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Tia grabbed her attacker’s arm and pulled, hoping to throw her opponent to the floor. Instead, her foe twisted, throwing both of them off balance.

“No!” The loud voice came from behind Tia. “Your feet were in the wrong position. Try it again.” The speaker came into view, a short muscular woman with close-cropped hair and an archer tattoo on her right bicep: Arlene, a veteran of the all-female 11th Amazoni legion. Now she ran the Delphine house, teaching unarmed fighting skills to wealthy women.

“Ready?” A feral smile played across Fila’s lips as she assumed a crouching position.

Tia sighed through the sweat covering her face. “I suppose.” She didn’t feel ‘ready.’  Instead, she felt exhausted. My bruises have bruises. Even my hair hurts. But I asked for this. That thought propelled Tia into a fighter’s crouch. A strand of blond hair fell across her rectangular face. “Ready.”

Arlene walked around Tia, studying her like she was a dog or mule. “Remember your feet.” Tia adjusted her stance. “Go!”

Fila’s short, squat dark form collided with Tia.

Tia grabbed and pulled. 

Fila twisted. But this time, Tia’s feet were positioned correctly. Fila landed face first on the leather matt with a ‘woof.’

“Better,” Arlene’s hands were on her hips. “Let’s cool down with a nice wall jog.”  

Fila rose to her feet with a mock shudder. “I’ll freeze! It’s winter out there!”

Tia giggled. “The snow melted yesterday. Besides, Regis doesn’t get a real winter. This is nothing compared to Equitant.” She reached for a thin orange and white coat. 

Fila whirled. “Yeah, well, to me this is damn cold.”

Stone walls forty feet high and four miles long encircled the core of Regis, the crown city of the Solarian Empire. Arlene made her students run the whole distance. Two months ago, Tia could barely walk the walls circuit. Now, despite her pains, she kept an even pace near the front of the pack. Fila, though, wasn’t much of a runner, lagging at the tail with plump, fortyish Daphne. 

A gate tower loomed ahead of Tia, blocking the walkway. Getting around the obstruction meant passing through a narrow balcony on the inner side. Turning onto the balcony gave her a view of the city – and the Throne Palace rising above it.

The Throne Palace deserved its name. Part the work of nature and part man’s, the imperial domicile resembled a seat suited for a giant of legend, complete with seat, armrests, and back, while tall turrets in the shapes of a scepter and a naked sword rose from the end of the armrests. One could imagine a god seated on that throne. That was exactly the impression its architect, Emperor Regis the First, founder of the Solarian Empire, intended to create. 

Tia slowed to a brisk walk on the balcony. The Climb awaits. The ‘Climb’ was Tia’s private name for where the wall zigzagged its way to a clifftop near as high as the Palace. 

“Think you can beat me to the top?” Arlene jogged alongside Tia, not even winded. 

Tia gulped the air. “I’m willing to try.”

Arlene laughed. “You don’t try. You just do.” She pulled ahead of Tia.

I can do this. I ran to the top yesterday without stopping. Tia grinned. Two months ago, she couldn’t even walk up the Climb. Her feet moved faster. 

Tia reached the first turn, marking a half circle around the imperial cathedral, its gold and white dome glistening in the morning light. She could see the back of the Throne Palace from here, separated from the cliff by a deep canyon crossed by a single bridge.

Tia raised her eyes. Arlene was at the next turn, where the walkway turned into a staircase. Don’t think about her. Just move your feet. 

Tia reached the staircase. Here she slowed, as patches of ice on the treads made footing treacherous. Her leather shoes tripled in weight. Her breath came in gasps. Ahead, Arlene leaned against the stone rail, apparently engrossed in watching a raven. When Tia neared, the former legionary winked, cast her a mock salute, and started an easy lope. 

No, you don’t. Tia increased her pace. Arlene’s lead dropped from ten paces to five. A turret just ahead marked the last switchback and the unofficial finish line. Tia focused on the turret’s doorway and moved. Her outstretched hand touched the turret a heartbeat ahead of Arlene.

“Not bad,” said Arlene. “You’d have made a fair Amazon.”

Tia gulped air, leaning against the railing for support. From here, she could see the whole eastern half of the city. Ten miles away, she could see the wharves and warehouses of Port Princeps, and beyond that, the blue waters of the Mare Imperium. She faced the former legionary. “You mean that?”

“Yes.” Arlene stared out over the city. “Pity they disbanded the legion.” Officially, the Amazoni had been disbanded due to high casualties and a lack of funds. Unofficially, the dissolution stemmed from patriarchal displeasure at assertive women.

Below them, the other members of the class struggled through the switchback. Fila and Daphne hadn’t even finished the first turn yet. Arlene waited until the stragglers cleared the second turn. “Ready for the next part?”

“Think they’ll be there?” Tia fingered her jacket as she spoke. 

Arlene snorted. “Yeah, they’ll be there.”

Daphne reached the turret, panting like a bellows. “I swear that stretch just keeps getting steeper.” She clenched the railing.

Arlene let the women catch their breath. “Ready to put on a show, ladies? Don’t get dragged into the bushes.” The last was directed at Fila and pert little Zoe. “Fine, let’s go.”

Tia grimaced. 

They passed through the turret. Here, the wall ran level along the clifftop. Right, dead gardens and courtyards fronted large mansions belonging to the imperial elite. Ahead and left, a narrow drawbridge spanned the chasm between the cliff and the palace. 

Drunken laughter and the clash of steel came from behind a hedge. Tia spotted two armored louts circling each other on an oval of brown grass. Eight or ten other drunken brutes sat on benches offering rude commentary. Three or four more were sprawled out in the dirt. Tia’s eyes probed the pack. And there he was. Sir Hugh Allergan, Lord of Birch River – Tia’s future husband. 

Sir Hugh Allergan had five things in common with the other drunkards on the grass: a heroic reputation, a noble title, a pile of bills, a willingness to marry low, and the emperor’s friendship. 

Imperial patronage. Immunity to a host of petty taxes and regulations. Enhanced privileges and prospects at home and abroad. Tia’s parents practically drooled at the thought. Tia thought less about imperial patronage and how often he’d beat her. Allergan’s last ‘love tap’ had stung for days. He’d struck Barbara, Tia’s chief rival so hard the girl needed dental work. 

Tia’s parents didn’t care about that. What they cared about was their future noble status and the two hundred peasants for possible hire on Sir Hugh’s lands.

Tia spotted pink skin and auburn hair poking from a blanket by the fire. Barbara. One guess what she’d been doing. She could catch a fever in this chilly weather. Was that too much to hope for?

The armored combatants shifted position. Tia suppressed a groan as one hefted a shield that depicted a round tower beside a forest. Sir Peter Cortez. Damnit! Why did he consort with these knaves? He was better than that.

Then Peter’s foe swiveled, granting Tia a view of an ax splitting a bronze helm. Sir Fury. A drunkard and rake hot after Tia’s ass. 

Peter’s helm rotated in Tia’s direction. A word escaped his lips. “Tessa?”  Then Fury’s blade slammed into Peter, knocking him into the hedge. 

“Hi, guys!”  The voice came from behind Tia. Zoe, of course. The stupid slut had bedded at least two of the louts.

Unshaven faces lifted as the women jogged past. 

“Ready for some fun?”

“Come and party!”

“Show us your moves!”  

“Want to see my sword?”

A knot of knights made for the walkway. One fell face first in the dirt.

Sir Fury spun away from Peter and clouted one of the others across the head. “Lady Samos, I know you want me!”  

Great. Simply great, thought Tia. “Come and get me!” She put on a burst of speed as Sir Fury clattered up the stairs. 

Tia cast a glance over her shoulder. One knight snagged a giggling Zoe by the waist. Another took a swipe at a girl’s top. But Sir Fury remained fixed on her. Why couldn’t he chase another girl? 

Sir Fury’s hand caught Tia’s shoulder. She twisted away. “Not today, sir knight!”

“Playing hard to get, are we?” The knight grabbed her wrist.

“Unhand her, varlet!” Sir Allergan’s words would have been more dramatic if he hadn’t spoken to them in such a jovial tone.

“Why, certainly.”  Fury released his grip, took a step back, and bowed. “Lady Samos is all yours.”

Tia seethed at the playacting – at being made into a toy rather than a person. She wanted to lash out and slap both men silly. Instead, she twisted her features into an expression of gratitude. “Why thank you, brave knight.”  She used a high-pitched voice. “How may I express my gratitude?”

Sir Allergan wrapped his arm around Tia’s waist. “With dinner. Tonight.”

Tia lifted her eyes. “But fair knight, I must attend church this evening.”  More accurately, she attended church with Travis Strong tonight. “Would tomorrow suffice?”

“Tomorrow, then.” Allergan released his grip and twisted away. A moment later he and Fury were walking back towards the stairs, exchanging jests. Ahead of them, Zoe and Fila trotted alongside other knights.

Tia shook her head at the knight’s antics. Big kids, the lot of them. Big, spoiled kids who drank too much and thought nothing of skewering people with steel. 

“Ready?”  Arlene materialized from nowhere.

“Yes.”  Tia sighed and resumed jogging, brooding on her impending nuptials. 
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A dark thicket trapped Peter. Woody fingers tore at his clothes. Feminine screams and rough voices came from the darkness. They were going to find him. No! He heaved – and tumbled into a patch of dead grass.

Peter blinked. A sharp spear point was aimed straight at his eye. Desperate, he rolled towards the wielder and kicked, hoping to knock the assailant off his feet. The knight’s boot connected with an object hard as stone, sending a shock through his leg. The spear carrier tilted and fell backward, making no corrective moves at all.

A sharp ‘crack’ filled the air as the spearman struck the wall. An arm snapped off and fell to the ground, though the warrior emitted no cry of pain.

What? Peter blinked, then shook his head, and spat. Realization penetrated his stupor. The ‘Spearman’ was Sally, a marble statue adorning the grounds of the DuMars estate. Blotches of brown and pink paint covered Sally’s torso where Sir Fury tried to make her more realistic. That effort had been stymied by his usual drunkenness and lack of artistic talent.

“Ugh. I feel like shit.” Hot bars and fiery pinpricks of pain dotted Peter’s body. But those paled compared to the queasy sensation in his gut. 

Peter tried to stand, but a whip-like plant held his left leg in a vice grip. The fabric of his pantaloons ripped as he pulled it free. He grabbed a branch and heaved himself into an erect position. The ground wobbled beneath him. “Shit.”  Fluids warred in his stomach. His bladder felt fit to burst. 

Peter used Sally’s arm as a cane to stagger through a gap in the hedge. There. The Bog – the knight’s favorite barfing and pissing spot when they couldn’t reach the cottage. One step. Two. Three. Bitter bile rose in Peter’s throat as he fell to his knees. Brown and orange muck joined older deposits in the bog. Peter stood more easily this time and undid his breeches. A long stream of urine joined the vomit. “There. That’s better.” He felt almost human again.

“Oh! Oh! Do me!”  

Peter shook his head. A knight banged a wench. 

“Oh! Oh!”

Wait a second. That sounded like Julie. But Julie was his girl.

“You like my sword, slut?”

And that was Sir Hugh Allergan.

Peter stepped around a bush and caught a glimpse of thrusting buttocks. How dare Hugh take his girl away. He’d challenge him, right here on the spot. He took a step towards the pair.

“It was you.”  

A hand clamped on Peter's shoulder. He turned to see the scowling visage of Sir Fury, his other hand clenching an alabaster rod. No, not a rod.

“You wounded Sally.”  Fury held the amputated stone limb before Peter’s face. His breath reeked of cheap wine. “I demand satisfaction.”  

Peter turned his gaze back towards Allergan and Julie, who’d rolled into a clump of grass. “It’ll have to wait until I deal with that woman stealer.”  He tried to break Fury’s grip. 

“No.”  Fury’s fingers dug deeper into Peter’s shoulder. “Sally is more important than that worthless slut. I did her myself.”

Peter’s cheeks burned. How dare they just take a man’s woman like that? It wasn’t right. He whirled, breaking the other man’s grip. “Why, you”-

“No.” Sally’s hand poked at Peter’s breastbone. “We settle this like knights, in the ring.”

“Gladly.” Peter stalked off through the hedge. Two dozen paces brought him to a dying fire bordered by well-dressed drunkards. He collected his weapon. Turned – and almost fell on his butt.

“Fancy move, Sir Cortez,” slurred one of the layabouts.

Peter grunted and stepped into the challenge ring. He raised his sword. He inhaled clean, chill air. This was life. “Ready?”

“Ready.”  

They traded blows. A shock ran through Peter’s arm. 

“I have you now!” Sir Fury swung his blade in a wide arc.

Peter grinned, ducked beneath the other knight’s swing, and thrust with his weapon. His sword tip connected with Sir Fury’s chest, knocking him from his feet.

A ragged chorus of applause rang out from the onlookers. This is a life I understand. It’s like the war camps without the war. And then his beloved Tessa was there, jogging along the top of the fortification. Had she returned from the dead? “Tessa? Is that you?”

The running woman gave him a disgusted look, wiping the merriment from Peter’s mind. Raised voices and the clatter of metal-shod feet on stone sounded from behind him as the other knights bolted for the stairs. 

“It’s her! The cute one!”

“Hey, want a fun time!” 

Peter turned.  “Don’t speak to her like that! She’s mine!”  

“Got you!” 

Steel filled Peter’s vision. The sky moved. And then he was on the ground. He spat blood. “Tessa.”  He shifted position. No, that wasn’t right. He’d failed Tessa on a distant western battlefield. That wasn’t Tessa, but- “Tia.”

Peter rolled to his feet. Drunken knights sprawled around the fire, now reduced to mere embers. Bottles, platters, and bits of cloth littered the ground. The sight made him sick to his stomach. “This – this isn’t right.”  He glanced down at his clothes. His best suit was marred by cuts and littered with twigs and leaves. I look like a beggar.

“Yo! Look what we got!” Sir Fury appeared; one arm wrapped around a blushing girl. “Come join us. No hard feelings, eh?”

“I-I’m hungry.” He started for the stairs.

“I’ll be by tonight,” said Fury. “Give you a proper sendoff party.”

Sendoff party. That was right. The Solstice was in three days – or was it four? He couldn’t remember. After that, he’d be evicted from the castle, part of the year-end moveout of petitioners and petty functionaries.

Peter sighed. Damnit, he needed new clothes for the celebration. Was his second-best suit still presentable? He felt a lump beneath his breastbone and fished out a fist-sized pouch, the profits from a recent wager. That should be enough to pay a clothier. He rubbed his thinning blond hair. A new wig might also be in order.

A deep weariness entered Peter’s bones as he climbed the stairs. Step by painful step, he made his way across the bridge and into the castle. There, he entered the Great Hall, nearly empty after the morning meal. He roamed among the tables and found a loaf on one platter and a couple of chicken legs on another. Then he claimed an empty spot removed from the other diners.

Music at once seductive and eerie started as Peter claimed a seat. He automatically glanced at the source and spotted a solitary lyre player in a colorful assemblage. The figure seemed familiar, especially the red hair and pert figure. Rebecca? Yes, that was Tia’s maid. Since when had she started playing here?

The music took on a wild and sinister aura – bringing back evil memories of that night of evil and sorcery in Cosslet.

Cosslet. Did he have a future in that decimated hamlet? He’d certainly inherit the castle proper, but it was an utter ruin. Cosslet village fared a little better, in that the buildings still stood, though half their inhabitants were slaughtered in Silam’s insane ritual. He didn’t know any of the survivors. Keep and town both bored him even before Silam’s depredations. But beyond all that, he just couldn’t envision settling into the dull routine of a country lord. That had always been Ian’s thing, not his. Yes, Tia’s family would rebuild the place and bring in laborers to help exploit the nearby fumar forest, but that would just be more strangers. 

But another position awaited him: Sheriff of Lupton Province. The clerks made yammering noises about laws and duties, but surely that didn’t apply to a rustic province. Still, was busting drunken heads and chasing stray cows any better than planting crops and counting the harvest? He should chuck it all and take his sword to a distant land. Except...he was almost past his prime already. And he’d tried the mercenary life and hated it.

Rebecca’s music intensified, filling the air with a palpable sense of menace. Portions of the hall seemed darker despite the multitude of lights. Peter’s spine tingled. He touched his sword for reassurance. 

Enough. Peter pushed the plate aside and climbed to his feet. A tall caped figure bearing a ceremonial staff strode towards Rebecca’s perch as Peter made for the exit. The music cut short as his foot crossed the threshold. 

A sour smell greeted him upon entering his cubicle. A filthy blanket lay crumpled on the floor. The bed was unmade. He checked the closet and spotted his newly laundered second-best suit. Good. 

Should he go out with Sir Fury tonight? No doubt that woman-thief Allergan would be with him. Peter imagined himself punching the lout square in the nose. What did Tia see in Allergan? Just his title? 

Peter plopped on the bed. Then again, what had Tessa seen in him? He’d been no better behaved than Allergan back then.

Peter pulled off his shirt and breeches and fell sideways onto the bunk. His eyes closed. Visions entered his head, resolved into a vast encampment beneath a sky dominated by a barred spiral. Inhuman soldiers tossed bones around campfires while fever-ridden men moaned in their tents and bands of harlots and drunken knights chased each other along muddy lanes. A rhythmic pounding sound attracted Peter’s attention. He followed the noise past rude stalls dispensing drink drugs and junk, but the scene remained unchanged. Finally, he spotted a solitary female figure in the distance. Tia. But she seemed...different. 
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EMPIRE: CAPITAL III – Rebecca
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“I’m sure she’ll do fine, Master Hartman.”  Herman’s gawky frame jerked and bobbed in odd spots as he spoke, as though he suffered from a bizarre itch. 

“Mph.”  The Master of Ceremonies' blue eyes glared at Rebecca. His slender, beringed fingers clenched and unclenched his staff of office, a masterpiece of intertwined figures with gems for eyes. “You played in the Upper Servants Hall?”

“On a score of occasions, my lord.” Rebecca finished the statement with a bow.

“Your attire is more colorful than I prefer.” The staff's tip almost touched Rebecca’s green, orange, and blue tunic. “Musicians should be heard and not seen.”

“I can blend right in with the woodwork if need be.”

“Mph. Your sort has a knack for that sort of thing.”  

Heat rushed to Rebecca’s cheeks. Most Imperials viewed gypsies as thieves and swindlers. 

“Master, she’s different.” Herman to the rescue. 

“I doubt it.”  

A loud crash accompanied by curses prompted all three to stare into the Great Hall depths, where servants swarmed around an overturned table. 

Master Hartman gave a slight shake of his head. “Herman, get out there and get that mess cleaned up.”

“Uh – at once, my lord.” Herman bolted from the tiny office as though his tail were on fire.

Hartman returned his attention to Rebecca. “Mortise is sick. Bonello is nowhere to be found. That leaves me with Gilbert,” he paused for effect, “or you, Miss Rebecca. Three hours, from now till the first lunch bell. Think you know enough songs to keep the crowd happy?”

“I do, my lord.” Rebecca glanced at the hall, more than four-fifths empty with the breakfast crowd scurrying away to their offices and appointments. 

“I pray you do.”  The master's face contorted. “Stick with instrumental pieces and folk music. Insert an occasional hymn. Keep it simple. Understood.”  It wasn’t a question.

“Perfectly.”

“Good. Now get out there.” Hartman waved his staff at the door. “This is your chance to play the palace.”

“Thank you.”

The Great Hall filled three entire levels of the Throne Palaces Back, big enough for a thousand folks to dine in comfort. A double layer of wide balconies encircled the chamber. Oddly angled shadows filled the floor, created by a great wave of sunlight cascading through the stained-glass windows embedded with mystical and profane symbols. Those twisty shadow shapes attracted Rebecca’s attention as she forged a path to the musician’s corner. 

Rebecca settled onto a stool with a split leather seat, waved away an inquisitive servant, and opened her lyre case.

‘Play the Palace.’ In gypsy parlance, it meant an especially fine gig: rich patrons, easy marks, or both. Rebecca knew of Rovers who claimed to have ‘Played the Palace’ for real. Rebecca had given short shrift to such boasts until Herman told her otherwise.

Herman. There he was, directing a team with brooms and mops, movements as jerky as ever. Those queer motions had attracted Rebecca to him in the first place. Those and his puppy-dog eyes. He hadn’t been half-bad in the sack, either.

Rebecca turned her head. Paused.  

Hartman stared at her from his office doorway. She lifted her lyre and strummed a couple of chords. What to play? Her eyes fell on the intertwined shadows that crisscrossed the floor. Tables and chairs imposed odd twists and gaps on the dark phantasms. The shapes seemed to shudder when a hulking servant pushed a small handcart across the floor, the way tree shadows did on a breezy day.

Tree-shadows. Inspiration struck Rebecca. She began playing ‘Woodland Walk,’ a long instrumental piece with an occasional dark undertone. Nothing menacing, merely a bit of mystery. Mystery. 

Strange shapes flashed into Rebecca’s head, vanishing before fully formed. A flash. She’d been experiencing them at odd intervals these past couple of months. This flash broke her rhythm. 

Damnit. No. Rebecca played notes and tried to find the tune again. Wrong. People were starting to stare at her – wait, was that Peter? No. Don’t panic, and don’t get distracted. Don’t focus on him, focus on the music. 

Rebecca took a breath. Try again. She strummed the lyre. Still wrong. Why was she making novice mistakes? She hadn’t botched a tune in ages. Her fingers continued to move over the strings. ‘Woodland Walk’ continued to elude her, but those last notes were close to another song – Green Night. The song blossomed in her head. Notes fell into place.

But, while innocent, ‘Green Night’ carried darker overtones than ‘Woodland Walk.’ It evoked sensations of creatures in twilight woods, some benign, others not so much. The darker parts also touched – just barely – the Old Music, the songs of power. Perilous tunes indeed.

And just like that, Rebecca’s hand slipped a fraction in the third stanza of ‘Green Night,’ and she found herself playing one of the Old Songs. The Hall grew dim despite the bright sunlight. The shadows seemed to move. Courtiers glanced around in confusion. 

Then the lyre was gone, torn from Rebecca’s hands, and she stared at the Master of Ceremonies' distraught features.

Master Hartman made a come-hither motion at a weedy youth in formal finery. “Take over, Gilbert.”

Gilbert nodded and took the stage.

The Master of Ceremonies glared at Rebecca. “My office, now.” Once inside, Hartman motioned at a hard chair. “Sit.”

Rebecca sat. “My lord, I apologize. The music just came to me.”

“Hah.” Hartmann rubbed his lip. “One of the Forbidden Songs just ‘came to you?”’ He sighed. “That’s how it is with you people. You can’t follow instructions. You stir up trouble everywhere. Fortunately, it was a small crowd, unlike last time.”

Rebecca couldn’t restrain her curiosity. “Last time?”

Hartmann glared at her. “Leave. Don’t come back and count yourself lucky if the Inquisitors don’t take note of this episode.”

A chill entered Rebecca’s frame. She stood stiffly and strode out. Halfway across the hall, a thought struck her. Despite this debacle, she had ‘played the palace.’ Once in the corridor, she realized something else: being banned from playing in the Great Hall did not mean she couldn’t continue to play elsewhere in the Throne Palace.
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EMPIRE: CAPITAL IV - Kyle
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The porridge tasted strange...again. Chou-Cheng must be the chef today. The stranded mariner knew a total of three recipes – four if you counted the one with raw fish. That meager choice was probably why he’d been tossed off his last ship. 

Kyle sat on a bench running along a trestle table, one of a dozen such in the ‘Gearbox.’  Situated underground, this was the castle’s mechanical level. Here, thunderous water wheels turned the gears and shafts moving three of the castles’ four elevators, along with clockwork mechanisms embedded in the walls. Over Kyle’s head, clever mechanisms forced water upwards to the palace’s refined levels. Or not so clever. An engineer perched on a ladder above Kyle’s table, wrestling with one of those pipes, his curses lot in the general racket.

Kyle didn’t have to dine here. As a veteran, he could eat at the Steel Canteen, but the legions held nothing but bad memories. As a ‘Liaison Officer,’ he could take his meals in the Great Hall, but that meant remembering a bewildering array of protocols and courtesies. Likewise, he didn’t care to dine at the Arcanum – the stuck-up scholar-sorcerers looked down their noses at honest working folk. Plus, half of them were swindlers. So, he took his meals here, amidst the laborers, washerwomen, cellar men, petty artisans, and jailers of the castle’s lowest levels. Working people. Folk he could relate to too. 

“Ah, Chou food,” said a voice from across the table. “I haven’t had any in years.”

“Chou-Cheng? You know him?” Kyle took in the new arrival – a man in middle years with a bald head and white beard, wearing a clean smock over quality clothes—an artisan from Equitant. The master craftsmen came to the Gearbox now and again to study the palace’s mechanical wonders.

“Chou-Cheng?”  The artisan’s face contorted. “Chou is a nation on the world’s far side. Takes half a year to get there by sea.” He tapped his bowl. “This is a common Chou dish.”  

“Oh.”  Kyle tapped the bowl with his spoon. “We call the cook who makes it Chou-Cheng. He was a sailor before coming here.”

“Then his name is appropriate – it translates as the ‘Traveler from Chou’ or close enough.” The artisan reached across the table. “Speaking of names, mine is Heinrich Bock, Master Craftsman. And you are?

“Kyle, nobody in particular.” He took the proffered hand and shook. Bock’s hands were like steel cables wrapped in cloth.

The artisan’s eyebrows rose. “I sincerely doubt you are ‘nobody in particular.’ At a minimum, you are a veteran of the legions, and I suspect you have other skills as well.”

“I was in the legions,” said Kyle. “Second Equitant Gemini.” 

“Ah, so you have engineering training.” The second’s engineers were the legion's best. “That already makes you something and explains your choice of dining local.” He leaned forward. “But I suspect you are more special yet.”

Kyle’s brow furrowed. Does he know I’m a wizard? “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He dipped his spoon into the not-porridge.

“I think you do,” said Bock. “I was instructed to meet a large man with a scarred face here this morning.” His hand skittered across the tabletop, palm down.

“Heinrich, there you are! They had me busy upstairs.” The voice emanated from Jorge, a huge man with a scarred cheek, thrusting his way between the tables to where the artisan sat. He was a ‘Pusher,’ one of the dozen-odd men who spent hours each day pushing the windlass spokes that raised the counterweights for elevator three. Obscure technical reasons made it impossible to connect that lift to the series of shafts and cables that moved the others. 

“Hi, Jorge,” Kyle spoke around a mouthful of the not porridge.

Jorge’s face brightened. “Kyle, you on for a game tonight? I’m feeling lucky!”

“Depends.” Kyle dipped his spoon.

“Ah, what kind of answer is that?” Jorge forced a passage between two close-set benches. His motion knocked Tyler Turnkey into the ladder, causing it to tilt. Curses sounded from the overhead pipes, followed by a heavy wrench falling to the table, where it upended Bock’s bowl, sending not-porridge flying everywhere. A heartbeat later the engineer crashed face-first into the table, his outthrust hand snagging Jorge’s tunic as he fell. The engineer’s ladder, meanwhile, fell sideways, striking a group of diners at the next table. Kyle’s bowl flipped over at the impact, landing atop the fallen man’s head like a ridiculous helmet.

Kyle rose to his feet, rubbing not-porridge from his eyes. So much for lunch. A coppery gleam on the floor caught his attention. He knelt and reached for the object. A tingle ran through his fingers. Magic? Curious, he brought the object into the light: a palm-sized brass disk attached to a broken leather thong. Angular sigils covered the disk.

The fallen engineer moaned. The bowl slipped from his head and rolled across the table.

“Hey, that’s mine,” said Jorge. 

Kyle stared at the pusher and blinked. Just for a moment, the Pusher’s skin seemed darker, and his eyes appeared more yellow than brown. He reached out with the medallion. “It’s magic.”

Jorge nodded. “Mojo woman made it during the war to keep me safe.”  He smiled. “Guess it worked, coz I’m still here.” He tied the thong back together.

Kyle nodded. Half the servants here wore an amulet, holy symbol, or good luck token. But they’re almost all fakes. He wondered how Jorge had convinced a witch to supply him with a genuine talisman. 

Meanwhile, Bock poked through the slop covering the table. “Ah, here we are!” He plucked a teardrop-shaped crystal from the table. 

Jorge took the ornament and raised it to his eye. “Superb workmanship, Master Bock. But where’s the other one?”

The engineer shifted position. A second crystal rolled from underneath his elbow. Bock snatched it before it rolled off the table. “We need to talk.”  The two vanished into the crowd.

So, that’s what this is about. Jorge is cutting deals again. The Pusher was the under-castles go-to man for obtaining petty trinkets and matching oddball services to interested people. Probably it’d been the magnifying lenses that caught Bock’s attention – those came with a vial of alchemical goop that shined a soft light on whatever you were looking at. Both Eric Engineer and Sam Cellarman had those little gizmos. The ladies were gaga at the tiny figurines and odd bits of cloth Jorge peddled now and again. Sometimes his wares included Blue Dust or Sweet Milk, never enough to attract the guard’s ire, just a taste. Jorge’s suppliers ranged from foreign sailors like Chou-Cheng to back-alley tinkerers to gypsies. Strange, though – this was the first time Kyle remembered the Pusher dealing in jewelry. Whatever. Jorge’s sideline wasn’t Kyle’s business.

Kyle looked down at his shirt, soaked and stained from the not-porridge, and sighed. Great. He stepped into an alcove, focused his mind, and recited a cleaning cantrip while making sweeping motions across his tunic. The stains faded. Casting the spell made him hungry. I can grab a biscuit from the kitchen.
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