden until the human emperor’s son takes the crown from his father. Once that happens, he will use the priestess’s abilities to establish his own religion among the Sasnayam Empire’s humans. With luck, that will give General Konstan some breathing room to get the Empire of the East in order.”

“Are you playing god now, Ghostdog?”

“Someone’s got to,” Ghostdog retorted, “since your people mucked things up so badly. Asena the Wolf Mother gave me a son named Greywolf, and since he’s a stronger source of mana than any bubbling spring, I want him to find a home here in Britannia once his mother dies, a safe place where he can live his life the same way she does now. Free.”

At the mention of the word ‘son’, Pan had gone stone still once more. “Ghostdog, I was there the last time you fathered a child on one of us. I saw what she became.”

“In case you’ve forgotten, she won the war for you.”

“Yes, but the cost! Anyway, in case you’ve forgotten, you were forbidden from ever repeating what you did.”

Ghostdog gave him a sardonic smile. “The one who forbade me has given me his blessing, though just this once.”

“Gave you...” Pan’s voice trailed off as he stared at Ghostdog in confusion. When he spoke again, his voice was almost a whisper. “This is more than your trying to create a stable place for your son. Ghostdog, what is truly going on?”

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Ghostdog replied cryptically. “For now, return to your lesser form here in the Shadowlands, so you may preserve your mana, then persuade your people to move north and ally with the Picts. If you will begin that process, then when my other business is finished, I will return and help you.” He raised his free hand in warning. “However, if you ignore my advice, I will leave you to your fate. The choice is yours.” For a long moment, Pan stared at him.

Then he closed his eyes. Steam rose off him, vanishing immediately as Pan shrank to Ghostdog’s size while his features became that of a naked human male with a bald head. Ghostdog nodded and sheathed his sword. “Ghostdog,” Pan said, “please tell this young Celestial to take good care of my priestesses. I am quite fond of them, especially the youngest.”

“He will, if only to insure they help him eventually displace his father from being top dog.” All at once, Ghostdog grinned. “Be of good cheer, my friend. If my son’s anything like me, when the red haired one gets older, he’s going to lose his heart to her the first time she looks into his eyes... like I did once,” he added, his smile growing sad.

“I remember,” Pan said quietly. He sighed. “I’m going to need all the help I can get, persuading my people to change.”

“I’ll return as quickly as I can,” Ghostdog said, bounding past Pan to the doorway, where he stopped and turned around. “I’ve also got some ideas about how you can extend your alliances to others beyond just the Picts.”

“Of course you do,” Pan replied. Ghostdog gave him another grin, waved, and disappeared behind the stones. Pan leaned back against the weathered stone and closed his eyes as he began to think.

He knew the real world had returned when the cold rain hit his naked body. He shivered, opening his eyes as he walked barefoot through the grass towards the doorway, hearing his name being yelled by several voices. He called back a response, remaining where he was within the inner circle as an acolyte came pelting through the opening. The young man slid on the slick grass, almost knocking them both over. “High Priest, you’re alive! You went into the inner sanctum to summon the god, but when we looked for you later, you had vanished.”

“The god needed me with him tonight,” the High Priest answered. “Brother, lend me your cloak until we get back inside.”

The young man shed his cloak and draped it over the High Priest as several older priests ran up. One panted, “Holiness, the sacrificial priestess—”

“I know,” the High Priest replied, cutting him off. “We have been attacked by the Gauls this night.”

All of the others gasped. “Holiness, are you sure? The alliance—”

“Is broken by their actions. The god and I fought the Shadow-walker together, and before we drove him off he admitted the truth. The Gauls seek to destroy us.”

“We must tell the queen,” one of the older priests growled. “She will send raiders to their coasts, and they will feel the bite of our iron blades in their own priestesses.”

“No,” the High Priest said as the others chimed in their agreement, “that is the response the Gauls are expecting, the path they want us to take. The path that will lead us to our doom.” He shook his head. “This time we need to take a new path, a route unexpected, and I will need all of your help to make sure this happens, for many will not be willing to change.”

“We are with you, holiness,” the older priest said, “and we’ll follow you down this new path wherever it leads.”

“You comfort me,” the High Priest replied, stretching out his arms to encompass all of them for a moment. He sighed. “The kidnapped priestesses are gone from us, but not to the Gauls, and though we were not strong enough to rescue them, it may be that one or all of them will return to us someday. In any event,” his gaze taking them all in as he let the priests go, “we will lick our wounds and gird ourselves for the battles to come. For war is upon us.”

As they strode together towards the rest of the temple, there was a light in his Celestial eyes that hadn’t been there for a long, long time as Pan in his human form marched onward.
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Spring, 5th year of the Eastern Empire

"Today is a good day to die."

Sitting on one of the scarred wooden benches inside the holding area, where the gladiators waited beside the arena sands, Amazonia pressed the back of her head against the rough concrete wall as she looked up at Titan. "Ogri with face ugly as gorgon’s ass,” she said in the harsh language known as Roma, “once again utter same... damn... words. Gratitude if once, just once, utter something else."

Titan, eight feet tall with earth brown skin covering the cords of muscle on his large frame, scarred from years of fighting, gripped the rusty iron bars of the long window with rough hands. He turned his bald head. "If I said anything different," his voice rumbled in the more civilized language called Greco as he smiled, showing yellowed fangs, "you would worry something was wrong. I would never get a moment's peace."

She stamped her sandalled feet on the concrete floor as she answered him in the same tongue. "Next you're going to accuse me of nagging you."

Titan laughed and resumed staring out the barred window. On the sands beyond him, a blond haired gladiator wearing the enchanted collar all slaves, including the gladiators, wore, was fighting a nomad warrior out of the Khitian wastes. The nomad race had dark blue skin and four arms, with the two at its shoulder human sized and wielding scimitars, while the child sized arms at its hips carried sword catchers. Flakes of rust fell from a bar as Titan pointed out at the sands. "If you bet on Albinus to win against the Khitian, you are going to be out a few coppers."

"What?" Amazonia leapt to her feet and joined Titan at the window. Beyond the door made of metal bars was the arena, an enormous round area with ten foot high walls and row after row of stone benches above. Every bench was filled with an empire citizen, or a resident, or a slave, yelling as the gladiator in battle harness stumbled. White sand flecked with red sprayed as he recovered, slamming his round wooden shield into the nomad's chest and driving it backwards. Albinus raised his iron sword and stalked forward.

He swung but the Khitian had regained its balance,, evading the blow with fluid grace while its slender scimitar dug a chunk out of Albinus' shield. For a moment, the wood held the blade fast. “No, don't try pulling back, use your strength and strike... Damn!” The nomad jammed its spiked shield catcher into Albinus' thigh and his scream of pain rose above the crowd's roar. His leg gave out from under him and he fell onto the sands.

Even in the wastes, nomads had a sense of honor and this one was no exception, wrenching the blade from the shield and stepping back to give Albinus a chance to rise. Titan reached over and grasped her hand, his earth brown fingers gently wrapping around Amazonia’s ebony ones. "You always bet on the underdog."

With calloused fingers she squeezed the hand that could’ve crushed her bones like rotten twigs. "Pure self interest. The odds were something like thirty to one, which meant I would've had a cupped handful of silver for what, the cost of a few coppers?" Albinus staggered to his feet, clearly favoring the leg streaming blood from its thigh as he raised his shield. She spat between the bars onto the sand. "Though if I'd known he was going to ignore all the advice you gave him, I'd have bet on someone else."

Titan chuckled and patted her hand before letting go, wrapping his own around the rusted bar once more. Brushing a few errant flakes of rust off her stained tunic, she returned to the others. Io, an olive skinned Greek with curly black hair, nervously tapped his sandalled foot as he always did, and as she stopped beside him she looked down.

Before coming to the Ludus, he’d been a rich man’s bed-slave. But then his master died and the rich man’s brother, who didn’t care for his older brother’s ways, decided selling Io to the Ludus, just so he could die horribly in the arena, would be justice. Io didn’t see it that way. He and Amazonia had hit it off the day Io arrived, and she’d taken it upon herself to work with him on the different fighting styles a gladiator needed to know to survive in the arena, as well as building up his endurance. Io had thrived under her training and had become her partner, on the sands and off, ever since.

Cotus, a reddish haired Gaul with his mustache hanging down over his lip, leaned back against the wall with his legs out and his eyes closed. He’d been part of the Ludus before she got there and had taught Amazonia all the dirty tricks he knew to help her survive. He’s a great drinking companion, but trust him? Not as far as I could carry Titan over my shoulders.

The twins, T'ang and Julu, human males from the Khitian city-state on the edge of the wastes, sat together throwing bones to determine the outcome of the match. Thin and wiry, they kept to themselves so much that no one knew anything about them, only that they had the honor of the Khitian Nomad fighting on the sands.

Ragnar was new, a flax haired Norseman who’d run up such huge gambling debts that he’d sold himself into slavery to pay them off. He was larger in frame than the other four men, though roughly Amazonia’s size, relying on strength rather than speed to win his fights. As she moved to join Io on the bench, he said, "Amazonia, I'd like to ask you a question, but Io tells me that if you're in a bad mood, you'll chop off my manhood and fry it up with yellow lotus petals and onions."

To her right was the door sized gate leading into the bowels of the arena, with a pair of guards the gladiators all knew and were friendly with. They laughed as did Cotus, Io keeping his face serious as he gave her a wink. The twins stopped throwing knuckle bones to watch, while Titan's rumbling chuckle told her he was listening, even as his gaze remained fixed on the arena fight. Amazonia stopped in front of Ragnar and placed her sandalled foot between his legs. "At the moment I'm not very hungry," she told him, leaning forward. "So how about a wager instead?"

Io's laugh flowed like quicksilver as Ragnar licked his lips. "I know I shouldn't... but what kind of wager?"

She motioned towards the window where Titan stood. "Today's match is an Imperial game, which means the emperor's supposed to be in the royal box. However, he's probably not there as it's well known he doesn't like watching them, so odds are that it's his son Arcadia taking his place."

Ragnar looked puzzled. "So?"

"So, when Albinus finally loses the match, the Khitian nomad will ask for the emperor's traditional thumbs up or down. If it's the emperor in the box, Albinus will be spared. However, if it's Arcadia, then the nomad will tear his heart from Albinus' chest and eat it raw in front of the crowd."

"The heart holds mana nodes, the source of all magical energy within mortal creatures," Julu said. "Nomads are a race of magic users who need that mana to provide the energy for the casting of their spells."

"So here's the wager." Ragnar's eyes focused back on Amazonia as she continued. "If Albinus lives, I'll tell you anything you want to know. But if he dies, you shave all the hair from your body, shave your beard, and become my bed-slave for the night."

He reared back. "I'm not doing that."

"You don't know what you're missing," Io said with a hungry smile. "Young men of noble blood have paid our Dominus gold to have Amazonia do that to them."

When Titan wanted to sleep alone, which was often, Io knew that better than anyone. But they kept the knowledge off their faces as the expression on Ragnar's screwed up worse than if he'd just bitten deep into a lemon. "This is a decadent place."

"There are far worse ones in the world," Titan's deep bass voice rumbled. "Before you ask, I will make sure both of you keep your sworn word, but if you are going to wager, do it now. Albinus is on his knees with a sword at his throat."

Ragnar put the heels of his hands over his eyes as he bounced on the bench in time to his words. "Shite... shite... shite... Yes!" He uncovered his face. "I agree to the wager."

They slapped their right hands together and made a fist over their hearts, sealing the bet as Titan said, "The nomad is playing up the moment by raising his sword... he raises the other one..." She could tell by Ragnar's expression he knew he should have never taken the bet, but the goddess Fortuna had her fingers dug deep into his soul. I'm going to make this a night Ragnar never forgets... Wait, Titan's laughing. "Albinus lives."

"What?" Whirling about, Amazonia strode up beside Titan and stared out through the rusty bars. The Khitian had both his scimitars in his left hand while helping Albinus get to his feet with his right. She grabbed the bars with both hands and pretended to bang her head against them as the chamber erupted in laughter.

When Amazonia turned around, Ragnar's face dripped smugness like water from the ends of his beard. "Heminja's finally turned her face towards me."

"Who's that," she asked, dragging her feet as she walked towards him. "One of your ice cold bitch goddesses?"

He folded arms larger than hers across his chest. "I believe I get to ask the questions, Ja?"

"Fine, fine," she grumbled, hoping for a reprieve as she glanced over at the guards. "How long before we need to arm ourselves?"

"At least an hour," one of them called back, getting more laughter from the others. Bastards. "I can dip you a ladle of watered wine for your throat if you want."

That was something, anyway. Crossing the chamber, she headed for the door-gate set within more iron bars, the guard dipping a bronze ladle into a barrel before handing it across. "Sorry, Az," he said as she took the ladle and drank. "I would've told you the emperor was here today if you'd asked."

Of course you would... though to be fair, I should’ve thought to ask. She let the last drops dribble out into her mouth and handed it back. "In truth, Dominus likely wouldn't have allowed it anyway."

"Now that's a wager I would've bet silver on."

"Yeah, me too." Amazonia turned around and stopped in front of Ragnar, leaning against the wall opposite him as she folded her arms underneath her breasts. "Well, ask away."

Ragnar unfolded his arms and leaned back as well. "Is it true you were once a man, but got changed by a Daemo sorceress into a woman?"
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Amazonia couldn’t believe she was hearing this. "Io, are they still repeating that ridiculous tale?"

Io shrugged. "I’m afraid so. A lot of men can't wrap their minds around a woman being able to defeat a man in gladiatorial combat."

"Everyone does in Ludus," Cotus said in Roma. "Az kicks arse in practice every time"

Cotus got back the three fingered gesture of honor, Amazonia touching the fingers to her heart before looking at Ragnar. She continued in Greco. "I was born a girl of the Mauri people, who live on the southern shores of the Great Sea, close to the haunted ruins of Carthago. I was taken as a slave when the Etrusca empire was still intact and not broken up into Etrusca and the Empire of the East."

"Not to mention the Kingdom of the Gauls and Aegyptus," Io added, "which were part of the empire back then as well."

"Am I telling this tale or are you?" Io crossed his hands before his face as if terrified, getting a laugh from the others and her smile as he lowered his hands. She continued. "While I was in the slave pens of Thrace, three other slaves tried to rape me and I beat them to death with a club. I thought for sure I'd be sent to the mines, but the owner of a Ludus thought the crowd would enjoy the novelty of a woman warrior, like an amazon out of the Greek legends. So, he bought me, renamed me Amazonia, and trained me in the ways of the gladiator."

"What about the Daemo sorceress changing you?" Ragnar asked. "Was that a lie as well?"

She shook her head. "I was fighting in a small arena when Dominus bought me from my previous owner and took me to the capitol. He arranged to have Lady Jhadra, a powerful Daemo sorceress of the emperor's court, craft my body into that of a champion."

"You already were a champion," Titan's voice rumbled as he continued watching the next pair of fighters take to the sands. "All she did was craft your body to match your spirit."

Ragnar scratched his beard. "This crafting, did it hurt?"

"Lady Jhadra told me I couldn't have stood it without the wine made from petals of the black lotus, which she plied me with before hand. It didn't hurt until afterward but I worked through the pain." Amazonia had also been awake during the whole procedure, and the memory of her body melting like wax and reforming under the Daemo’s hands still gave her nightmares. But I'm not telling him that unless he asks. "What else?"

"What kind of changes did she make? I mean, besides becoming bigger and more muscled."

She shrugged. "Speed, toughness, a limited regeneration from wounds, and a strong resistance to disease."

"They said you've got a man's lust."

Men. "Yes," she answered, shaking her head in disgust, "Lady Jhadra gave me the same lust as you. Unlike you, I've learned to channel that lust and use it to my advantage, not let it rule me." Her expression slid into a leer. "Guess not having a little head running me around like a bull with a ring through his nose makes a difference."

Cotus hooted at Ragnar as Io laughed, the guards chiming in as well. Even the twins flashed her a grin as Ragnar scowled. "It's also said the sorceress ripped out your womb so Dominus wouldn't have to worry about you getting pregnant."

Laughter withered away as Amazonia’s face set itself into a hard mask. "That's right. No son, no daughter, only a life of fighting until something stronger than I am kills me. Dominus wanted me to have the fire in my belly to win and Lady Jhadra put it there. But fire burns away whatever isn't needed." And I'll never tell you the price I paid and continue to pay, to have my womb torn out and thrown away. "Ask me a question about something else."

Ragnar glanced at Titan, then back at her. "It's said that Titan's the only Ogri to ever fight in an arena, even though he’s not a slave like the rest of us, and they say it’s because of you."

Titan's voice rumbled before she could speak. "I dishonored her." His face remained turned towards the sands, though his bat-like ears had swiveled towards them. "I will remain by Amazonia's side until she dies, or the emperor sets her free, and likely beyond should that happen." His massive hands tightened on the rusted bars. "Any further questions about us are beyond the bounds of this wager."

"But－"

"Ragnar," Amazonia said with a grin, "here's three pieces of advice, free of charge. Never backtalk a citizen while you're wearing that collar, never trust a Daemo, and never, ever, ignore an Ogri when he tells you to shut your mouth. You don't want to see Titan enraged, trust me."

"Unless you stand beside him upon the sands." Showing respect, Amazonia dropped to one knee as Dominus motioned for one of the guards to open the small gate, while the others, including Titan, dropped to a knee as well. The guard opened the gate and their master strode in. Unlike many noblemen his age, Dominus had a wiry strength gained from the mock fighting he did in the Ludus, full contact using the wooden weapons his gladiator’s practiced with, something no other owner of a Ludus ever did. Not only did his fighting skills give him an edge the other owners lacked, but they’d earned him the admiration of those who fought for him.

Age had taken its toll, though. The creases in his face were deep lines now, and he had liver spots on the hands motioning for all of them to get up. "Everyone have a seat on the bench," his gaze going to Titan, "or on the floor so I do not have to replace one of them... again." Amazonia and Titan exchanged a flash of smiles as the Ogri sat near her feet. Dominus, wearing a dark red tunic and quality sandals rising to his knees, took his place in front of them. He looked his gladiators over and took a deep breath. "I wanted you all to know that, as of this morning, I am selling the Ludus to the emperor."

Everyone gasped except for Titan, who merely raised an eyebrow. "Dominus, have you sold the gladiators as well?"

He shook his head. "I have received assurances that, before your last arena fight begins, all your slave collars will be shattered upon the order of the emperor himself."

Shock after shock! Amazonia raised her hand and Dominus nodded, allowing her to speak. "Dominus, this is all so sudden. Why would the emperor decide to free us at all, let alone before a fight and not after?"

"Because Emperor Konstan has need of warriors not only brave but also smart, who are used to unexpected challenges and not afraid of pain." This isn't sounding good, but if it means losing this collar... Dominus continued. "Titan, I cannot coerce you as I am doing with the rest of your comrades. However, my hope is that you will join this upcoming expedition so everyone has a greater chance of survival."

Titan rumbled, "Dominus, if I knew more about this expedition, I might be able to tell you whether I will join it or not."

Dominus inclined his head. "Fair enough. Our empire broke away from the Etruscans five years ago today, and now that our new empire has settled, Emperor Konstan has begun reforming the army."

"It is about time."

"I daresay. However, like many organizations, the generals and other officers are stuck in the past, so a shaking up of the ranks has begun. Needless to said, the chaos this shakeup is causing is not good for morale, leaving the army in a disordered state. Especially if the Sasnayam Empire to our southeast decides to stir up trouble."

Julu raised his hand and Dominus pointed at him. "Dominus, T'ang and I served as mercenaries for the Sasnayams before being captured and sold to you, so we know a good deal about their empire. They are bound up in their religion; their human emperor is considered a god-king, yet he seems to be at the mercy of the temples of their different gods, who squabble like fishwives and have influence over different groups in the army. The different god's temples would have to unite under one arch-temple or a major attack would never happen."

Dominus grimaced. "According to what I was told, this has happened. One temple who worships the deity Yun-Kax has brought all the other temples to heel, making this the 'arch-temple' you just described. Right now, the temple of Yun-Kax is consolidating power, but once it feels secure, it may persuade their god-king to launch an attack to retake our eastern provinces they lost during the last war. And should that effort succeed, to keep going, even to the gates of Konstanopolis itself."

Amazonia raised her hand and he nodded. "Dominus, we are only seven warriors; six, if Titan decides not to come with us. How can we make any impact at all?"

The smile of Dominus grew sly. "The eastern borders of the Sasnayam Empire are actually satrapies, which their empire is sworn to protect. East of the satrapies are the lands ruled by a federation of tribes known to us as the Crimson Horde. They have no cities of their own. Instead, they live in great sprawling camps which migrate to an area for a time before moving on to another, all the while collecting tribute from the city-states they have conquered. Earlier this year, the Khan of khans, Khingla, had the horde pitch their tents somewhere east of the satrapy called Bukhara, which he has been using as a base to raid all along the eastern borders."

Julu raised his hand, getting a nod. "Dominus, raids will never be enough to distract the Sasnayams if they decide to retake the provinces. Only if the Crimson Horde began sacking and razing cities and towns would the empire be forced to protect their satrapies."

Dominus snapped his fingers. "Exactly. The Khan of khans is said to be content with raiding, yet he is an old man and his eldest son, Timur, is hungry for glory. Your quest will be to become Timur's personal guard and influence him into launching a major attack on the satrapies, giving our empire breathing space to become reorganized."

Is Dominus having a jest? T'ang raised his hand and got a nod. "Dominus, the Crimson Horde is not unknown to us. They actively recruit mercenaries for their armies, but would never allow us to become the personal guard of a noble, let alone the Khan's son."

"Not mercenaries," a familiar female voice said from the shadows beyond the small gate, "but a band of heroes, bound to a captain who wields a Rune sword not seen since the ancient days of lost Babylon."

Old fear gripped Amazonia as Lady Jhadra glided in through the open door and into the chamber. The Daemo was tall as Az but willowy thin, with large, luminous dark eyes and pale skin tinged in purple from the dragon scale set in the middle of her forehead. It glimmered like an amethyst in the light through the open bars of the window. Her hair was purple as well, the flowing black robes she wore decorated with the emperor's own eagle design, while her feet were covered with sandals of gold cloth, dotted with pearls set in the straps.

Something’s new about her... the dragon scale, it's huge! "Domina, your forehead—”

Hades' hairy eyeballs, I know better than to speak out of turn like that. Dominus frowned, but Lady Jhadra raised her slender hand. "Paulus, let them speak freely. Yes, Amazonia, the scale is much larger than it was when we parted. My mistress in the Daemo world underwent a rare molting, which happens to dragons when they reach a certain age, meaning all of her scales sloughed off and regrew to twice their size. Including the ones she has embedded into her servants."

Titan climbed to his feet. "Giving you twice as much power."

"Which is the only reason I can make this idea of the emperor's work." Lady Jhadra looked him up and down as her smile grew sardonic. "How far the mighty have fallen."

Titan folded arms large as tree limbs across his chest. "Ogri were originally bred to destroy the Daemo, and I have killed more of your race's monsters in the last two years than in the last two hundred."

Two hundred? Is that a jest? "Titan," Lady Jhadra said as she shook her head, "who do you think provided the poison the hunters used to stun the monsters long enough to capture them? The war between the gods and the Daemo Princes is long over; your side won, and if the gods are vain enough to squander their victory in petty squabbles for power that tear human civilizations apart, it is not my fault. Right now, I am doing what I can to keep the Empire of the East from being overwhelmed by the Sasnayams."

"Apologies if I do not thank you for it. I still have faith that the... gods, will pull their heads out of their exalted arses and begin seeing the damage they have caused."

Are they having a jest with each other now? A smile quirked at Lady Jhadra's lips. "Next time I see Jupiter, I'll tell him you said that. It should amuse him greatly."

"And you say I have fallen. Jhadra, why are you helping the empire, anyway? Paving the way for the next invasion?"

"Titan, really. With the princes finally gone, our queen has enough on her plate keeping our lands from degenerating into civil war, and one way to prevent it is maintaining safe places here on Terra for strong willed Daemo to live. As in the welcoming Empire of the East, which leads me back to the band of heroes I spoke of a few moments before."

She turned to look straight at Az. "Amazonia, I am about to transmute a sword, carved out of Ironwood, into an Artifact weapon which will be stronger than steel, yet light as the wood it was carved from. As the blade is transmuted, I will also embed the willing spirit of an honorable man into the blade. Once finished, his enchanted blood will be used as ink to create a creature tattoo for each of your human comrades, a tattoo that will link each person to the sword as it bestows its creature’s power upon them. All of them will be totally loyal to the wielder of the sword... and the wielder of the sword will be you."

Amazonia stared into her dark eyes, trying to make sense of what she was saying as Titan's voice took on a dangerous edge. "You would turn Az into a Reaver Knight and the rest into Chaldean Wardogs." Glancing towards him, Titan's hands were clenched into fists like twin hammers. "You would not dare."
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Lady Jhadra gave Titan a look both cool and composed. "I would have dared a long time ago, had I the power and worthy warriors to bestow this upon. Now, I have both."

Titan took a deep, calming breath, his fists opening as he crossed his arms over his chest. "You need seven total, the knight and six Chaldean's, or the enchantment will not work. I count Az plus five."

From the corner of her eye, Amazonia could see the others exchanging frantic looks as Lady Jhadra smiled. "A shame Ogri are immune to magic or I would make you the knight and we would have seven. No matter. A mix of human and other races works just fine." She beckoned at someone beyond the small gate.

A female dressed in a coarse white tunic stepped past the guards and hesitated at the doorway. She was Daemo, crafted by a magic user to appear almost human, with large, innocent looking eyes and a body skinnier than Lady Jhadra’s, her skin pale without any purple sheen. She took a timid step forward into the light. Her forehead was flawless, without any embedded purple scale or mana stone as their magic users used. But her hair shown silvery-grey, not milk pale as all Daemo females without magic possessed. Ordinary Daemo had no hair at all.

There was also an enchanted slave collar around her neck. That's strange. Daemo females are supposed to be the nobles of their society, but what do I know? Most Daemo were squat, man-like creatures with yellowish-green skin, who fought with armor and weapons made out of their own secretions. This female isn't one of them by several leagues, though I've never heard of a timid Daemo before. "Mistress Jhadra," she said in a light, almost child-like voice, "is it safe to enter?"

"These are gladiators, not condemned criminals. They will not touch you." The thin Daemo shrank away from Dominus and the rest of them as she hurried over to Lady Jhadra's side. "This brave soul is Ghost," Lady Jhadra said in a mocking voice, "the only known Daemo Shadow-walker in existence."

"Impossible," Titan rumbled. "Daemo cannot give birth or father a child."

Beside me, Ragnar reared his head back. "Then how do they get little Daemo?"

"There are no little Daemo," Titan replied. "Whenever one of them dies, their body dissolves into slime which the earth absorbs, and down in the Underworld a younger, exact copy crawls out of the spawning pits that spew them out like phlegm from your throat."

"The process is far more complex than you could ever understand," Lady Jhadra said, "and where Ghost received the ability to walk the Shadowlands is a mystery to all of us."

"You are telling me she just crawled out that way?"

"With no memory of how she gained the ability, which is not surprising as none of us remember anything about our past life when we are reborn." Titan's expression grew troubled as Lady Jhadra went on. "I have the knight and her war hounds in place, so all I lack is the spirit of the sword. Antonius," she called out, glancing towards the small gate, "are you ready?"

Amazonia sucked in her breath as Antonius of House Zeno walked in. He was a head shorter than Az and slender, a pretty boy with flawless olive skin, dark curly hair, and a gap toothed smile. Except right now he's grinning like a fool and his eyes are glassy. Has he been drugged? "My Lord Antonius, are you well?"

Instead of answering, Antonius stopped in front of the bench Amazonia was seated on, grabbed her by the shoulders, and kissed her open mouthed. Such an action was wildly inappropriate for a noble, but since she didn't dare stop him, Amazonia kissed him back. She could feel the tension coming off Dominus as Antonius finally broke off. "Amazonia, do you remember the last time we lay together? I swore I would die for you if I could."

Hades' hairy eyeballs, he can't mean this. "My lord, we were both extremely drunk after an... energetic evening."

Antonius giggled. "Truly spoken, but excess wine finally let me speak what lay hidden in my heart. By Lady Jhadra's hands I will become the soul of the sword, binding you to me, and your men to you."

Cotus asked, "Meaning what, exactly?"

Lady Jhadra gave them a sly smile. "Rune swords are created to be single minded in their purpose. Reaver Knights possess free will so long as they remain true to the mission; however, should they deviate, or abandon the quest altogether, they will become more and more heartsick until the sword feels they have returned to the right path. Then the Knight will feel happy once more."

"What if Az is asked to do something that goes against her nature?" Io asked. "Does the sword understand—”

"The sword knows nothing of morality," Titan growled, "only that its purpose must be fulfilled. Babylon used Reaver Knights in their struggle to forge an empire out of the scattered city-states, and I saw good men twisted by their weapons until little remained of the morality they once possessed."

Babylon? Wasn't that an empire a thousand years ago? "That is why it needs to be me," Lord Antonius piped up. "I will keep her pure of heart."

"So you believe," Titan rumbled. "Dominus—”

"I know, I know, but this is the express will of the emperor." Dominus opened his hands as his expression turned apologetic. "Why do you think I need your help? You understand this enchantment and its effects better than anyone save Lady Jhadra, and what is at stake for our empire." Titan gave Dominus a dark look, and she expected the Ogri to tell Dominus no.

Then he looked at Amazonia and his gaze softened. "Your words have truth, but I warn you," Titan's eyes narrowing as he turned his gaze on Lady Jhadra, "there are lines I will not cross."

"Speaking of lines," Cotus said, "what are these tattoos supposed to do to us? Turn us into Wardogs for real?"

"Wouldn't be much of a change for you," Io quipped.

Io and Az flashed each other a smile as Cotus frowned, while Lady Jhadra gave them a sly smile of her own. "In ancient Babylon, when noblemen went into battle, they always had six guardian warriors, known as Chaldean Wardogs, to protect them. When Reaver Knights were introduced to their empire, the name stuck. What the tattoos will do is grant you powers, depending upon which spirit I call upon to embed itself into the tattoo."

"Spirit?" Cotus shook his head. "Don't like the sound of that." Io elbowed him, and Cotus reddened. "Apologies, Domina."

"No offense taken. Cotus, you will like your Troll tattoo. You will gain toughness and ferocity, plus the ability to regenerate from wounds." Cotus perked up as she looked at Io. "You get a Dancer, an animal so fast and dexterous they use them to kill cobras in Aegyptus. You two," Lady Jhadra pointing at the twins, "each get a Nomad, with all their advantages and honor."

I wonder if that means they'll start tearing out hearts and eating them. I hope not. "What about me?" Ragnar asked.

Lady Jhadra's sly smile returned. "I have a special tattoo in mind for you: a Fenris wolf, savage and tough to kill."

Ragnar gave her a big smile as Io asked, "What happens if one of us dies?."

"Once the spirit of the tattoo is certain you cannot be revived, it will leave your body and seek out another." Amazonia’s comrades traded troubled looks as Lady Jhadra went on. "Now, let me play two-faced Janus and show you my other side, metaphorically speaking. The sword will not bind you as it does Amazonia, and though you should remain loyal, in times past Chaldean Wardogs have decided to abandon the quest and leave. Should that happen, the tattoo will begin to eat you, and will only stop once you take up the quest up once more."

Cotus asked, "Seriously?"

"Lady Jhadra wouldn't say this if she wasn't." Cotus subsided as Amazonia turned towards her. "What about the Daemo?"

"She gets the Fox spirit, gaining cleverness and the ability to let her body flow like water into any shape of equal size to her own. Ghost... or Fox, as you will soon know her, is not a brave soul, though she occasionally has her moments. You will be tempted to dismiss her as inferior to the others, but I tell you true: when she speaks, you would be wise to listen. Am I making myself clear?"

"Yes, Domina."

Lady Jhadra chuckled. "After today, that will be your title." What in Hades is she talking about? There's no way under the sun or stars that I want that hated title of dominance. "Now, two more things before we begin. Amazonia, you will always know where the sword is at all times, and will begin to miss it should you both be separated. Should it be stolen, you will know it at once and immediately start to track it down. Should another try to wield it, he will be struck with such terror that he will try to return it or give it to another to bring to you."

"I'll keep it with me at all times."

"That would be best. Last of all is the quest: you, Amazonia, are specifically tasked to become Prince Timur's personal guardian and inspire him to lead the Crimson Horde in a war against the Sasnayam Empire for as long as possible. Now, this will end one of several ways. Should Timur win the war and take the capitol of Tesiphon, the sword will shatter the next time it is struck, releasing everyone. Should Timur die through no one's fault, your quest will shift to the next ruler."

"What if I let him die on purpose?" Cotus asks.

"Your Troll will eat you, then seek out a replacement." Cotus' eyes widened as she continued. "If the sword decides the quest is futile despite your best efforts, it will shatter, as it eventually will anyway. At heart, a Reaver Sword is still transmuted Ironwood, and in time they all break. Of course, should one or several of you sabotage the quest on purpose..."

She let the words hang and Cotus said, "Let me guess: chomp, chomp, chomp."

Dominus' eyes narrowed. "Cotus."

"Paulus, I take no offense. Amazonia, being the Reaver Knight, will always have the quest foremost in her mind, so if the quest fails she will not be held to blame. Now, to give you some incentive, should the quest succeed, anyone who survives will be granted noble rank with lands to support you." Everyone on the bench sat up straight as she looked at Az. "Amazonia, in addition to lands and nobility, you will be granted the title of ‘Heros Imperii’, and adopted into the imperial family.

"Part of..." She shook her head in disbelief. "Lady Jhadra, there's no way that could ever happen. Slaves, or even ex-slaves, don't become part of the Imperial Family."

Dominus barked out a laugh. "Tear the fangs from the Sasnayam winged lion and the emperor might consider making you his heir instead of Arcadia."

"Paulus jests," Lady Jhadra said, "yet in truth I do believe you would be the better choice."

"Cotus would be a better choice," Dominus muttered.

Lady Jhadra raised a purple eyebrow, but didn't comment as she placed a delicate hand on Antonius' shoulder. "My lord Antonius, are you ready to sacrifice yourself for the good of your empire and the woman you love?"

He stared at her with the glassy eyed look of a child. "Can Amazonia help me?"

"Of course. Amazonia, I need you to remove his tunic, kneel down with him in front of you, and hold Lord Antonius upright as he slides the blade along the channel I created in his chest. The Ironwood sword must pierce his heart, and if he cannot do it himself, he must command you to help him throw himself onto the blade."

Everything was going too fast, as if Amazonia stood on the edge of a dark abyss, and helping Antonius kill himself would be the beginning of a long slide down into darkness. But slaves aren’t allowed to say no. She hesitated, and a female voice from the shadows beyond the small gate said, "Lord Paulus, shall I use the collar?"

Az knew that voice. It belonged to Amko the mage, the one who controlled the rod that activated their collars and made them feel pain from a light tap on the wrist to being burned alive. At the sound of her voice, Amazonia’s right hand clenched into a fist as Dominus said, "Leave be. Az, walk with me away from the others so we may speak in private."

Without waiting for her to reply, he strode out of the small gate. Az followed, Dominus waving off the guards as they walked towards the massive concrete supports and arches holding up the arena. Amko, in her black robes, shaved head shimmering in the torchlight, remained just inside the doorway. Once they were out of earshot, the rumble of the crowd above them masking sounds, Dominus stopped and turned around. "Az," he said as she stopped as well, "speak freely. Can you do this?"

Amazonia took a deep breath as she ordered her thoughts. "Dominus, Titan's worried, and I'm worried as well. Suicide's wrong, especially in someone like Antonius. He may be considered a man, being sixteen years old now, but at heart he's still a boy. I don't love him," she said softly so the echoing walls wouldn't betray her. "I'm fond of him, yes, but love? Dominus, my first owner made it clear to me that love is a luxury slaves never get to have."

Dominus sighed. "I never thought you loved him either. Tell me, how was he as a bed slave?"

Az gave him a twisted smile. "He should've been born a submissive girl. With Antonius' looks, his father would've had his pick of marriage proposals to choose from."

"Alas for Antonius he was born a boy, not that his father will let that detail stop him. A while ago, Lord Zeno put out feelers among the Daemo sorceresses to mold Antonius into the form of a female, so Lord Zeno could marry off his newly crafted daughter to the Master of Coin, in exchange for Lord Zeno becoming an official of the Imperial Tax Office."

"Eurax?" Dominus nodded, and she barely refrained from spitting. "That pervert?"

"Oh yes. Eurax wants to become part of the nobility, while Lord Zeno wants the money his appointment will bring."

"Dominus, wouldn't it cause a scandal?"

He chuckled, deep and bitter. "Oh yes, a big, fat, juicy scandal people will talk about for months. For Eurax, it would be just one more to add to his collection of scandals, while Lord Zeno will console himself in his counting house. As for Antonius... excuse me, Antonia, in our culture, who cares about girls?"

"But there would be no children. Lady Jhadra cannot put in what is not already there... though she can certainly take it away," she added, a note of bitterness creeping into her voice.

Dominus sighed again. "Az, tell me true: do you regret what Jhadra did to you?"

Every time I see your wife holding your son and know I'll never have one of my own. But I also learned a long time ago that slaves don't have the luxury of truth telling, either. "I knew what it would take to become a champion, not in any arena but in the Imperial Colosseum, and the price I'd have to pay. Though I admit I'll miss hoisting your son up on my shoulders when I've escorted Lady Paulus to the Grand Bazaar."

He chuckled. "The little tyrant is going to miss you. Going back to Eurax, the newly changed Antonia would not only give him an entrance into our noble society, but would give Eurax a unique play toy to practice his perversions on."

"But Lord Zeno—”

"Does not care. Why do you think he was so free with his gold, paying for his son's desire to be your bed slave?"

Is this true? Have I been unknowingly grooming Antonius for his new role as Eurax's plaything? "Dominus, no."

"I fear it is so. Lady Jhadra was one of those Eurax put a feeler out to. She told Antonius in secret what was to happen so he could make a choice, and he chose you along with the sword."

Curse Eurax to the very depths of Hades’ realm with no chance of escape! This is wrong, and Dominus knows it. No wonder he's selling the Ludus. "Ragnar was right: Konstanopolis is a very decadent place."

The smile of Dominus turned sardonic. "And her citizens would never have her any other way. Are you ready to face your destiny and shake the dust of this place off your sandals?"

Amazonia nodded, and together they headed back towards the others.
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As they headed for the small gate, Amazonia asked, "Dominus, aren't you afraid Eurax will take revenge on you when he finds out, since he can't touch Lady Jhadra?"

"Why do you think I am selling the Ludus? Bide a moment.” Above them the crowd’s voice was a muffled roar, and Az leaned forward to hear him better as Dominus lowered his voice. “Can I trust you to keep this strictly between us?” She nodded and he took a deep breath. “For this plan to work, it must be known across the civilized world and beyond, that a Reaver Knight and her Chaldean Wardogs have been created once more. However, the temples have not forgotten how that creation comes about or what a Reaver Knight is capable of, and if Emperor Konstan’s name is linked with this directly, the scandal will be used by his enemies against him.”

“Enemies like Eurax.”

Dominus gave her a knowing look. “Among others. Therefore, a scapegoat is needed, someone the emperor can denounce before everyone in the arena for the Reaver Knight’s creation... which is why after your collars are shattered, the emperor’s son Arcadia will denounce me as a traitor.”

“But Dominus—”

He raised a hand for silence and Az shut her mouth. “Emperor Konstan will be shocked, shocked, to hear of such a vile thing,” Dominus said in a sardonic voice, “and will order the Imperial guards to take me, my wife, and Little Paulus captive to await his judgment of exile. They will do so, and march us down to the docks where a ship will be waiting.”

“Exile where, Dominus?”

He gave Az the sly smile of a thief in the shadows watching the Vigiles run past him. “Someplace far different than the rock he will name. Eurax, of course, will send assassins after us, to kill me and kidnap my wife and son, but by the time he realizes the deception, we shall be long gone.” His hand fell onto her shoulder. “You and your Chaldean's will be exiled beyond the empire’s borders to the east, told never to return, and since you will be traveling overland, the tale should have spread to the Sasnayam satrapies well before you arrive there.”

It was Amazonia’s turn to take a deep breath as she switched to Roma, for her next words would be harsh. “Dominus, apologies if words offend, but plan reminds of hunting lions. Warriors must be silent and must trust other warriors, or lion turns and hunts hunters himself.”

Dominus visibly suppressed a sigh. “Agreement. Knowledge kept from Arcadia and others, only understanding of Reaver Knight creation, not of mission. Eurax will chase shadows, nothing more.”

Is that a note of unease in his voice? I wouldn't be surprised, considering Eurax's reputation, yet it's not my concern. Just so Eurax's vengeance doesn't fall on the rest of us is all I ask. Dominus dropped his hand from her shoulder and led Amazonia back towards the small gate, Amko a silent shadow falling in behind them as they got close. The mana stones set in the silver spirals she wore in her ear lobes glowed blue as the guards opened the door of rusty bars.

Lady Jhadra was waiting. "Ready?" Amazonia nodded with more confidence than she felt, and Lady Jhadra turned towards Antonius, already kneeling on the concrete floor with his tunic off. Below his breastbone was a dark red opening, no doubt leading to his heart. Lady Jhadra bent down to whisper in Antonius's ear; his eyes went wide, and as she straightened, he stared up at her as she said, "I swear by the sacred name of the queen I serve that I have spoken the truth. Amazonia, kneel behind Lord Antonius and hold him."

Az knelt down behind Antonius, sitting back on her heels, and he leaned back against her chest as he looked up. "Did Paulus explain?"

"Yes," Az replied, keeping her voice impassive. "For what it's worth, a certain person should be cast into the deepest depths of Hades’ realm and never released."

"He will wish he was already there by the time I am finished." At her puzzled look, Antonius shook his head. "In time you will understand. Az, please promise me you will return to Konstanopolis once the sword shatters and claim what is rightfully yours."

"If I can," Amazonia answered with a shrug.

"You will."

Amko entered the room holding an Ironwood sword resembling the katanas used by Khitian warriors, but longer, almost the length of a great sword. A round metal guard was set in place over the hilt, already wrapped in strips of black leather, with the dark brown blade carved to razor sharpness on the front side, and halfway down the blade on the back. Blood red runes had been drawn all along both sides of the blade. By tradition, Amko should’ve handed it their Dominus first. She walked past him instead, reversing the sword and handing it hilt first to Lady Jhadra. By tradition the Daemo shouldn't have accepted it, yet did so without rebuke.

Dominus frowned at Amko, who ignored him while Lady Jhadra ignored them both. Her attention was fixed on Az and Antoninus kneeling at her feet. "Antonius, I am going to slide the tip of the blade a few inches into the channel leading to your heart." She took the sword and gently moved it towards Antonius' chest until he stiffened in Amazonia’s arms. "Amazonia, grip him by the shoulders." She moved her hands to the point where his shoulders met his arms, and Lady Jhadra said, "When Lord Antonius commands you, push him onto the blade with a fast motion so the tip will pierce his heart, and hold onto him until the transformation ends."

Amazonia’s lips had gone completely dry. "Yes, Domina." Antonius' face reminded her of a new gladiator ready for his first fight. "Be brave."

"I will be better than brave," he replied, swaying in her arms. "I am going to be fierce." He took a deep breath. "Do it." Az shoved him forward onto the blade...

At the same moment Lady Jhadra unleashed her enchantment. Purple lightning crackled around the three of them as the blade changed from dark brown to shiny black, the runes burning themselves into the Ironwood as they began glowing red as the blood bubbling out of his chest. Az couldn’t move or even blink, her gaze held by the dragon scale shining like a purple star... blazing like a purple sun... filling the earth and sky with purple fire as she was consumed...

Then it winked out. Az fell back onto something hard while a body fell on top of her, people yelling... Why is a sword sticking up out of his chest? Faces, speaking gibberish as hands shook her... Az being pulled away from the body...

Wait, I know this face. "Io?"

He grinned down at her, crouched at Amazonia’s side as her mind and memories sorted themselves out. "Az, don't scare me like that."

"What just happened was scary enough." Standing over her, Cotus held out his hand and she took it, Io standing up as he took Az’s other one. They hauled her to her feet. The room spun and she gripped their calloused hands until it stopped. "Are you better?"

Amazonia nodded as Io said, "Antonius is dead."

They released her hands and stepped aside. Antonius laid crumpled on the concrete floor, his head flopped towards her, staring up with sightless eyes. His mouth was set in the rictus of a wild grin. Lady Jhadra held onto the sword sticking out of his chest by the hilt with her eyes on Amazonia. "If you are recovered, the time has come for you to claim your sword."

Taking a deep breath, she stepped past her two companions towards Lady Jhadra, who moved her hands to the sword's metal guard to continue supporting it, leaving the leather bound hilt free. Could I refuse to take the sword at this point? Would I dare? No, I wouldn't and what's more, I don't want to. I want this sword. Az stopped beside Lady Jhadra and grasped the hilt as the Daemo took her hand away, then pulled the sword from Antonius' chest as if from a sheath. Blood drops fell from the blade like red rain onto the concrete as she held it up.

The black blade glimmered as if made from obsidian, the runes glowing a sinister shade of dark red from the tip down to the metal guard. The sword felt light as a feather in her hand. "Domina, I have wielded normal Artifact weapons smaller than this and carved from ordinary wood, and none of them felt as weightless as this one."

Lady Jhadra gave Amazonia a sly smile as she stepped away from the blood slowly pooling around Antonius' body. "I cannot explain my magic in a way that would make sense to you. So accept it, and take a few moments outside the chamber getting acquainted with your new sword." As Amazonia stepped away, being careful not to accidentally cut someone, Lady Jhadra crouched down and passed a hand over the pooling blood as the scale in her forehead began to glow.

She pulled out a wooden stylus carved with more runes as the blood began glowing purple as well. "So, who wants to be the first tattooed?"
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Dominus opened the door to the arena’s sands and Titan led them out, and as they strode into the afternoon sunshine, Amazonia breathed deep of its scents.

Roasted meat and red wine, sweat from thousands of bodies pressed together on the concrete benches, delicate perfumes and cheap musk, garlic...

Blood. The sands were a hungry beast, a blood drinker worse than any Daemo or even the mythical Vampyr of the mountains, and the metallic smell of the gladiator’s sacrifice wrapped itself around all the other smells with its sharp tang.

Then the crowd caught sight of them and the arena’s smells faded into the background as the people went wild, the crowd roaring as the gladiators held their weapons aloft. “Titan, Titan, Titan...

Others stamping their feet in time with the chant, “Ama...zonia...Ama...zonia...Ama...

Mixed in were knots of people calling out to their favorites, Gauls for Cotus, men of the north for Ragnar, slaves for the twins. Women for Io.

The gladiators basked in the adoration of the crowd. Everyone except Fox wore new armor made of strong leather, but instead of steel plates riveted onto the material, each had square pieces of thick leather which had been transmuted into Artifact plate, hard as steel but no heavier than the original leather. Each plate was black and shiny as if polished. In their hands were normal Artifact weapons made of carved Ironwood, larger than they'd ever be able to use if forged from metal. Both weapons and armor had been brought in after Antonius' body had been carried out by the Imperial guards.

As she grinned up at the crowd, Az could feel her new bond with the five men and the Daemo. While she'd practiced swinging the Rune sword in the shadowed darkness, Az had felt their tattoos come alive and link with her the moment Lady Jhadra had finished each one. She could feel each man and the little Daemo as well, where they were and how they felt even if she wasn’t holding the sword, though the connection was far stronger with the Rune sword in her hands.

Io... though Az had begun thinking of him as Dancer, carried a black spear. Cotus, her Troll, held a two-handed great-sword, while Ragnar the Fenris wolf wielded a double bladed axe which curved inward at each point. T'ang and Julu... Amazonia couldn’t think of one without thinking of the other, as if they were one person named Nomad, wielded Artifact katanas in each hand, even though they were used to fighting with a single sword. They had even begun mirroring each other and speaking in unison, which Az thought more than a little spooky.

Spookier still was Fox, without a weapon and wearing only a simple dress, Amazonia’s silent shadow as trumpets on either side of the royal box sounded the Imperial fanfare. The group lowered their weapons. But as Amazonia faced the box and knelt on the sands, without prompting her Chaldean Wardogs took position behind her and knelt as well. Why am I thinking of them in that way? And why did they arrange themselves in a semi-circle behind me? Hades rotted breath, nothing makes sense anymore, especially Titan. He's kneeling apart from us, still carrying the same steel sword and wearing the same chain hauberk he brought with him out of the Khitian wastes. We haven't spoken since I took possession of the sword... is this going to be the end of what we had between us? It doesn't matter. You're a Reaver Knight now, even if none of us understands what that's going to mean, so stand tall and keep your head up. Titan's got to decide if he wants to bridge this chasm between us or not.     

The royal box protruded out above the Eagle gate, with the purple and white canopy over it leaving all but the very front in shadow. A large, dark haired man wearing a solid purple toga walked to the center front where the speaking device, shaped like an eagle with its wings spread, rested on the wall.

He tapped something on the device and it began to glow blue. "Nobles, citizens, and foreign guests," the emperor said in his powerful voice, "thank you for helping me honor Lord Paulus, whose Ludus has consistently raised up champions, culminating in the unstoppable duo of Titan and Amazonia." The emperor nodded as the crowd cheered, then raised his hand for quiet. "Lord Paulus, on this, your final day of service to the empire, please join your gladiators on the sands so you might yourself receive the accolades of the people and our gratitude."

Dominus walked out of the open door with his half dozen personal guards behind him, Amko in her black robes holding her rod in one hand as she followed. Dominus reached a spot midway between the gladiators and the royal box, stopped and turned around, with Amko and the guards arranging themselves behind him. Then they followed Dominus' lead as he dropped to one knee, until all of them were kneeling before the emperor.

He smiled and resumed speaking into the device. "Lord Paulus, you made the unusual request that your gladiators be granted their freedom before their last fight, and though it goes against precedent, in light of your dedication and theirs I am moved to grant it. Lord Paulus... break their collars."

Amko rose with Dominus, turned around and walked towards the gladiators, the rod in her hand beginning to glow blue as the silver spiraled mana stones in her ears. She stopped in front of Az. "Lift your chin." Amko looked about as happy as if she'd just sunk her teeth into a bitterfruit as Amazonia tilted her head. The mage touched the round end of the rod to the collar, and it flared blue as pain made Az grit her teeth. Then her pain stopped as the collar shattered into pieces. Amko sneered and moved on towards the others behind her as the pieces fell away, Amazonia’s hands brushing off the small shards remaining until all of it was gone. Her hand went to her throat.

For the first time in many years, Az touched only skin. Her fingertips slid over old sores turned into callouses, her throat no longer constricted but oddly exposed, vulnerable, a sensation she hadn’t had since a slaver tore her away from her people and transported her across the Great Sea. My collar is gone. When this quest is finished, I could ignore the reward and return home, if I wanted. If I could find it. My collar is gone. Even if I did return, no one would recognize me, calling me a liar for claiming to be little Tagwizult the fearless. Even my own mother would never believe me, if she's still alive. Will I ever have a home again? My collar is gone.

Amko continued down the line, and as Ragnar's collar shattered, Dominus smiled at them and raised his fist. "On your feet my heroes and taste the sweet air of freedom!" Titan, who in all the time as a gladiator had never worn a collar, grinned as the others leapt to their feet, sand spraying around them as they lifted up their weapons as the crowd cheered and stomped their feet, making the arena tremble. Dominus raised his hands as he basked in the praise.

Dancer... Io, touched Az’s arm. She glanced back at him with a questioning look and he motioned towards the gladiator gate they'd walked out of. Amko was hurrying towards it as fast as she could, almost running, as if worried it would slam shut in her face if she was too slow. Even though she knew what was coming, she traded him a troubled look as Amko reached the opening and passed through. Imperial guards standing on either side slammed the gate shut with a metallic clang.

Should I get Dominus' attention or was this part of the plan? Az turned forward once again as the emperor raised his hands. The crowd quieted. "Prince Arcadia," he said, his voice echoing throughout the arena, "I understand you have an urgent matter which you say needs to be known by all. Come, speak in my place, and let everyone know what troubling knowledge you have obtained."

The Eagle gate also slammed shut as the emperor stepped to the side while a younger, dark haired man, took his place. "Divine Majesty," he said in a lighter voice than the emperor's, "apologies for my urgency, but a terrible crime has been committed by Lord Paulus against his former slaves."

Dominus took a step back, looking around in supposed confusion as the prince stared down straight at them. "Lady Jhadra informed me that her Daemo slave, which Lord Paulus had asked to borrow, was forced to perform an ancient ritual of dark sorcery, turning the champion Amazonia into a Reaver Knight who carries a cursed sword binding the other six to her side. Only Titan, being of the Ogri race, was immune, yet his love for Amazonia blinds him to the ghastliness of this crime."

The crowd, who had been chanting 'Paulus, Paulus', only a few moments before, now began to mutter as Prince Arcadia stabbed an accusing finger in our direction. "Ghastly, because to complete the ritual, the heart of a brave warrior must be pierced by the sword and his spirit trapped within the cursed blade... the spirit of a noble prince in exile from a land far to the east." The crowd gasped as Prince Arcadia moved his hand my way. "Mage Amko, who was forced to watch the horrible ritual, told me the five gladiator's behind Amazonia held the poor prince down as she ran an Ironwood blade into his chest, doing so at the same instant the Daemo, now standing behind her, called up their race’s most terrible sorcery. And then, to complete the ritual, the blade was tempered with the blood of an innocent... Lord Zeno’s cherished son, Antonius. All of this was done at Lord Paulus' command."

Amazonia frowned. Hades hairy eyeballs, what noble prince is he talking about? Troll... Cotus, muttered, "There goes our lands and title,"

The rest of Amazonia’s Wardogs muttered agreement as the prince threw out his arms. "But why? Why would anyone attempt such a horrible scheme?" His accusing finger returned to point at Dominus. "For gold. The Master of Coin, Citizen Eurax, looked into Lord Paulus' finances, only to discover the nobleman is awash in a sea of debt. Not only that, but Citizen Eurax's collectors searched Lord Paulus' house and discovered letters from the Sasnayam embassy, offering not only enough gold to pay off his debts, but even more to support him in a lavish manor on an island off the coast of Greece. Citizen Eurax has already impounded the ship scheduled to take him and his family there."

"No," Dominus shouted, "I'm innocent!"

His voice was lost in the angry roar of the crowd, for no peoples were hated more by those in Konstanopolis than the Sasnayams, said to be richer in gold than the infamous King Midas. Dominus waved his arms and shouted but his words were trampled by Prince Arcadia, who turned towards his father. "Divine Majesty, such an outrage cannot be judged fairly by men but by the gods, who know the dark places of our souls as well as the light."

"He's adding a good bit of darkness to his," Dancer... Io, muttered.

The prince went on. "Therefore, I beg your Divine Majesty's indulgence to allow the high priest of Jupiter to decide how best to proceed."

The emperor waved his acceptance, and as Prince Arcadia stepped away opposite from the emperor, a large man in robes the color of gold strode up to the speaking device. "Your Divine Majesty, noble prince, and esteemed citizens of every rank, Jupiter himself will decide this afternoon's fight on the balance scales of justice. Open the Hades gate and let your Daemo monsters begin coming out, until Jupiter puts fear into the creature's hearts and they slam the gates shut themselves.

“Whoever is left standing is then to be banished from the empire to the Khitian lands. From there, let them never return unless they can perform some deed so heroic that even the gods will forgive them and wash away all their crimes. This is the will of Jupiter Maximus."

The priest stepped back as the emperor came forward. "What the gods put into words, men put into action. Prepare yourselves."

Is that an expression of regret on the emperor's face? Dominus looked bewildered as Titan put his hand on Amazonia’s shoulder. "This is all a sham to kill your Dominus. Once Paulus is dead, the gates will shut and we will be free to go."

"Giving us a plausible reason to be in Khitia," Az snarled, “while getting rid of him as a way to salve Eurax's pride. Hades take them all." Maybe it was the sword, but a strange, wild mood seized her and Az gave her Wardogs a savage grin. "I say let's poke a finger in old Eurax's eye and keep Dominus alive until they run out of monsters."

The Wardogs caught her mood and grinned back as Titan laughed. "I like this change in you. Use the Eagle gate to guard your backs and arrange your warriors defensively. I will attack the Daemo creatures as they come out of the Hades gate." Titan threw his head back, raising his sword as he bellowed, "This is a good day to die!"

The crowd roared his words back, cheering as he took off running across the arena sands towards the opposite side, where a large gate of metal bars, bent in places, was beginning to creak open. "Everyone, follow me." Amazonia headed towards the royal box with the gold painted metal gate, reinforced with cross bars, below it.

As Amazonia reached Dominus, he fell in beside her. "I wondered if something like this would happen. Let the monsters take me—” Az grabbed his arm with her free hand and began pulling him towards the gate. “What are you doing," he said, sand spraying beneath their feet as he stumbled. "I taught you to never show mercy unless you had to."

"The sword decided otherwise," Az replied as they reached the gate and turned around, the royal box casting its shadow onto the sands before them. "Besides, I'll need your skills in Khitia." Her Wardogs and the six guards reached them and stopped as well. "We fight as teams. Io's with me, Cotus－"

"I fight alone," he growled, hunching his shoulders the way a troll does before it fights. "Don't worry about me."

"I can fly above him and throw sand in their eyes," Fox said, stripping off her dress. She wore nothing underneath. Men on the benches above began hooting and yelling rude comments at her nudity, but then their voices died off as wings began sprouting from her back, her body growing thinner and more bird-like the larger her wings became, until she resembled a Valkyrie of the Northlands. Fox scooped up sand with both hands and launched herself into the air.

Az shook my head at the strangeness before turning towards the twins. "Nomad... I mean—”

"Nomad is fine," T'ang and Julu said in unison. "We will take your left flank."

"Good. Fen... Ragnar—”

"I'll guard Dominus," he said, hefting his double bladed axe in his hands. "It feels right to me."

"Then do it. You six," motioning at the guardsmen, "form a defensive line against whatever gets past us."

The six guardsmen banged their swords against their square shields and arranged themselves as Amazonia strode out in front. Above her, a man's voice called out, "Amazonia." Bells of Hades, was that the emperor? She turned around and looked up. The emperor was standing right above her, leaning down with the waist high concrete wall supporting him and the speaking device turned off, for his voice didn’t echo off the walls but came out normal. His scarred, square jawed face smiled as he said, "Make Jupiter work for it."

The wild grin returned to Az’s face as she raised the Rune sword over her head in salute. "What the emperor puts into words," she called back, "his Knight and her Wardogs put into action."

Emperor Konstan inclined his head, a pleased expression on his face as Fox called out, "Here they come!"

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Amazonia

[image: ]




Daemo Wolf-spiders came skittering out of the gate as Titan reached it.

The monsters were large as men, with greenish-yellow skin and chitin armor plates, their bodies resembling a Direwolf’s but with six spindly legs armed with claws, which they used to grip their victims while draining them of blood. They were savage creatures but not stupid, flowing around Titan as his steel sword bit deep into a Wolf-spider's back.

It gave an inhuman cry as he wrenched out the blade and jammed it through the creature's skull. The Wolf-spider dissolved into yellowish-green goo, which disappeared into the sands as Titan swung his sword in an arc, ready to defend himself against the monsters that should’ve been mobbing him.

Hades' hairy armpits, they're moving past him and streaming towards us, at least a dozen of them. Titan took a step to go after the creatures, but then a shadow in the Hades gate caught his eye and he turned back as they scuttled towards the others. The leading edge closed in, ready to attack. Wait, what are they doing? The Wolf-spiders stopped as if waiting for the rest of their group to catch up before they attacked. "Domina... Az," Dancer... Io, said behind her in a worried voice, "they've never acted like this before."

"A Daemo sorceress controls them," Fox said as she hovered overhead. "At a guess, they will focus on Lord Paulus until he is dead, then try to escape."

"Over my dead body," Troll snarled... Cotus, his name's Cotus. He whipped his black Artifact great sword over his head as he shouted, "Come and fight me you demons."

The last one joined the pack and they rushed the gladiators. Fox swooped past Amazonia’s head, flinging sand at their faces as she flitted up and down their line, and several stopped to rub at their eyes with the joint of their forelegs. One crouched the way they did before they leapt into the air and Az yelled, “Fox, behind you." She whipped her head back as a Wolf-spider jumped into the air straight towards her.

A grey oval doorway formed in front of her. Fox swooped through it and the doorway vanished a moment before the Wolf-spider reached her, the creature falling head first into the sand as two Wolf-spiders skittered towards Az.

Amazonia stood fast until the first monster was almost upon her, then leaped forward, the blade's red runes flashing as the sword sheared through the creature's legs. It pitched head first into the sand and Dancer stabbed it in the belly, the monster giving a piercing shriek and dissolving as the next one leapt for his throat.

He spun away. Heart of Hades, he's never moved like that before. The spear knocked several legs out from under the creature as it swept past, staggering it, and Dancer stabbed it through the abdomen, pinning it in place. Az was already moving, swinging the blade down onto the chitinous plates covering its head and deep into its skull. This one dissolved as well, and she raised her sword as it bubbled and melted away into the sand.

Nomad... the twins, were carving up a Wolf-spider, fighting as if they were one person, while across the arena Titan fought something big and tentacled, though most of it seemed to be keeping itself inside the chamber. Cotus wrestled with another, his sword stabbing the creature one handed while his other hand grabbed the plate on the back of its head to keep it from driving its fangs into his throat. The rest of the Wolf-spiders were attacking the guards, Ragnar snarling as he fought the ones trying to slip past him and attack Dominus.

"I'll help Cotus," Amazonia yelled at Io as she took off running. "Keep the rest off Dominus."

"On it," he yelled back and started running as a Wolf-spider tore out a guard's throat.

Her attention focused on Troll... Cotus, Az reached the Wolf-spider and swung, shearing through one leg, then the other, as she planted her feet and reversed her swing. The monster staggered, pushing away from Troll, who rolled and grasped his sword in both hands as he got to his feet.

Something slammed into Az’s back, knocking her face first off her feet as fangs scraped across the Artifact plates. With the bloodied sand rushing towards her, Az instinctively rolled, landing on her back with one hand on the sword. The creature hissed and went for her throat.

The Rune sword flicked up and as the creature’s jaws closed on her armored forearm, the Wolf-spider impaled itself on the blade. The Wolf-spider bucked, trying to bite through Artifact as she released the hilt with her other hand and jammed her fingers into its eye. The monster shrieked and let go, pushing off her, her hand barely grabbing the sword's hilt before it was carried away. The blade coming out of the wound made a sucking sound until the monster was free. Amazonia rolled to her knees as the creature crouched as if ready to leap.

It couldn’t see Troll behind it. He swung, his blade crunching through chitin as the Wolf-spider shrieked one last time and dissolved into slime. Az took a moment to catch her breath as Troll... Cotus, he’s Cotus, grinned.

Then a grey oval formed in front of Amazonia and Fox flung herself into the gladiator’s arms. She was moving incredibly fast and knocked them both over despite her lightness, while the ghostly image of a grey, hairless, bird-like creature the size of a warhorse, with wings at least twenty feet long, swooped over them and disappeared. Amazonia gaped in horror as the ghostly monster disappeared. "What in Hades' name was that?"

"Shadow Raptor," Fox gasped, trembling in her arms. One wing had been shredded by the Shadow creature's claws, Fox grimacing in pain as her pale wings reabsorbed into her body, which returned to normal. "I was hiding in the Shadowlands because I didn't think I'd be any use in the fight, but then the Shadow Raptor found me. Please don't make me go back there."

Az gave her a smile as she surveyed the battlefield. "I don't think you'll have to."

All the guards were down, either dead or wounded, but only two Wolf-spiders remained. Io had one pinned as the Twins descended upon the other, Cotus running over to help Io make the kill. On the other side of the arena, the large tentacled creature was blocking the opening of the Hades gate with its body, its remaining tentacles feebly twitching while Titan fought across it with something still inside. Dominus was on his feet with a guardsman's sword in each hand. He had a cut on his forehead dripping blood down his cheek, while more blood soaked the side of his tunic, but he was alive.

He raised a sword in Amazonia’s direction and she returned the salute, pulling Fox up with her as she rose. "Wardogs,” she yelled, “once the last two are dead, join me at the Hades gate so we can finish this."

Ragnar reached the Wolf-spider before Cotus and chopped off its head with a blow from his axe. "Hold on a moment and Dominus and I will join you."

Az shook her head. "Remain in front of the Eagle gate in case something slips past us. With luck, it'll be wounded, and out of breath from running towards you over sand."

He raised his sword and turned around as Dominus called out, "All of you are free and I am no longer a lord. Call me Paulus."

“Alright, Paulus then.” Strange to think of him as anything except Dominus, yet I like the way his real name rolls off my tongue. "Let Ragnar take the lead should you be attacked."

Bitter humor touched his face as he called back, "Yes, Domina."

The rest of Az’s Wardogs joined her and they took off at a steady jog towards the Hades gate. Movement caught her eye and she glanced at Cotus, noticing one of his side plates was swinging back and forth, holding on by a rivet. "Troll... Cotus, are you hurt?"

"I was, but not anymore. Hey," Cotus raising his voice, "anyone else starting to think of himself as the creature tattooed on his back?"

Io replied, "I thought it was just me."

"Us too," the twins said in unison.

"I'm trying to hold onto Ghost," the Daemo said, nude and not ashamed of it, "but Fox is winning." The grimace on her face says she’s still in pain, but toughing through it and keeping up, which was more that I'd expected, but 'Fox is winning', isn't. Later, I'll start thinking about what these tattoos are doing to the others and the Rune sword to me. Maybe a lot later,  like after a couple flagons of wine later.

They reached Titan, who stood with his sword raised but no longer fighting. "The Daemo monsters are retreating into the chamber," he said as Az stopped beside him. "Now that you are here, let me get rid of this," Titan driving his blade into a half-shut eye, "so we can goad them into attacking." The creature blocking the gate dissolved, and the gladiator’s formed a semi-circle with their weapons raised around the shadowed entrance as greenish-yellow tentacles slithered out and wrapped themselves around the rusty bars.

Then the tentacles slammed the gate shut, which locked with a metallic clang as Fox cried out behind them, “The Eagle gate, it’s opening."
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Amazonia whirled around. Across the arena, the gold painted gate was opening and Daemo warriors, resembling yellowish man-toads, began spitting out onto the sands. They wore crude armor made from their black secretions and carried pitted, notched swords and spears made of the same. Ragnar had already seen them, his battle-axe swinging towards the leading Daemo as Az took off running full out towards them. Titan joined her a moment later as Paulus turned and ran.

It was like being trapped in a nightmare. Sand churned under her sandals, holding her back as Fenris... Ragnar, killed the first warrior. But the rest either mobbed him or flung spears at Paulus, several flying past as one struck his back and went deep. Paulus fell as Fenris split another one’s skull, but swords like jagged teeth tore at him on all sides... just as a Daemo stopped beside Paulus and raised its sword.

A grey gateway opened beside the Daemo and Fox threw sand in the Daemo's face as she ran past. The toad-like creature bellowed and clawed at its eyes as Fox turned and ran towards them, terror on her face as the Daemo gave chase. Titan roared and the crowd roared back, clearly wanting the gladiators to live as they cheered him on. The Ogri put on a burst of speed.

Seeing him, the Daemo tried to stop, spraying sand as it stumbled and almost fell. Then the toad-like warrior turned around and staggered towards the gate behind the others, who were running away as well. Titan passed Paulus and knocked the Daemo off its feet with the flat of his blade, going after the rest as Amazonia reached the one flailing about on the sand and swung hard at its side. The sword bit deep. The Daemo screamed as she wrenched out the blade and whipped it around, her Wardogs giving Az a wide berth as the toad-like warrior desperately threw up its sword to block her swing. The Rune blade notched the Daemo warrior’s sword as it bounced off and she used the weapon's momentum to slash down where the Daemo's neck met its shoulder.

The black blade sheared through bone and the toad-like Daemo dissolved. Gasping as she caught her breath and looked around, Dancer had a Daemo pinned with his spear as Troll swung at its head, while Nomad... the twins, were chopping up another. Fenris... Ragnar, damn it; Ragnar's down, but Titan's closing in on the rest. The Daemo warriors must see him for they're scrambling away.

"Domina," Fox called from behind her, "Paulus is dying."

Why is she calling me that? Amazonia raced towards Paulus, who clawed at his back as if he wanted to rip out the spear.  "Paulus, stop," she gasped, dropping to her knees beside him. "You're only making it worse."

He stopped moving, the sand sucking down the blood coming from the wound as he raised his head. "Have they killed the Daemo?"

Amazonia glanced over her shoulder at the Eagle gate and back again. "Almost all. Titan's going after them like a Norse berserker. Paulus, we can find Fox's dress and use it to bind your wound, get you out of here and find a healer—”

"Leave be," he grunted, wheezing as he labored for breath. "Eurax... will have his revenge... no matter... what you do."

"Antonius' spirit will have its revenge on Eurax when the sword shatters," Fox said from Paulus' other side. "I do not know the details, but it has something to do with a Shadow Fae necromancer who stayed with Lady Jhadra about a year ago."

Amazonia had no idea what a Shadow Fae might be, but understanding swept Paulus’ face. "This scheme of hers... was long... in the making. Az," his hand reaching out and gripping hers, "promise me you will... return here... when the sword... shatters."

"I can't promise that. Breath of Cerberus, I don't know if the Crimson Horde will accept us or whether the son will listen to me.”

He squeezed her hand and let go. "You will... find a way. Fox... will you end this... for me?"

She looked at Amazonia, who nodded. Female Daemo had pearly white teeth that were actually hard pieces of cartilage hiding their true, needle-like hollow fangs, which they used to drink blood. They also secreted a substance in their saliva when they fed that numbed the area so it wouldn't hurt. Az turned him over enough so Fox could sink her fangs into his wrist. The crowd quieted as they watched her feed, and after only a few moments she let his arm fall limp. "He only needed a gentle push," she said, wiping her mouth on his tunic as dozens of needle-like fangs retracted. "Paulus is dead."

Amazonia nodded, climbing to her feet as Fox... Why am I fighting this? Might as well start calling them by their new names. Fox stood up and walked around the body as the last of the Daemo fighters went down trying to escape from Titan. Az glanced over her shoulder at the Hades gate. It remained closed and she turned her gaze on Paulus, dead at her feet. There was a time, before Lady Jhadra changed me to what I am, when I would've given my eye teeth to have Dominus exactly where he is. But now? Paulus was a hard man, yet also a fair one, always pushing us to go past what we saw as our limits, forging us into the steel he saw within the raw iron.

No person should ever be able to treat another person as property. Did Paulus understand that? No, he didn't, but then no one else in this empire, or in the entire civilized world for that matter, understands this either. Doesn't make it right, but that's the way things stand until the slaves find a way to break their enchanted control collars and rise up. I do know Paulus was a better man than most, one of the few I respected. I wouldn't be what I am if he hadn't been what he was.

And now he lay dead at her feet. Amazonia strode across the sand toward the Eagle Gate with the sword resting on her shoulder and Fox at her heels, the Daemo stopping to retrieve her dress as Amazonia walked on. Glancing up, the emperor was still standing against the wall and, seeing her gaze, raised his eyebrows. With her free hand, Az made a fast, 'thumbs down' gesture. He nodded and spoke to the bald priest beside him as Fox slipped on her dress and hurried to join Amazonia.

The crowd quieted as the priest stepped in front of the speaking device, the coppery tang of blood shed from Paulus and his fallen guards sharp in Amazonia’s nose as the priest raised his arms. "The scales of Jupiter are now balanced. Lord Paulus is dead, and the remainder of his gladiators are banished to the Khitian lands, while Titan is free to travel with them on his way east or wherever his travels take him. Let the Eagle Gate be opened for them."

Before any of them could take a step, Fox gasped and grabbed Amazonia’s hand. "Domina, look."

Sand sprayed out as small, red lines in the shape of a wolf raced toward Amazonia. "Breath of Cerberus, is that a tattoo?"

"Ragnar must be dead," Fox replied.” Is that true? It has to be; his body's not moving, and I feel incomplete, like someone's missing. The sword tugged at Az to respond and, trusting her instincts, she took it off her shoulder and lowered the blade until it touched the sands in front of her.

The tattoo slowed down as it got close. A savage wolf drawn almost a foot tall was approaching, the red lines three-dimensional as if it truly existed. Az could see the arena sands between the lines. The sword’s runes on the blade began to glow fiery red, and as the Fenris tattoo reached out to touch the blade with its paw, the runes went back to dark red as the drawn lines took up a bright red glow like iron bars in a fire. The tattoo’s eyes glowed like twin burning coals as it turned around and sprayed sand again, racing for the now open Eagle Gate.

"We will have a new Fenris eventually," Fox said. A shudder racked Amazonia’s body, and Fox placed a tentative hand on her arm. "In time, you will get used to strangeness."

"Hades forbid... but you're probably right." Az shook her head in bitter amusement. "This is definitely not how I expected today to go." Fox giggled, a shrill sound with an edge of hysteria, and as she let go of Amazonia’s arm, Az grasped her shoulder. "You'll get used to the strangeness of humans as well, I promise. C'mon." Az gently propelled her forward and let go as Fox fell in beside her, the two of them close to the Eagle Gate where the others were waiting.

The projected voice of the emperor above them said, "Amazonia." Fox and Az stopped where they were and looked up as he said, "This is my decree. From here on, no person of the empire may hinder your passage or attempt unprovoked violence upon you or those banished with you as you travel into the lands of Khitia. Furthermore, you shall have my blessing: let all who meet you render aid upon your journey and be rewarded."

Beyond the emperor stood a thin man with a pock marked face. That’s Citizen Eurax or I'm a Daemo. The emperor glanced back at him for a moment before speaking into the device again. "In the matter of the traitor Lord Paulus, this is my decree. The monies that the Master of Coin has seized shall be given to him as a reward for his diligence, and Lord Paulus' wife betrothed to him as he requested.

"However, in the matter of Lord Paulus' Ludus and his only son, Little Paulus, this is my decree. A Ludus is not just any ordinary business but a sacred trust between the empire and her people, where even a slave can be elevated to such a high place that the gods themselves take notice. This Ludus has been run by the same family for nine generations and Little Paulus will make the tenth, so the Ludus will be held in trust until he comes of age.

"Likewise with Little Paulus himself. The son is not the father, even though he likely knew of his father's plans to create a Reaver Knight, for under the law a son must always obey the father for as long as the son lives beneath his roof and eats his bread. Therefore, as to the matter of Citizen Eurax's request to make Little Paulus a domestic slave, stripped of all rights, this is my decree: Little Paulus will be made a ward of the royal court, with the Reaver Knight Amazonia made Little Paulus' guardian until his coming of age at sixteen years. Whereupon the Ludus held in trust will be granted back to him. Amazonia, will you accept this charge?"

Eurax wanted Little Paulus changed into a girl and made his bed slave, but the emperor's pulled his fangs. I'm going to make a powerful enemy if I accept this... and nothing else would make me happier. Raising her Rune sword over her head in salute, Amazonia called out, "What the emperor puts into words, his knight puts into action."

Eurax's scowl warmed the darkness of Az’s heart as the emperor gave her a satisfied smile. "Then this is my decree as well. Since Little Paulus is now officially our ward, Lady Jhadra will set up a way of sending messages relating to the boy's welfare in exchange for a stipend of gold."

"Coded messages concerning our quest," Fox said quietly, "disguised as progress reports."

Az raised her eyebrows as the emperor raised his right hand. "Reaver Knight Amazonia, Khitia awaits." The crowd, fickle as ever, began chanting, 'Reavers, Reavers, Reavers’, as Amazonia strode towards the way out with the others falling in around her.

Striding out of the Eagle Gate, they moved from the honest light of the sun into deep shadow.
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(Winter, six months after the founding of the Eastern Empire).

The storm outside the inn rattled its stone walls like the wrath of an ancient god of thunder, frightening the humans huddled near the crackling fire burning in the hearth. The inn was small and set precariously into the side of a mountain ,just off the road leading through a lesser known pass, with a common room set with tables and benches showing years of hard use. The kitchen was in the basement below, along with the storerooms, while the stables were a short distance away with the animals snug in their own stone building.

Wood smoke from the fire mingled with the odors of cheap beer and human sweat... along with the cold scent of undead Vampyres, which Lady Alexina alone could smell coming off the scrawny innkeeper and his equally skinny, scraggly haired wife.

Sitting in the inn’s only good chair, well padded with stout armrests in the corner beside the hearth, Alexina sipped an... adequate enough wine and wondered how the evening would play out. It amused her to watch the fat merchant in his wool cloak and travel worn garments, along with his half dozen, slovenly guards, speak condescendingly towards the monsters planning their demise.

Lady Alexina had no such worries. Her five guards were armored in leather with plates of thick hide transmuted into Artifact, hard as steel yet light as the original leather, and transmuted swords made of carved ironwood which never lost their edge. Her familiar stood at her elbow: a short, squat, Daemo creature with yellow and purple skin, bald as an egg with a purple mana stone embedded in its forehead, ready to serve its mistress in a moment’s notice.

The undead wife looked her way. Alexina’s face took on an amused expression, glanced at the merchant and shrugged, then patted both her captain’s shoulder and her familiar’s before leaning back in her chair. The undead wife put her hands together and bowed slightly, a gesture of respect to someone of higher social standing, then returned her attention to the merchant. Cosmetics had been applied to both the innkeeper and especially the wife, giving them the illusion of life, and despite her disheveled appearance, the merchant seemed to be enjoying her fawning all over him. Alexina sipped her wine and smiled. If the merchant knew what I know, he would be on his knees right now, begging me to save him.

The merchant, who chanced to look her way, saw the smile and turned pale. The innkeeper’s wife patted his hand. “Don’t worry,” she said quietly in Ruska, the local language, “the Daemo sorceress isn’t interested in you.”

Seated on the inn’s second best chair on the side of the hearth closest to the door, he whispered, “She might be if she hears you and takes offense.”

“She don’t speak no Ruska,” the undead wife replied. “The only one of her group who does is the one asleep in the corner.” Alexina listened to Vlad’s soft snores as the wife went on. “Just leave her alone and she won’t bother you.”

“But the Daemo are blood drinkers,” he argued quietly, “and I’ve heard stories of Vampyres who masquerade as living people. What if her men aren’t men at all?”

“Husband and I lived up here a long time and we know the signs. Trust me, they’re human.” She patted his hand again. “And even if she was interested, she would never take but a dram or so. Her blood needs are few, especially in one old as her.”

The merchant looked up in surprise. “Old? How can you tell?”

The undead wife smiled without showing teeth. “All Daemo females look similar, with their wide eyes and skinny bodies, but if a sorceress is young, her skin’s pale and the purple color of her hair is light. But the more sorcery she uses, the deeper the purple color, both in her hair and her skin.” The wife shrugged. “That’s just a general way to tell the old from the young. There’s no way to tell an ancient Daemo from one just old.”

Might as well join the fun. “Actually, there is,” Alexina said in Ruska. The merchant gasped while the undead wife froze like a mouse in a hawk’s shadow. Alexina laughed. “Be of good cheer, master merchant. You are safe. My men provide me with all the sustenance I need, both in blood and in... other fluids.”

The fat merchant cleared his throat. “I have heard stories of the... carnal nature of your people, good lady, but always thought them exaggerated.”

Alexina raised her wine glass and sipped. “I’ve heard the same stories and they’re actually quite tame, compared to our true nature.”

The merchant’s eyes went wide as the undead wife slowly took a step away. “I didn’t mean nothing, great lady. Just didn’t know you spoke our language.” The wife motioned at Vlad, being elbowed awake by the man beside him, probably so he could translate. “You let that one do all the talking.”

“I find it better to be cautious. Do you know how I came to understand Ruska? No? Many years ago a Vampyr bit my shoulder and injected a bit of its essence, thinking a Daemo sorceress would be a useful thing, were she under his control. Unfortunately for him, my centuries of Daemo sorcery left me rather resistant to other forms of magic and I used this to kill him.” Alexina pulled from her robes a knife with an elk horn hilt and a black, shiny blade inscribed with runes of power, holding it up for all to see. “The poor Vampyr died but did leave me his gift of understanding your language.” She gave the undead wife a cold smile as she laid the knife down on the armrest. “Isn’t it strange the effects magic can have, even if you resist it?”

Without waiting for an answer, she said to the merchant, “To answer the question, I need to know if you’ve ever seen another Daemo before, or just know of us by hearsay?”

“I... yes, I’ve seen them before, in the Great Caravansary just outside the walls of the city now called Konstanopolis. There were two providing entertainment, the sorceress with light purple hair and the dancer with hair the color of sweet cream.”

“How would you describe their faces?”

“They were beautiful, in an exotic sort of way.”

“And how does my face compare with theirs?” The merchant hesitated and Alexina’s voice grew sharp. “Merchant, don’t try false flattery, for I know what men are about by the scent they give off.”

He gasped. “It’s true then? Daemo can smell a lie?”

She leaned back in her chair. “We can smell if you know it’s a lie. Now, tell me how you’d describe my face?” 

“Striking,” he replied, his jowls quivering as he sat up straight. “Also... and this is a guess, so please don’t take offense, but there seems to be a leanness about you the other Daemo didn’t have.”

“The word you want is emaciated,” Vlad said from behind her. Alexina turned in her chair to look at him and he added, “Don’t give me that look, my lady. You need to feed more.” Vlad quickly translated for the others and they nodded their heads, giving her rather pointed expressions.

Alexina smiled as she turned around. “They started as guards and along the way turned into nursemaids. Regardless, you have correctly stated the way you can tell the ancient from the merely old. Daemo don’t die of natural causes; we never age the way you humans do, nor do we suffer from disease, and with enough sustenance we heal from the injuries we suffer. Yet, we are quite fragile, compared to you.”

“But I’ve seen misshapen Daemo warriors in the Konstanopolis grand arena,” the merchant said. “”They seemed extremely fierce.”

Lady Alexina made a tossing away gesture with her hand. “When you don’t fear death, it’s easy to be fierce. But tell me: how many of those misshapen warriors still lived at the end?”

“Three,” he replied. “They were the last ones, and the emperor’s son actually allowed them to live.”

“They must have been exceptionally fierce, for as I understand it, the emperor’s son is the bloodthirsty sort who squeals at the sight of his own. Regardless, since by our request there are few laws punishing anyone who hurts or kills us, not many Daemo last more than a few decades. We cherish death, master merchant, cherish it the way you doubtless cherish coin or the way my men cherish their wine. We cherish it because when we die, we are reborn in the spawning pits of our world as a young Daemo, with no memories of our former life. Everything is new again and even though our faces and our bodies remain the same as they’d been, nothing we did in the past life is held against us. The slate of our old life is wiped clean.”

“Please excuse this as indelicate, but if that’s the case, lady Daemo, why are you still here?”

“An excellent question.” Alexina finished off the wine in her cup before looking back at him. “I am still here because a long time ago, a very, very, very long time ago, the princes of the Daemo fought the Celestials, the ones your people hold to be gods, for mastery of the world known as Earth.”

His eyes went wide in his round face. “Jupiter save us. What happened?”

Alexina snorted. “We lost,” she replied, setting her empty wine cup on the armrest, “or the conversation we’re having would be a far different one, I assure you. On our world, when you’re reborn in the spawning pits and make your way out, the being who controls that particular spawning site have sorceress’s who possess the ability to reshape both your body and your spirit, if the being in charge so desires. These days, the sorceress’s fine tune some of the young ones to fit in with human society and not be a threat to them, though the older a Daemo gets, the less she worries about what others think.”

“A trait shared by many older humans,” the merchant said.

Alexina inclined her head. “However, I was crafted to help the princes win the war, which is why I look so different from the younger ones. I was crafted with the desire to live, to fight, to do whatever it took to give our princes the victory.” She sighed. “In the end, it didn’t matter. At the war’s beginning, there were more than a dozen princes, held together by Arch-Lord Qygot. However, the last time I came out of the spawning pit and was crafted to look like this before being sent here, Qygot was crawling out of another pit himself, a normal Daemo once more. The last three princes eventually gave up the fight and fled, leaving their minions behind. Many of us died, yet many more survived by fleeing the battlefields and hiding wherever they could.”

“Didn’t the gods hunt you down?”

Alexina shook her head. “By their own admission, they were exhausted and far more concerned that the last princes would raise new armies and invade again. By the time the gods realized the war was over, the Daemo monsters the princes had created had found themselves lairs in the wild places of the world, while the rest of us had established ourselves with the human civilizations emerging from the ruins. Since we were helping the human kingdoms, and later your empires, become more civilized, the gods let us be, with the ones not returning to the Heavens establishing themselves over mankind.”

“Lady Daemo, this is fascinating,” the merchant said, leaning forward in his chair. “Might I ask what courts you have served on, over the years?”

She leaned back in hers, forefinger idly caressing the blade of the knife. “Sumer and Xian were the first to rise, and I had a place in both at different times. Babylonia, and when they fell, Mynos, with their philosopher-kings.” She shrugged. “There were many others.”

“Great lady,” the undead wife said, “why are you here? This is only a humble inn, sitting in the middle of the mountains, not a palace or grand temples.”

“I’m here because the storm drove us off the road to seek shelter. But that’s not the question you’re asking.” Alexina watched as a dark haired, slender servant girl, a living human no doubt in thrall to the innkeeper, threw a log on the fire, causing it to blaze up. “I find the older I get, the less enamored I’ve become with palaces and temples, with intrigues, plots, counter-plots, and the like. It’s said that a Daemo pines away if she cannot scheme against someone. It used to be true. Yet now I find myself wanting a more simple life, with my only concerns where my next meal will come from, or what service can I do to earn gold and pay my men.” She laughed unexpectedly as she turned her gaze back to the merchant. “I would become a dancer at the Grand Caravansary, except my men would likely throw a fit.”

Glancing back as Vlad translated her remarks to the others, every one of them gave her a stern look which made her laugh again. Then the door banged open and every head turned as a blast of cold air swept through the room. “Apologies,” a tall man in armor said in Roma, as he closed the door behind him. “Mother and I seek lodging tonight.” He stepped into the light coming off the fire.

His face was young with a definite wolfish cast and a body whipcord lean, wearing leather armor covered in thick pieces of shiny black Artifact plate pitted and cracked from hard use. He wore black gloves but no helm, his shoulder length hair bound in a warrior’s braid and a katana style sword in a sheathe slung at his back. The light picked up the silvery-grey color of the young man’s hair and Alexina’s eyes went wide. A Shadow-walker? Here?

She stood up, armor rustling behind her as her men and familiar went on alert, while the undead innkeeper babbled, “Welcome, welcome young master. Do you know Ruska?”

At the young man’s puzzled expression, Alexina said, “Master innkeeper, it appears he doesn’t. I’ll translate for you. The innkeeper gives welcome,” she said in Roma before the undead man could reply, “but be on guard. Can you keep face still?”

“I can,” he replied, “but curiosity as to why?’

Alexina took a deep breath. “Because innkeeper and wife are Vampyr, which means ghouls lurk in basement.” The young man stiffened imperceptibly, but kept his face in its pleasant mask, smiling as if she’d welcomed him herself. Good, this might not descend into chaos after all.

She’d forgotten about the merchant. “Gaaah!” The merchant flung himself out of the chair, knocking over the servant girl as he scrambled away. “Vampyr,” he said in Roma to the half-dozen men sitting at the table, pointing at the innkeeper. “Show valor or lose position.”

Alexina’s misshapen Daemo familiar, with the purple stone embedded in its forehead, knelt beside her and she laid her hand upon its head to draw power. Sounds behind her like ringing crystal told Alexina her men had drawn their Artifact swords as well. The innkeeper snarled, showing long fangs as the cosmetics on his face cracked, and the young man backed away as he yelled, “Asena, Vampyr!” The innkeeper’s wife backed away from everyone as well, calling to something in an inhuman voice as the innkeeper raced towards the young man. A grey oval formed before him and he stepped into it.

The oval collapsed with the young man inside as the Vampyr ran through the empty spot and slammed face first into the door. It rattled worse than the storm had done as he bounced off, spinning around as the merchant’s guards scrambled away and inhuman squeals began coming from the bowels of the inn.

An oval formed in front of the Vampyr and the young man stepped through. Behind him, the oval collapsed again as he swung, his katana moving inhumanly fast as he slashed the monster across the face. Milky fluid sprayed from the wound as the innkeeper shrieked and staggered back. The young man’s movements returned to a normal speed as he went to a traditional lower attack position and prepared to slash upward.

The Vampyr wife jumped onto his back and sank her fangs through a gap in his armor into his upper shoulder, close to his throat. He yelped in pain and dropped the sword, grabbing her by the hair and pulling the Vampyr off him before flinging her at the door. She bounced off and hit the floor as Alexina’s second sight showed tendrils of white mist rising from the wound and seeping into his ears and nose. “You’re mine now,” the undead wife said in Ruska, rising from her crouch as she gave him a grin, showing fang. “Get your sword and kill the Daemo witch and her men.”

The tendrils turned to ash as they burned away. “Go bugger a goat,” he snarled in Ruska, stumbling backwards a few steps as he shook off the last effects of the spell and came close to where Alexina and her guards held themselves in readiness.

“Here,” Alexina said as she grabbed the Artifact knife. “Catch.” He turned towards her as she tossed it, catching it with his left hand and spinning back around as the Vampyr hurled herself at him. 

He met her halfway and thrust the knife into her chest. “I burn,” the Vampyr screamed as her skin blackened into char. “I burn...aieee!” The Vampyr’s body turned black and began to break apart, the young man’s eye wide as he pulled the knife out and stepped back.

The Vampyr’s body crumbled into blackened fragments. “Bastard,” the innkeeper said from a place beside the door, slurring the word as he pressed his hand to his face. “My children will tear you apart and eat your flesh while I drink your blood.” Crashing sounds came from the kitchen as grey-green humanoids that used to be men shambled through the kitchen doorway. Alexina readied a spell as her men readied their weapons and the young man brandished the knife.
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The door burst open and a seven foot tall monster in chainmail and leather strode through. She had a woman’s face with a wolfish muzzle, her skin black as old leather and her fingernails black claws, a sword in one hand and a hatchet in the other, which she hammered down on the Vampyr’s head. His skull split as the axe head buried itself into the Vampyr’s milky white brain. He slumped to the floor and went still as several ghouls swarmed over the wolf warrior, the rest shambling quickly towards the others.

An oval formed in front of the young man, vanishing as he stepped through it, then reappearing a moment later as he grabbed his katana with both hands and began attacking the ghouls swarming her, cutting down several before they realized he was there.

Alexina noticed this in passing as the remaining ghouls shambled towards her. Gathering her power, she chanted a phrase as she flung out her arms and it went out like a golden wave; a life enchantment, too broad to kill but strong enough to cause pain to anything undead. She dropped her hand to the familiar as the spell swept through the ghouls, several panicking and turning around while others staggered, her fighters taking advantage to rip into the monsters with their black bladed swords.

She changed the focus as she chanted again, drawing power and pulling the life enchantment into a tight, glowing ball, which she threw at an approaching ghoul. It hit the creature mid-chest, life meeting unlife, and blew it apart, the ghoul burning away into black char as the spell consumed it. Glancing down, her Daemo familiar eagerly nodded and she drew enough power to recast the golden wave and send it forth.

As the wave washed over them, the ghouls broke, shrieking as they turned around and ran for the kitchen and their nest down below. The young man and the wolf-woman followed through the open doorway, the smack of blades ripping through bodies and more inhuman shrieking continuing for a few moments as Alexina’s fighters let the monsters go to rejoin their mistress. “Domina,” Bron, her grizzled captain, said, “all well?”

Breathing heavily, Alexina nodded. “Well enough. Two greater spells, back to back, take wind from sails.” Her men chuckled as her voice grew sharp. “How fare my warriors? Wounds to heal?”

“Nay, Domina,” Bron replied as the others shook their heads. “Spells give weakness to enemies. Gratitude.” The others chimed in as well, motioning for Alexina to sit again as the sound of a door slamming shut came from the kitchen. 

A moment later there was a rattle like a bolt being thrown. “Shite,” the young man’s voice snarled from the kitchen. “Monsters think trapdoor will stop destruction. I will grab axe—”

“Leave be,” a deep female voice said in almost a growl. “Lend shoulder in moving barrels over trapdoor.”

A moment later, sounds of heavy scraping along the floor began coming from the kitchen as Alexina sat down with a whuff. “Merchant Dominus,” she called out, “crisis averted. Men can rise again.”

The merchant lumbered to his feet. “Milksop myrmidons,” he snapped, glaring down at the guardsmen who’d been cowering on the floor with him, “with valor strong as snowflakes—”

“Good merchant,” Alexina said, switching to the Greco language, which most everyone in the civilized world understood, “before you turn these poor wretches out into the snow, give thought to putting them to use.” She pointed at the piles of corpses. “Once the unlife leaves their bodies, the stench will be horrible. Best to toss them outside and burn the bodies.”

The merchant bowed to her, his jowls quivering as he turned towards his guards. “You heard Domina. Set arms to task or find self tossed outside as well.”

The guardsmen all scrambled to their feet, grabbing the first of the bodies by the arms and legs as the servant girl rushed over to Alexina and knelt in front of her. “Mistress Daemo,” she said in Ruska with her head bowed, “please forgive my deception and take me into your service, I beg you.”

Alexina placed a bone thin hand on the girl’s head. “Forgiveness you had without asking; I knew as soon as I caught the smell of the Vampyres that you had to be in their thrall.” She wound a finger through the dark tresses. “But what use would I have for you?”

She looked up into the Daemo’s purple eyes. “Give me to your men, as the innkeeper did when he wanted a guest entertained. I can dance for them and give them carnal pleasure, without any worries about disease or my being with child.” Her gaze went towards the floor as an expression of self-loathing slithered across her face. “The Vampyres made sure of that.”

As the young man and the monster re-entered the common room, an idea began shaping itself in Alexina’s mind as the wolf-warrior, who she remembered from a long time ago, called out, “Leave bodies. Necessary to extract mana nodes before burning.”

The merchant’s guards stopped, looking at their master as Alexina whispered to the servant, “Remain where you are. Asena,” Alexina switching to Greco, “there’s no need to harvest something so nasty for your mana needs. I have a better solution.”

Dark eyes narrowed in her leathery face as she also switched to Greco. “How do you know my name?”

“How could I not, considering we both served at one time at the court of Macedonia.”

Asena gaped at her a moment before closing her mouth. “Alexina? It cannot be; you died when the Etruscans overran the Greco kingdoms, or so I heard.”

“And Wotan had you killed for defying him, or so I heard.” Alexina made an open gesture with her hands. “Yet, here we are. Now,” her voice becoming brisk, “instead of eating the mana nodes of these repellent creatures to replenish your own needs, I will let you absorb the mana my familiar gives off.” Asena hesitated, seemingly torn, and she added, “Familiars are much like goats in that they need to be regularly milked or they get cranky.” The familiar made a rude noise and Alexina gave it a mock glare. “They also share a goat’s nasty temperament.”

Her men chuckled as the young man said, “You should take her up on it. Eating undead nodes may keep you alive, but they make you cranky as well.”

He dodged a cuff from her clawed hand, but only just. “Daemo don’t do anything out of the goodness of their heart,” she said, glaring at Alexina. “You want something.”
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