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	*****

	Come read the ballad

	of Septimus Mak.

	Caesar sent him to Albion,

	and he never went back.

	*****

	 

	Prelude: A Warning Out of Time

	 

	Titus goes from dreamless sleep to wide awake without the slightest interval of confusion. The blade laid across his throat both brought him up ready to fight, and froze him in place. He swallows slowly, feeling the edge catch against his skin: the sure tell of deadly sharpness.

	“Ye command Legio IX?”

	The question is in an old Latin dialect, the voice quiet, yet without the breathiness of a whisper.

	An urge to nod nearly cuts his own throat. Keeping himself still, he replies: “I do.”

	An outline moves against the faint illumination cast by torches outside his tent. A lean, crouching figure settles to rest against the side of his bed. Eyes lit from within by green fire catch his.

	“Agricola made his name with little victories writ large by scribe, then left for good. You came back. As Agricola took his talented scribe with him, I’m curious if you’re looking to stamp out past dishonour, or to make repute with new masters?”

	Before he can reply, the voice continues.

	“It matters not. Tomorrow, you intend to ride forth from this place at the head of the legion. Against that, you may regard me as the harbinger of an end so bleak it will not even be mentioned in whispers.”

	At any other time, Titus would have dismissed the words as nothing but another portentous but empty threat from the Pictii. However, this creature has made its way through two legions set hard within Inchtuthil fort, a feat he would have deemed impossible ’ere this blade touched upon his throat.

	His visitor carries on: “Heed me well, Legate. Bide your time. Skirmish about if you must. Return home lauded for keeping a peace. Be satisfied you escaped Caledonia a second time, a boon rarely extended.”

	Despite himself, curiosity is piqued: “You speak Latin like one schooled by an elder in sunnier climes.”

	He feels the gust of a silent laugh.

	“You read well of me. I came with a century from the Seventh, here before Volusenus.”

	“Your forefather served Caesar? That must be a tale of note.”

	The figure leans closer, eyes brightening: “I came at Caesar’s behest. This land kept me.”

	“You would have me believe you carry nigh two hundred years?”

	“I would have you believe that should you sally forth on the morrow, you will condemn yourself and all who accompany you to grim deaths. The number of moons and winters I have witnessed has no bearing.”

	Titus restrains an urge to shout. The light, firm pressure on the edge hasn’t eased one bit.

	“Moons have bearing upon you, sure enough. For you’re a lunatic if you expect to quit this place without a fight.”

	“I’ll go with grace, just as I arrived. I’m not alone in my endeavours.”

	Gentle laughter by his ear makes Titus start, but the words that follow make him drowsy - they seem familiar: Valeria reciting poetry? His mother singing a lullaby? No matter. He will go with and where the words want.

	 

	As his head falls back, a diminutive figure straightens up. Bluish hair cascades back and down as leaf-green arms rise. She gives the slumbering Legate a dismissive wave: “Sleep deep, child of earth and ignorance.”

	While scattering crocus petals over the prone form to bind the crafting, Dairíne gives her green-eyed companion a baleful stare.

	“One day your compassion might well be the finish of you, son of Mak.”

	A white-toothed grin splits the darkness below the eyes: “Hush, now, you Tuathan boghopper. We have many thousand Romans to not wake as we leave.”

	Leaping the length of the bed, hair flying wild, she lands lightly and punches Septimus in the thigh - all done in a single, inhuman move.

	“It’s garbh, ignorant mannish that you still are. Strictly, by virtue of the nature of my exile, I’m lower than even that. I was to be treated as deannach, drifting through the Apparent World.” She grins: “There were also verses about me being sorrowful and pining for the cúirt, too.”

	“You need to work on your contrition.”

	She wags a finger at him.

	“Never. If the Dé want me back, they can come and beg.”

	He replies after another silent laugh: “Time to leave.”

	“Truth told. Away with us, then.”

	 

	Titus wakes at the noise of a stirring garrison heading toward breaking fast. Shaking his head at the outlandish dreams of the night, he rolls over and sits up, then freezes mid-breath as broken petals of sky blue and purple drift from his blanket. Raking his hair scatters more of them. A smell redolent of the spice mills of his youth teases him.

	He stands quickly, exhaling hard, then takes a deep breath. He’s been warned off, has he? Seems to him the hordes that nearly did for a legion on his last visit are warier. Which means this is the time to roust them!

	 

	Septimus watches as they march forth, eagle high, banners whipping in the cold breeze. He shakes his head and whispers onto that same wind.

	“Your numbers have won you an empire, and the numbers of those who topple it will be greater. But here, now, numbers are nothing but leaves to fall.”

	He glances towards the forest behind him.

	“Time for a lesson to be given, Strix.”

	Something breaks branches as it moves. The quiet woodland becomes completely still. Giant golden eyes regard him from the shadows between the trees.

	 A grating voice sounds in his mind.

	* What would you have befall them, my brother?

	Septimus looks to the skies. His brow furrows as he catches a glimpse of great wings above the clouds. He looks back to the forest.

	“You have company?”

	A barking laugh blows leaves about, and twigs from branches.

	* I suspected it might come to this. For this doom to be sure, more than thee, I, and the stray godlette are needed. Thus and so, I called upon a few who would partake without making a revel of it.

	Septimus nods: “Swiftly done and silence thereafter will be the way of it, sure enough. I’m minded that thanks are wasted, but mandate is required?”

	* Aye. Again I ask: what would you have befall them, my brother?

	He stares down at the ranks of legionaries, marching as commanded to make war as ordered. Loyal to leader or ideal, but loyal nonetheless. Just like he’d been. Maybe one would survive to hear the call of the land like he had. Maybe not. Given what he’s about to unleash, he doubts any powers will intervene. But luck always favours a legionary if it has to choose. He smiles. So be it.

	“Slaughter without mercy, Strix. That fearsome host must vanish for a legend to arise. It is the only way to protect this land. But…”

	He watches the long column depart Inchtuthil before finishing quietly: “If you can, save the standard with the eagle on top. Bring it to me.”

	* Leave the fell task to us, my brother.

	A huge form moves deeper into the forest. Silence resumes. The usual woodland sounds do not.

	Septimus turns fully to face the forest, eyes seeking the cause.

	Her voice sounds in his ear: “Further left, and I’ll not be appearing until it’s long gone. You are in disturbingly puissant company.”

	His prompted gaze finally picks out an irregular shape that doesn’t match the lie of the growth about it.

	“Hail and well met, thee dragon. What keeps ye from joining the host above for the carnage to come?”

	The voice that sounds in his mind is less grating, but deeper in tone.

	* Your blood comes from beyond the stars we know, son of Mak. To my surprise, it seems to have driven you to become something quite unusual.

	Septimus smiles. It’s the second time he’s heard that first sentence.

	“Watching me from the shadows of the trees again, old druid. What is it now? A hundred winters since we last met?”

	A blunt, golden-scaled snout protrudes from the foliage and snorts a pair of black smoke rings the size of cartwheels.

	* More. 174 summers have passed since I watched a Centurion argue with his priest. That was when I first felt the emerald fires within you.

	Septimus nods, distracted by a flood of memories…

	 

	The Centurion

	 

	The rising sun casts a glow through the last of the sea mist, making it difficult to see where calm waters end and sky begins. Dark against the soft light, a pair of Roman galleys sit at deepwater anchor in the entrance to the bay, protecting the Veneti warship that has been rowed in until it ran aground.

	 

	Centurion Septimus Mak looks up at the clifftop above him, marvelling at the unspoilt beauty of this place. The tranquility is so deep, it’s as if the whole of nature is listening. For what, he doesn’t know, but is sure it isn’t his next words.

	Taking a deep breath, he turns to the men standing in groups on the shore.

	“Men of the Seventh! Today we start something that will culminate in Caesar claiming this land. We may hope for a peaceful taking, but we’ll not be presuming upon that.” He gestures to the rock formations either side of the beach: “I want sentries on the high ground. Set camp between cliffs and high-water mark. No need to encourage the locals to drop things on us.”

	There’s scattered laughter. While doing duty as marines during the Veneti campaign, a Trierarchus had ordered camp set up against a cliff while their ship underwent repairs. Only fast footwork and luck had seen them escape a downpour of boulders and flaming bales on the second night.

	He lets the laughter die down, then continues.

	“Put the latrines between the camp and the way up the cliff. I want pickets dug in and manned at top and bottom of that cliff path before the sun reaches its zenith. Set to!”

	The soldiers scatter in disciplined haste, moving smoothly through old routines, with quiet banter belying swift efficiency.

	Septimus follows the path to the top of the cliff. He waits for the two men assigned to duty up here by the guard commander before moving further inland.

	Long grass gives way to scrubby vegetation that meets a nigh-impenetrable green tangle a short distance beyond. Pausing to get a feeling for the area, he lets the instincts he’s listened to since childhood guide him. Within a few moments, he knows there’s nothing threatening nearby, although he’s sure something is watching.

	After taking a breath, he follows his first inclination: heading away from the shore until he comes to a game trail, stopping every now and then to listen for anything he might have disturbed.

	Walking slowly west along the trail, hand never far from the hilt of his sword, he takes a swig from his water flask, rinses his mouth, then spits into the bushes before sipping as he goes, watching the undergrowth either side.

	This country bothers him more than any other he’s seen. Something about the great forests growing so close to the shore, even overhanging the cliffs in places, doesn’t make him wary. It makes him yearn to explore them, and to sleep under their green canopy. 

	* Then what is stopping you?

	A deep voice from so close it seems to sound in his head.

	Septimus spins about, drawing his sword, but no-one is there.

	He spends a short while cautiously investigating nearby undergrowth and the tangled branches above, then gives up and returns to camp.

	 

	As the morning wears on, the work progresses well. By late morning, another outpost of Rome had risen on the shores of a wild and untamed land. By mid-afternoon, the sun has disappeared behind a wave of ominous grey thunderclouds that roll in. By evening, rain is drenching the new encampment as if to justify the gloomy predictions of the legionaries throughout the afternoon.

	 

	The following morning, Septimus separates the men into patrol groups and camp duties. After despatching the early patrols and setting the remaining men to work, he accompanies the last patrol, heading for the clifftop he’d first set eyes on.

	The going’s difficult, even allowing for the game trails they manage to follow, but the commanding view decides him on the value of placing lookouts on this headland.

	He chooses to take the first half-watch along with Aquilus, the standard-bearer of his century. The man is the oldest legionary he’s ever encountered. Plus, as the only other evocatus - re-enlisted veteran - in the century, the two of them can safely share cutting jokes about the ‘new recruits’ without upsetting any of them.

	Aquilus also keeps him appraised of matters arising within the squads under his command that might be of interest or import. A catch-up after a day at sea with a ship full of bored legionaries will be welcome, and possibly useful. They usually have the discussion after a few days at a new post, but the task they’ve been given here is unusual enough to warrant early attention to any details that could affect the century.

	 

	A while later, his usual closing question elicits an unusual reply from Aquilus.

	“There’s only one thorn: the priest. He’s a zealot. A follower of Barrex.”

	Septimus looks up from the fire.

	“That’s one of the militant Mars cults, isn’t it?”

	Aquilus nods.

	“Keen on sacrificing anyone who disagrees with them, and advocates of more violence in politics. There’s an offshoot in Gaul who’ve just been put down for drake worship or some such deviation.”

	“You think he’ll turn out to be a problem?”

	“Not after he comes to you with his bloodthirsty requests, no. Until then? He’ll keep on annoying everybody within hearing of his pompous opinions.”

	Septimus sighs, then passes the wineskin, before continuing to chew on the last of their smoked fish, which has the consistency of poorly tanned leather. He stands up so he can spit the less edible pieces over the edge of the cliff instead of stinking up the fire.

	From the vantage he can see his command move about with practiced ease, undertaking the final steps to turn their makeshift beachhead into a competent frontier camp.

	He watches with amusement as the priest in question, along with the diviner that arrived with him, stroll hither and yon, apparently disturbed by something. Much incense is being wafted about. It seems many gods are having their attentions beckoned as the day slips towards dusk.

	 

	As night falls, Septimus waits for another legionary to come up, then returns to camp.

	He’s not disappointed in his gloomy insight that the priest will be waiting.

	“Centurion, we must soon make sacrifice. A few woodland animals or, even better, some local savages. I feel dire forces work against us. We need to propitiate the protection of Barrex.”

	Septimus stops and stares at the priest.

	“Really, priest? How would you react if a delegation from a foreign land came to peace talks the day after they had pulled the living entrails out of one of your friends while burning that friend to a crisp?”

	“I would be cowed by the majesty and power of their bearing, Centurion.”

	“You’d be neck deep in dung and arrows, you fool. Get one of the scouts to hamstring a couple of rabbits for your offering, if you must.”

	“Centurion, Caesar said an example must be made.”

	Septimus steps sideways, arms moving fast. The priest is in a crushing stranglehold before he can react.

	“You can lie to your followers, priest. Maybe even to your god. But you will never lie to me again. Caesar gave me two tasks: neither involve murdering the locals for yours - or anybody else’s - rituals.”

	He releases the priest, who staggers away, gasping for air.

	“The example I was told to give is one of irresistible, organised power, not that of barbarians in armour. So heed me. You shall not sacrifice anything bigger than a rabbit. Should you disregard this command, I will drown you in the latrines and consider you suitably placed at last. Am I clear?”

	The priest pales, then nods.

	“You are as the seers of the fabled oracle at Delphi, Centurion. Your clarity is an inspiration.”

	Septimus snorts and walks away.

	 

	A moon passes without incident or encounter for the century. All the patrols find are abandoned dwellings, many of them showing clear signs that the abandonment was done in haste. The closest village has been near-levelled, and not by anything that left recognisable trace.

	Some of the returning legionaries speak of strange marks on ruined huts, scored ground, and stripped trees. Their opinions on cause range from roving bears to wandering gods, but are given in whispers, and only to Septimus. The priest has loudly demonstrated an ability to become even more annoying if he thinks ungodly magics or fell creatures are at work.

	 

	After two moons, Septimus decides to lead a half-squad deeper inland. Something has surely scared the locals off, and he’s largely alone in believing it has nothing to do with having Romans camped out on the beach. All bar two of the legionaries who’d reported the strange marks believe their arrival was the thing that made the locals leave. They now shrug off the marks as traces of scavenging.

	He chooses the two who disagree - Kaltu and Dacullis - to go with him. They’ve got good fighting skills as well as an ability to look unkempt in uniform, which is a rare talent for any legionary of Rome. It should allow them to be taken as roving mercenaries with only the addition of a few more pelts. He completes his scouting party with Aquilus, who passes the standard-bearer title and duty to Bertillius beforehand.

	They’re standing in the morning chill waiting for the others when Aquilus places a hand on his shoulder.

	“You sure about this, evocatus?”

	Septimus shrugs.

	“There’s nothing around here to talk to, let alone anything organised enough to negotiate with. We need to find whatever passes for leaders, and we have no chance of finding anything written we can understand. Which means we have no choice but to go and look for people.”

	“I understand that, but we’re an odd party to take foraging.”

	“Greater numbers could be perceived as a threat, and four men absent will not weaken the century. You’re in because you speak some of the languages used hereabouts, and can stop me making mistakes while I recall my wilderness skills.

	“I’ve given the vine staff to Manius Tressa. He’s been second for too long, and is more than able to command. He’ll also do it more in keeping with the true spirit of a Roman Legion than I can, and will not let the priest run riot, either. Those reasons add to my need to look about this land. Don’t ask me why, because I can’t properly put it into words. As for our two companions, they’re Suevians loyal to my father via blood-debt from their tribe.”

	“Jog my memory while we wait.”

	Septimus grins. That’s deft. He’s never told Aquilus about his family.

	“Mak Uttrsson was a Cherusci warchief. He got captured, enslaved, turned gladiator, won his freedom, and enlisted. While a legionary, he saved a Suevi village from slaughter by somehow getting a warning to their chieftess. The whole village swore blood-debt, but never managed to pay it before my father died. Those two sought to serve under me, seeking to redress the imbalance before the gods took offence.”

	“Which reminds of a question I’ve been meaning to ask: how did you get to be a legionary?”

	“I was born while my father was a gladiator. When he became a legionary, my mother and I somehow became citizens. Too honest to be a politician, my only option was becoming a warrior.”

	Aquilus laughs, then turns serious: “A chequered past for one in such favour.”

	“I’m useful: keeping me alive serves a purpose Caesar didn’t see fit to tell me about.”

	He knows the cause, though.

	After spending many moons commanding a detail guarding a former legate, he was ordered to kill that former legate - an order he declined. After striking down those among his command who disagreed with his decision, he spent another moon fighting off a veritable host of would-be killers coming for his and the former legate’s blood.

	Then the former legate disappeared, the survivors of his detail were reassigned, and Septimus was sent to lead a shipboard century in the storming of Veneti warships. After barely surviving that perilous duty, he was summoned before Caesar, who sent him here - the furthest point from being able to testify about whose order he declined in the first place.

	He has no illusions about how dead he’d already be if his being alive didn’t benefit Caesar in some way. He doesn’t expect the favour to last, either. Continuing to serve Rome is certain to be the death of him, and sooner rather than later.

	“Some people say the plots of Rome kill more than her legions.”

	Septimus chuckles: “Some people have no idea what really happens outside their tidy, protected cities.”

	Kaltu and Dacullis wander into view.

	Aquilus looks impressed: “I’d believe they’re mercenaries.”

	“That’s the idea. All we need now is for the two of us to stop marching everywhere.”

	“Speak for yourself. I can slouch with the best of them.”

	 

	Sundering Night

	 

	They decide to head west, so as to make camp away from the ruined village, just in case Septimus’ fears are justified.

	About a league inland, the dense forest thins to be more the type of woodland they’d traversed many times in Gaul. By mid-afternoon, they’re looking up through the trees at hills on both sides, with the northern ones being more of a range, while the southerly ones are scattered with expanses of lowland between.

	Aquilus is unhappy.

	“The scenery is pleasant, but the lack of inhabitants has progressed from unexpected to disturbing. We’ve followed a flowing watercourse for near-on three leagues, yet found no settlement. Not even a fishing shelter or hunting hide. Something isn’t right about this long pass, and I for one vote we head to the hills. I’ll even let you pick which side.” 

	Kaltu nods: “He has the right of it, Centurion.”

	Dacullis shakes his head: “I agree it’s unusual, but it’s nothing more than that.”

	Septimus looks about, still unable to get a precise feel for this place. But the underlying strain of menace hasn’t diminished.

	“Causes aside, we all agree it’s unusual. Which is reason enough to seek a sheltered eyrie around halfway up one of the hills to the north. Kaltu, Dacullis, head further west. Aquilus and I will backtrack a little before heading up. Note any suitable resting places.” He points to a scorched tree on the northern slope: “We’ll meet by that lightning-struck tree when the sun has made it halfway to the horizon, then compare sites and make our choice.”

	They each note the position of the spread of blackened branches against green foliage, then head out.

	A short while later, Septimus pauses and turns to Aquilus, gesturing to the land about.

	“What do you make of this?”

	“Details? I’d expect some sign of foraging.” He nods towards the river: “Mooring posts or some other way of tethering a boat for a night. That’s a must, as we’ve seen no sign of recent cart ruts or chariot scatter. Countryside this good is only left alone for bad reasons. Usually, those sorts of reasons will try to run you down and eat you.”

	“You think there are things here that could kill us?”

	“I said ‘eat’. They might kill us while doing it, but devouring will come first.”

	Septimus nods.

	“Bleak and hopefully wrong, old evocatus.”

	“Liber my witness, I hope you’re right.”

	They walk a long loop back to the stricken tree, finding the Suevians waiting.

	Dacullis grins.

	“Got lucky. Found an old camp cutting. Sign of several fires there.”

	Septimus pats him on the back.

	“Good find. Lead on.”

	The cutting had started out as an enormous boulder cleft by some momentous past event. From that, a succession of visitors have passed through, hewing and building crude benches, a fire pit, and five sleeping niches.

	Aquilus looks puzzled: “Five?”

	Kaltu points to the depression worn in the rock by the narrow entrance to the camp: “I’d guess odds because there’s always one on guard,” he points to a pair of long scars in the rock next to the fifth niche, “and the regulars are working on the next pair.”

	Septimus looks back to where Dacullis is moving to take position by the entrance.

	“Why would there always be one on guard?”

	A deafening hissing accompanies a scaled head shooting through the entrance way. Jaws longer than a sword close about Dacullis. He manages a single scream before his armour, then chest, give way.

	As another coil of the creature crashes into the camp, they see stumpy wings thrashing. It continues to maul Dacullis.

	Kaltu charges in, screaming incoherently in his native tongue.

	The creature contracts, pulling third and fourth coils into the camp. Dacullis disappears from view under a heap of green-black scales.

	A tail lashes into view, with what looks like short fins snapping taut. Kaltu ducks under and strikes back. Septimus sees the sword rebound from the scales.

	“Slashing’s useless. Stab it!”

	Aquilus glances across at Septimus, who sees the tail change direction. Aquilus spots his eyes widening, looks about, is too late. The fins pass inside his guard. He watches in astonishment as his left arm falls away, severed mid-bicep.

	Septimus charges into his friend, knocking him down and under a killing backslash from the tail. Leaving Aquilus there, he dives left and right, working his way closer to where Kaltu is singlehandedly fending off the creature’s main attack.

	Or not.

	Closer now, he realises the creature is toying with Kaltu just as a coil of scaled muscle crushes the Suevian into one of the niches. The bloodied legionary stays where he landed, but his sword moves, embedded halfway into the coil that took him down.

	“What spawn of the di inferi be you, monster?”

	Giant eyes somewhere between fish and serpent regard him without comprehension or mercy. The head lunges forward, twisting, jaws opening.

	He leaps at it, turning himself in mid-air so the jaws hit high and low instead of getting set for another crushing bite. Even so, the impact caves in his breastplate and slams his guts up against his spine. As the breath rushes from his lips, he angles his sword and stabs hard into the corner of the nearest cold eye.

	With an ululating roar of pain, the creature rears backwards. Septimus lands hard and knows no more.

	 

	A Question of Futures

	 

	Someone is singing a marching song. He can’t make out the words, but the cadence is unmistakable.

	Septimus opens his eyes. The ceiling is plank over rafter. He looks down, finding movement difficult but only mildly painful. He’s bound from neck to navel in rough bandages, and his right leg is splinted from the knee down.

	Beyond that, he’s lying on rushes in a narrow bed with a wooden frame. It has head and foot boards. The marching song is coming through an open window, and sounds like it’s being sung by children.

	“Always knew you were a hard man to kill, evocatus. Now I’ve seen proof. You jumped towards it, not away!”

	He turns his head slowly to see Aquilus sat in a low chair. His friend holds a goblet in his right hand, but his left arm ends a handspan from the shoulder. It’s thickly bandaged, and held against his ribs by a leather harness.

	“If I’d jumped away, we wouldn’t be talking, because that eating thing you mentioned would have happened. That said, I’m surprised it didn’t anyway. What did I miss, old evocatus?”

	Aquilus moves to sit at the foot of the bed.

	“Our efforts allowed the locals to finally get the battle they’d been itching to have with that knucker.”

	“A what?”

	“Knucker. Sort of a serpent drake, from what I can make out. There are several hereabouts, but the one we lured out was by far the nastiest, and bigger than all the others put together.”

	Septimus chuckles briefly, then stops because it hurts too much.

	“We’d have been letting the side down if we’d attracted the attention of a little one.”

	Aquilus snorts.

	“It was the length of nine carriages. Its rampage is the reason Læwe is deserted and we’d not encountered anyone. It’d plagued the locals for the past five moons.”

	“Læwe being the flattened village?”

	“Yes.”

	“Kaltu and Dacullis?”

	“Dacullis was mangled. Kaltu died before moonrise the same day. Both have been given to the fire that sends them home, as per your command.”

	Septimus had found the Roman habit of burying their legionaries in unmarked communal graves insulting. When he became a centurion, he commanded that any who died serving under him should be cremated, if possible, then interred singly as soon as could be safely arranged. Whatever happened, their fellow legionaries were given a chance to pay their respects.

	He looks up at the ceiling and whispers: “Blood debt paid in full measure,” then looks back to his friend.

	“So, what’s our state?”

	Aquilus gets his goblet before replying.

	“We’re popular. The enemy of my enemy thing has passed. Now it’s more thankful, plus a dash of hero worship for the man who saved his friend before taking the fight to the knucker, then blinded it on his own.”

	Septimus shrugs, then looks out the window at the clouds: “I only got one eye.”

	“Which is more than anyone else managed. We’re the only two to have survived a fight with it in living memory.”

	“Apart from the ones who killed it, and saved us.”

	“It was half-blind. There were twenty of them. Six died. Another won’t walk properly ever again.”

	“How did they kill it?”

	A woman’s voice replies: “We used sharpened logs pulled from our palisade. Dropped them from above, charged with them, then finished it off with axes, hammers, and spikes.”

	Septimus looks round. A short woman in ring-sewn leather armour has come up to stand by Aquilus. There’s an open door in the wall behind her, with a curtain across the other side obstructing any further view.

	Wait-

	He leans awkwardly to one side to get a better look: “Is she wearing part of your lorica, Aquilus?”

	“No. That belonged to Kaltu. They value good armour around here. The chest will fit her once it’s been adapted.”

	“She’s almost fluent… Just how long have I been laid out?”

	“A little over a moon. Their druid cannot explain how you didn’t die, except to mutter about ‘emerald fire’ and ‘fey trickery’. The former being a part of you, the latter being inflicted upon you, if I interpret it correctly.”

	The woman looks at Aquilus with more than just respect.

	“Close enough for your kind.” She grins at his expression: “You might be coming round to our ways, but there’s more choices to be made before you get closer to being our kind.”

	She moves nearer, then helps Septimus sit up higher by lifting the board under his back and resting it on top of the headboard.

	“As for you, green-eyed warrior, I think you’re a kind beyond ours, or going that way. Be careful where you place your trust and your heart, but never doubt yourself.”

	With those cryptic words, she leaves, closing the door softly behind her.

	He fixes Aquilus with a questioning stare and waits for his friend to yield.

	“Her name is Ligach, and she’s chieftess of this village. Been doing it since her father died a few winters ago.”

	He does nothing but raise an eyebrow and continue waiting, a smile playing about his lips.

	“Oh, Liber testis, I don’t know how you can do so much with just a look! Yes, I’ve bedded her. More correctly, she bedded me, but there was no advantage taken either way, then or since.”

	“What of the Seventh?”

	“Those remaining departed a few days ago.”

	“You stayed?”

	Aquilus shrugs.

	“My time serving Rome was about done, anyway. Besides, I couldn’t leave without knowing whether you’d become a doughty survivor or a dead hero.”

	“Ligach out of armour having no bearing on your decision, I presume?”

	Aquilus raises his goblet in salute, but says nothing. 

	“You said ‘those remaining’. What happened?”

	“Two of the squads sent to search for us encountered knuckers, and neither squad emerged victorious. I presume Manius concluded we also got taken by one, and decided further forays would meet similar fates.”

	Septimus chuckles.

	“I can almost hear that cursed priest gloating. Hopefully someone will get sick of it and toss him over the side on the way back to Gaul.”

	Aquilus laughs.

	“I’d vote for that. So, what now, evocatus?”

	Septimus gazes at him for long enough to make him shift uncomfortably. Finally, after a little nod to himself, he answers.

	“I need to learn more of the language from you. After that, I’m minded to head further north. I feel I’ve other places to be. But, in time, I’ll make my way back to see how many rogue evocatus you’ve fathered.”

	Aquilus shakes his head in wonder at the keen insight, then extends a hand. They clasp thumbs.

	“Heal you first, my friend. Dying on your first night in the wilds will be embarrassing for me when they bring your body back.”

	“Your concern is heartwarming.”

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **

	*****
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