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An ungodly screech filled the air as Tia’s carriage tilted, hurling her sideways. “Ouch!” Pain erupted in her shoulder as she slammed into the frame. Tia craned her neck just as Rebecca slammed into her side. “Augh!”  

The conveyance halted with a jolt, knocking both women to the floor of the compartment. Naturally, Rebecca landed atop Tia. Fortunately, she didn’t weigh much and managed to soften the impact with an outthrust hand.    

“I’m sorry, my lady.” The gypsy shifted position. “Are you ok?” 

Tia winced and flexed her muscles as she climbed back onto the bench, which sloped steeply down to the right. “Kyle found another pothole. I’ll fire him this time. I swear it.”

“Damnit, Kyle. Again?”  Sir Peter Cortez’s voice filtered in through the window.

“It wasn’t there.”  Kyle’s dull oafish voice. “Somebody dug a hole and hid it.”

Kyle’s words sent a jolt through Tia’s frame. Bandits. Or opportunists, intent on extortionate ‘help.’  She’d had quite enough of such vermin.

“Trap.”  Sir Peter reached the same conclusion. 

Tia watched the brush part across the road. Louts in brown peasant breeches and tunics emerged onto the highway, accompanied by a brace of mules. 

“Not again,” Tia muttered the words under her breath as she swung open the door. This was the fourth set of road scammers in as many weeks. She’d not paid the last three sets of louts and didn’t intend to now. She climbed onto the road.

“Afternoon, Mam.” The speaker removed a broad hat from his blocky head and clasped it between his hands. “It appears you need”-

“Leave.”  Tia’s voice could chill water. “Leave right now and perhaps, just perhaps, I won’t have the road wardens set on you.”

“That’s a mighty unfriendly attitude, Mam.”  The speaker cast a glance over his shoulder. “I’m afraid that will cost you extra.”

The carriage shuddered as Kyle leaped to the ground. His massive frame dwarfed the speaker. “Well, well. If it isn’t Stefan the Sneaky Shit, still dodging honest work.”

The speaker took a step back. “Who – Kyle? Is that you? I’d heard you were way out west.”

“I was. I’m back.” Kyle took another step. “The lady said leave.”

“My, ain’t you the fancy one these days. Nice coat. I like the buttons.”  Stefan smiled. “The hat’s a bit much, though.”  

Kyle growled. Tia knew he wasn’t fond of the coachman’s attire she made him wear, but appearances had to be kept. 

Stefan held his ground. “Kyle, you know how this goes. I will have my due, one way or another.” He motioned at a thug almost the Oaf’s size. “You remember Carl, right?”

Tia glanced along the road. Where was Sir Peter? The knight could make short work of these varlets without breaking a sweat. 

“Yeah.”  A stubby rod appeared in Kyle’s hand. He swung. The stick connected with Carl’s jaw, knocking him off his feet. 

Stefan’s band looked at each other.

Kyle growled a second time. Took a step. Stephen fled, and his men fled with him. 

Tia faced her driver. “Kyle, I am severely disappointed in you. I”-

“My Lady, we have other concerns.” Sir Peter’s horse materialized from the coach's far side.

Tia sighed. “What now?”

“Them.”  Peter motioned at a band of mounted men clopping along the road, wearing dusty metal armor. The True Churches sunburst insignia adorned the lead rider’s tabard. 

Tia’s heart dropped. Church troops. Led by a Templar. Friendlier, but no less extortionate than Stefan’s bunch. 

“God’s blessing to you, fair travelers.” The Templar removed his feathered hat with a flourish and bowed in the saddle at Tia. “I see you are in a predicament.”

Tia smiled. Best to be well-mannered around this one. She hailed from the Empire’s equestrian class, but Templars were often full members of the aristocracy. “Good day yourself, Sir Knight.”

“Ah, I apologize for my rudeness.” The Templar’s chest swelled. “I am Sir Aetius Sulcus Gracchus, currently sworn to the Abbey of Saint Andrew in Placius.”

Tia refrained from sighing. Placius. A priest-ruled leftover from the Interregnum when an ambitious Patriarch tried to raise a theocracy from the first empire's successor states. Once, Placius held sway over the coastal lands from here to Carbone. Not anymore. Now, Placius was just a corrupt little oddity. 

“You appear to be out of bounds, Sir Aetius.” Sir Peter maneuvered his horse before the Church Knight. “Placius is ten miles south of here.”

“Ah, but the Church's authority extends everywhere.” Aetius’s eyes narrowed. “This region is infested with outlaws and opportunists. Fortunately, I am here to provide you with assistance and protection in exchange for a suitable donation to the church coffers.”

Tia sketched a bow. “Your offer is appreciated, Sir Aetius, but not necessary. My men have the matter well in hand.”

The Templar glanced at Tia’s tilted carriage. “My lady, I do not agree with your assessment. No, I must insist.”

Tia saw Peter’s hand drop to his sword hilt. “The lady said your services are not required.”

Aetius took in Peter’s shield with its green field, vertical blue stripe, and tower. “And who might you be?” He motioned at Peter’s shield. “I do not recognize your insignia.”

“I am Sir Peter Cortez of Cosslet. During the war, I rode with Benedict’s Bravos.”

Aetius frowned. “Benedict’s Bravos. I’d heard they were decimated at Crowfoot Gap. Few of that company survived the war beyond Benedict DuPaul himself, who found God on the battlefield.”

“I survived.” Peter’s voice could cut wood. “As did my friend Adam DuBard. Perhaps you are aware he is marrying Lord Bestia’s granddaughter?”

Aetius gulped. “I know of the impending nuptials, but this is the first I heard of Adam DuBard riding with the Bas-ah-Bravos.”

“I’ll be certain to mention your name to him.”

Aetius’s eyes shifted back and forth. “Well, I believe you may have matters well in hand after all.”  

Tia watched the Templar ride away. Then she stared at her carriage, two wheels mired to the axle in a long narrow trench. A groan drew her attention to the bandit sprawled in the ditch. It promised to be a long day. 
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“On my mark, heave!” Peter took a position beside Kyle and Carl. “Heave!”

Kyle threw his full weight against the coach’s frame. Rebecca flicked the reigns. Ahead of him, all three horses – Tia’s Ginger and Buttons, along with Peter’s mount strained at their harnesses. Damn good thing none of the horses stepped in that trench. Likely, it’d have broken their legs.

A tortured screech came from the wagon as it shifted a fraction.

“Keep pushing!” Sweat poured off Peter’s almost bald pate as he pushed against the coach.

Kyle’s feet slid.

The wheel rolled. Caught the edge of the deep pit. Then it stopped.

“We’re hung up on something.” Peter ducked his head. “Looks like the part of the undercarriage is dragging. He gave it a solid kick. “That got it. Forward, slow.”  He addressed the last to Rebecca. 

Kyle winced at the squeals and scrapes that went with the coach’s movement. And he especially didn’t care for the wobble in the wheel. 

“That looks bad.” Peter took a breath as he grabbed the wheel screw. “It must be checked out.”

Kyle sighed. He’d be the one doing the checking. 

The men cranked the screw enough to lift the carriage wheel off the paving stones.

Kyle dropped to the ground. Tia cleared her throat. Oh, yeah, right. Kyle shrugged out of the too-tight blue driver’s jacket and cap. Then he slid under the coach. 

‘Bad’ didn’t do justice to the undercarriage’s description. ‘Demolished’ was a better choice. ‘Fucked-up’ was the term he’d have used in the army. Stefan’s wretched pit hadn’t merely broken the axle, it’d split the brace beams the shaft mounted to. The support bracket for the assemblage resembled a pretzel. They were lucky the crash hadn’t snapped the brake shaft.

“Kyle.” Tia’s voice drifted in from the road. “It’s starting to rain.”

Getting wet was the least of their problems. Tia would be lucky if the damn thing didn’t tip over once they pulled the screw. 

Kyle put a hand under the broken wood and metal that had once secured the brace. Heaved. The pieces fit back together, albeit poorly. He ran through a calming cantrip. Time for some magic. Finding. Fire. Fixing. Those were his main knacks. The first two didn’t apply. But the third – he smoothed out the jagged chunks with his free hand while willing the wood to remember it’d once been connected, part of a single piece. He felt the connection take – in a couple of places.

Better than nothing. Better than I could have managed a couple of months ago. Back then, he’d been a drunken wreck with failing magic. Since then, he’d cut back on the booze and renewed the disciplines and meditations drilled into him at Mystic Mountain. They helped – the magic came easier now.

But that still left the other damage to contend with. Good thing he knew a bit about carpentry. Kyle shifted position. “Hand me the hammer and some nails.”  Somebody pressed a wooden shaft into his outthrust hand. He hammered away at the bracket. Getting it sort of into shape took a while. Even then he didn’t care for the look of it. He especially didn’t care for the grinding squeal when he spun the wheel. Worse, the wheel's rim had a nasty split.

“That doesn’t sound good.” Tia placed a hand on the door. “Will it hold?”

“It should.” Maybe. For a little while. He started lowering the screw.

“Hurry up Kyle,” said Tia from behind him. “It’s raining. I don’t care to get wet.”

Kyle refrained from sighing. The rain didn’t bother him. But Tia was highborn, or close enough to make no difference. “My Lady, the wheel is serviceable for a short period. However, it and the axle mount need to be replaced.”

“Can you fix it or not Kyle?” Tia sounded exasperated.

“My lady, the repair will require the services of a skilled wainwright.” Next, she’ll be calling me useless.

“Kyle, you’re useless.”  

Time to deliver the rest of the bad news. “My lady, the carriage won’t make the trip to Copiah House.” At least not with this load. “We’re close to the Whitehead Inn, though.” Drew. Maggie. Kin he hadn’t seen in years. 

“That sounds acceptable.” A note of thoughtfulness entered Tia’s voice. “I could make myself presentable and secure proper transportation to the Bestia Estate.”

“Glad to be of service, my lord and lady,” said Carl, “but if it’s all the same with you I’ve work elsewhere.”

“No.”  Peter glared at the bandit. “Your act put us in this bind. You will answer for your crime. Give me your hands.”  He bound the bandit's wrists together, then attached a long leash to his saddle horn. 

The knight helped lower the screw. He’d already unhitched his horse from the traces. Tia and her maidservant climbed back into the compartment. Kyle flicked the reigns just as the light sprinkle transitioned to a hard rain. The axle squealed as the carriage moved.

Kyle kept the at a walking pace as he followed the road between the fields that awaited planting. Peter rode ahead of him, Carl straining and sweating to keep up. The wheel screeched with each pebble, bump, or chuckhole, but didn’t make noise on the smoother patches. Worse, the wobble never went away. 

The road topped a small rise. To the north, Kyle spotted a team of mules pulling a plow through the dirt. Pale-skinned figures in brown rags walked beside the beasts. Pasties. Images of corpse white warriors charging across a plain flashed through his mind, prompting an involuntary shudder. Why had Old Man Bestia brought the demon-worshipping scum into the imperial heartland? He hawked and spat.

Kyle’s stomach tossed when he glanced at the straggly fields near a sadly dilapidated manor south of the road. He’d tilled soil, planted seeds, and harvested crops on those patches of dirt. Played kick-the-ball on one. That land belonged to Consul Julius Agrippa Atticus, his former master. Word had it he’d drank poison upon learning of his son’s deaths during the war, an act that freed his bondsmen through a bizarre legal loophole. Judging from their dismal state, the former serfs didn’t win the land along with their freedom.

Ahead, the road dropped into a low valley bisected by the Placida River. Past the stone bridge, the road forked; the main avenue heading southeast to Marsh Landing, the other due east to Copiah House. The Whitehead Inn squatted at the intersection.

Kyle remembered the Whitehead as a three-story stone shell draped in ivy. Weeds poked between the cobblestones in its yard, the stairs were rotting, and gaping holes dotted the upper floors. 

Since those days, his sisters restored the Whitehead to life. Wagons and carriages filled the repaved yard. Barges and skiffs bustled about a new river wharf. Weak sunlight glistened off the glass in the windows, a vast improvement over the gaping holes Kyle remembered. Yeah, they’d done a good job of using my money to fix up the place.

Kyle grimaced at the memory of a weedy clerk shoving a stack of colorful papers across a battered desk instead of coins, telling him how fortunate he was to be getting money at all. He’d scoffed at the fellow. The script wasn’t money, just marks on paper. Flimsy. Worthless. He didn’t want to deal with it. So, he signed more papers and transferred the fake coins to his sisters. Somehow, though, they’d used those worthless scraps to buy the old inn outright. Go figure. He’d fought his way into poverty, they’d bought their way out. Now he’d have to ask them for his money back, some of it anyhow. That wouldn’t go well.

Motion in a vegetable patch alongside the inn caught Kyle’s eye. Pasties. Damnit. He’d told his sisters about that treacherous race of demon worshippers in his letters. And instead of listening, they bought a few. Maggie’s doing, no doubt. A momentary image flashed in Kyle’s brain: white Traagians standing alongside corpses stacked like firewood.

Kyle followed Peter across the bridge and into the innyard. Stopped. Jumped down and opened the carriage door with what he hoped was the correct flourish. It didn’t help.

Tia descended the steps and took in the roadhouse. “Rebecca, find me suitable transportation to Copiah House. Kyle, I am sick of listening to that wheel. Unload my possessions and arrange transport for them to the estate.”

“Yes, my lady.”  Rebecca and Kyle spoke in unison.

Carl flopped to the ground. Sir Cortez, not satisfied, wrapped more rope around him. 

“Sir Cortez, you are with me.”

“They make a good couple.” Rebecca watched as the pair entered the roadhouse with interlocked arms. 

“They need to find a priest.” Kyle stared at the structure, knowing his family was there, not ready to confront them.

“You’re acting strange.” Rebecca caught Kyle’s glare and scampered across the lot.

Kyle looked over Tia’s ride, taking in a visible tilt to the one wheel and bits of wood poking out from underneath. He dropped to his knees and peered at the undercarriage. Cursed at the sight of split wood and twisted metal. They’d been damn fortunate to make it this far. Tia’s carriage wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. 

First things first. Get Ginger and Buttons unhitched, then get some weight off this thing before it collapses. He started undoing the tack.

“I’ll take them.” A stout brown-haired teenager materialized beside Kyle and took Ginger’s reigns. He eyed the coach. “That rig sure took a bump.”  

Kyle eyed the youth as he undid another strap. The kid seemed familiar. “Yeah, Stephen shithead’s been digging holes in the road again.”

“Yeah, I saw his buddy Carl tied up out there. They beat up some of our customers last month. Past time Old Man Bestia hanged that whole pack.” The kid hawked and spat. “Name’s Barry. Let me know if you need a hand.”

Barry. Kyle thought back to his last months on the plantation. Didn’t Drew have a kid by that name? “Thanks, but this job will take a wainwright. Maybe Claudius.”

Barry spit again. “Old man Claudius? You’ve been gone a while. He died and his kid Noni ain’t worth shit. Hippias does decent work, but he’s backed up.”

“Damn.”  Kyle thought for a moment. “Reuben?”

“Maybe. He’d be better than Noni, anyhow.” The kid led the horses towards the stable.

Kyle sighed, stepped onto the driver’s bench, and heaved one of Tia’s trunks off the roof. Why did that woman travel with so much stuff? He shifted position and grabbed a second bundle. The coach shuddered, sending a jolt through his frame. Damnit. Time to break out the screw. 

An open wagon with maybe ten people crammed aboard pulled into the courtyard. The passengers spilled out, gaped at Carl, and then yakked at each other as they streamed towards the entryway. 

One old-timer dressed a notch better than the others in a worn scribe’s robe, opted to plop his butt on Tia’s box rather than get run over. Well, let him. 

Kyle reached for the screw and thought better of it. This promised to be a dirty job, and Tia’s ire would only increase should he get this ridiculous jacket dirty. He removed the garment and hung it and the cap on the driver's rail. 

“Mister?” The kid again.

“Yeah?”

“You need a – wow – that’s a legion tattoo, right?”

Kyle grimaced. “II Equitant Gemini.”  

Barry retreated a step at Kyle’s hard tone but didn’t turn away. “What’s the other one?”

“Arcane Cohort.”  Kyle put his back to the youngster. “I’m busy.” He pulled the screw from its mount.

“Boy was just curious, you know.”  The voice was aged, cracked, female.

Kyle glanced at the old-timer, still sitting on Tia’s trunk. He’d been joined by an almost equally ancient woman in a black dress. “Go away. The lady will be upset to see your scrawny butts parked on her stuff.”

“My, ain’t we testy.” 

“It’s been a rough day.”

“I can see that,” cackled the old woman. “Still no cause for rudeness.”

Kyle squinted. Something about the old woman nudged his brain. Screw it. Screw all of them. Instead, he faced the carriage. None of this was going the way it was supposed to. Why did that stupid brat have to start yacking about his tattoos? If he hadn’t done that-

“Well, I’ll be,” said a voice Kyle hadn’t heard in ten years. “Barry, I believe you’re right. That is your uncle Kyle, back from the wars.”

Slowly, unwillingly, Kyle rotated in place until he faced the Whiteheads' entryway. Two plump women stood on the stoop with a pack of kids. He focused on the slenderer of the pair. “Hi, Drew.”  

The plumper woman stuck out her chest. “Hello yourself, brother. Were you planning to visit?” Maggie, sour as ever.

“I”-

“Kyle works for me.” Tia thrust her way through the pack. “What’s going on here? Why is everybody outside?”

“I – uh.”  Kyle tried to form words, but his mouth refused to cooperate. He took a breath. “They’re my family.”

“Family?”  Tia glanced at the sisters, then at Kyle. “I see the resemblance.”

Rebecca disengaged herself from a coachman across the yard. “Lady Tia!”

Tia’s head swiveled. “Yes?”

“I found a plush ride to Copiah House.”

Tia pursed her lips. “I must make ready.”

A rail-thin coachman appeared from behind the gypsy. “My lady, I can sit for a cup of Maggie’s broth.” 

Kyle noted the fellow's jacket fit properly, unlike the monstrosity Tia made him wear.

“Good. Rebecca, fetch my day kit.”  Tia directed her gaze at Maggie. “I require a room.”

Maggie bowed. “Yes, my lady.”  She motioned at a yellow-haired girl. “Dianna, is the Pink Room presentable?”

The pale girl bobbed her head.

Rebecca scuttled past Kyle and into the carriage. “Where did I – oh – here it is.”

The coach shuddered. Rebecca appeared at the door, straining to lift a heavy bag embroidered with leafy designs – Tia’s ‘day kit.’ “This weighs a ton!”

Kyle automatically extended his hand. 

The damaged wheel tilted, cracked, and came off. The coach tilted. Rebecca flew through the air and landed atop the oldsters in a tangle of robes. Naturally, the bag hit the ground and broke open.

“Oof!” 

“Are you all right?” The old woman tugged at the man’s robes. He didn’t budge because Rebecca was atop him.

Rebecca moaned. Blood leaked from a cut on her forehead.

The oldster, half strangled by the gypsy’s entanglement, jerked back.

“Here, let me.” The woman pulled Rebecca off the oldster.

That’s one tough old biddy.

Rebecca slipped and clipped her head on the trunk, which naturally popped open.

“Your maid hit her head.” Drew stared at the ground as she addressed Tia. 

Peter appeared from the chaos. “You should have set the screw.”

“I didn’t get the chance.”

Peter shook his head.

“Here, let me pick this up for you.” The surprisingly spritely old woman began shoving Tia’s scattered possessions into the trunk and travel bag.

Tia knelt beside Rebecca and cradled her head. “That’s a nasty bump. Are you all right?”

Rebecca muttered something inaudible.

“Kyle, help Rebecca to her feet.” Tia faced Drew. “My maid needs to lie down for a moment.”

Drew’s face contorted. “There’s a couch in the Pink Room. We have salves in the kitchen. You can freshen up there as well.”

Kyle knelt, reached under the gypsy’s arms, and lifted her to a vertical position. In the process he almost tripped over the old biddy, still putting away Tia’s stuff.

Maggie put a hand to her lips. “Pales! Get out here!”

Rebecca took a wobbling step. 

Maggie’s hands went to her hip. “Barry, help the lady to the Pink Room. Take the luggage as well before somebody steals it.”

Barry plodded into the yard, grabbed the day kits strap, and wrapped an arm around Rebecca. 

The oldster grunted, took a breath, and painfully levered himself into a sitting position. The top part of his robe was undone, exposing a scrawny chest.

Drew took a step towards the old man. “Scriv – are you ok?”

Scriv nodded.

Drew hovered over the old timer as though she were a mother hen inspecting a chick – an appropriate comparison, given their respective physiques. “What brings you here? Is business that slow in town?”

“Hoping to meet an old colleague, Miss Drew.” A feeble hand motion accompanied Scriv’s words.

Three scrawny men came into the yard, wearing simple tan tunics over too-white skin. Kyle’s gut tensed. Peter’s hand dropped to his sword hilt. Pasties.

Maggie motioned at Tia’s coach. “Move the lady’s wagon into the shed.”  

One Traagian grabbed the discarded screw and stuck it beneath the frame. The others inspected the wheel, speaking in a sibilant language Kyle didn’t care to remember. They started cranking the carriage frame off the ground. 

Kyle took a step. His arm hairs transformed themselves into needles. A cold lump formed in his gut. How dare those vermin touch Tia’s carriage. 

“Kyle, the pales have the wagon.” Drew motioned at the kid. “Barry, help them. You” – she jabbed Kyle in the belly with her index finger – “are going to come inside and tell us what you’ve been up to.”

“Uh, ok.” Can’t put off facing the family any longer. His belly rumbled. Maybe he could get some food. 
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Professor Edward Chain reviewed student papers in his office. As usual, the treatise prepared by his star pupil Lysander was downright fascinating. The lad shows genuine potential. I may take him with me. A knock at the door broke his concentration. “Enter.”

The door opened, revealing a thin-faced man in the red robe of a church inquisitor. “Professor Chain, I request a moment of your time.”  

“Of course, Father Innes.” Long practice let Edward Chain keep his voice smooth and conversational despite his nervousness. In the Solarian Empire, wizards always answered to the clergy – even wizards with noble blood in their veins like himself. Still, “I admit to puzzlement. My ecclesiastical review was just last week. Is there some issue?”

The priest waved his hand. “Father Warren is competent enough if lacking in energy.” He leaned partway across the desk. “No, I am more interested in your political activities.”

“I admit to pressing my family's claim to Kitrin’s throne at the imperial court.”

The priest nodded. “True, the Chain family has a distant claim to the rulership of that troubled province. But the DuSarite’s claim is stronger.”

He knows. “The DuSarites were exterminated by Emperor Franklin,” Edward spoke the words carefully. Generations earlier, the DuSarites and Maximus families came within a hairsbreadth of overthrowing the DuSwaimair dynasty. The Maximus had since been rehabilitated. But not the DuSarite family – because they’d been wiped out. Officially.

“Are they now?” The priest watched Edward like a hawk who’d spotted prey. Fanaticism gleamed in those orbs. “I have made a study of that benighted clan. There were reports two or three members escaped the emperor’s wrath.”

“Folktales and legends.” 

“Yet, the Chains were close to the DuSarites,” said the priest. “The families intermarried. And the Chains supported the DuSarites scheme almost to the end. In fact, the Chains are often mentioned in conjunction with the missing DuSarites.”

“Yes, a DuSarite or two is numbered among my remote ancestors.” Outrage filled Edward’s voice. “But my family was pardoned.” He tapped his chest. “I am a loyal servant of the empire.”  

“One wonders just how remote those DuSarites in your ancestry are,” said the priest. “The published genealogies are confusing.”

“I suggest you examine them anew.”  Edward put as much force into his voice as he dared. “I must return to my labors.”

“I shall.”

Edward watched the priest leave and then slumped in his chair, quill dropping from his fingers, staring at a portrait by the door. I am fortunate he did not turn around. The picture depicted a coiffed aristocrat in white and blue, sitting at a table with a window opening onto a pastoral landscape behind him. Innocent enough, unless one happened to note the high crest visible through the window was an exact match for the DuSarite insignia. When he’d hung the picture, Edward deemed the symbol well hidden. Now, it seemed blatantly obvious. “He cannot know anything.” Edward kept his voice low. “He was trying to provoke a reaction. Inquisitors do things like that.” It doesn’t matter. The emperor who ordered the DuSarites expunged is long dead. Nobody cares, not anymore. Or they shouldn’t. Unless...impossible.

He rose to his feet and paced to the window, staring over the campus. From here, he had a passable view of Philemon’s Square, ancient Mortem Hall, and the Sophocles Bridge over Breakwater Chasm to the next campus, University Philosophic. But his mind was a thousand miles away, in distant Karthick, capital of Kitrin.

He remembered walking Karthick’s streets, speaking with pale-skinned vendors and philosophers. He especially remembered the respect awarded to wizards in Kitrin. There, mages were treated as aristocrats, not outcasts.

Alas, Kitrin had its share of woes. Disease, superstition, and ignorance plagued the populace. Bandits stalked the roads. Half the wizards dabbled in demon summoning. And the aristocracy were tyrants, horribly mistreating their subjects.

Edward intended to fix all that. He planned to replace Kitrin’s worst nobles with imperial officials. With those parasites gone, he could gather scholars, open schools, initiate judicial reform and so much more.

But to accomplish those goals, Edward needed to become Kitrin’s governor. He was almost there. He’d gathered the needed allies in both Karthick and the imperial capital. The Privy Council approved his appointment last month. All that remained was the signature of Emperor Charles DuSwaimair. Then he could save Kitrin from itself, make it a beacon of enlightenment instead of a backwater hellhole. Someday, he might even be able to use his real name instead of the borrowed moniker he’d hidden under these past thirty-odd years.

I will succeed, unlike my father. This time there will be no mistakes. 

Edward's father made mistakes in his bid for Kitrin’s throne. The first and foremost mistake was trusting the Maximus clan, who had agendas of their own. He’d also relied on mercenaries who turned coat at the first setback. Not securing the allegiance of the DuMars and DuPauls also cost him dearly. The only thing his father did right was to deposit his ten-year-old son at the Chain Estate prior to venturing into Kitrin.

Edward vividly remembered that moment twenty years later.

‘Fortune favors the bold,’ Father told him. ‘The rest get left behind. Remember that. I go now to secure our birthright.’

A month later he was dead.

But Edward remembered those words. 

Another knock sounded at the door. A student? Edward turned. “Enter.”

The new arrival was an older man in nondescript clothes. The new arrival scanned the room with care. “Good, he’s gone.”

“Cousin Nial? What brings you here? I thought you were in”-

“Don’t say that name.” Nial poked through the papers on Edward's desk. “Student treatises? All those years of scheming and you are still a mere pedagogue?”

Edward swept the papers away from Nial’s grasp. “A façade, no more. But those ‘years of scheming’ are about to yield fruit. In less than a month, I will be”-

“Dead, unless you leave with me,” said Nial. 

“What?”

“General Gerald DuMars found where our associates were based in Karthick. They killed him for it.”

Associates. Meaning the sorcerous fanatics of the Sacred Road. Murderers. Demon worshippers. Nasty, evil people. But useful. Necessary. “I”-

“It gets worse.” Nial turned away from the window. “The witch hunters found the bloodstone amulet.”

Edward’s skin grew clammy. The floor shifted beneath his feet. 

Bloodstone. The essence of sacrificed souls infused into gems made of blood. Immense reservoirs of arcane power. And forbidden within the Empire on pain of immolation – death via fire: flames to consume his body even as they purified his soul prior to judgment. That particular gem came from the Sacred Road. Edward tried to ignore its origins while fabricating the amulet. It’d been a precaution. A means of bringing Kitrin’s magicians to heel. A necessary evil for the greater good. “Does the church know?” 

“They suspect. That’s bad enough.” Nial stared straight into Edward’s eyes. “Tomorrow or the next day, that priest will return with a warrant. A week or two after that, the Inquisitors will connect you with the amulet. Then they will put you on trial. You know what the verdict will be.”

“Death.” Edward deflated as his plans crumbled to dust. The church will kill me. 

“Fortunately, our associates were impressed with the quality of the amulet and other trinkets you fabricated. I was able to persuade them of your usefulness. They offer sanctuary.”

Edward reeled. “But they’re fanatics! Murderers. Demon worshippers.” The Sacred Road emphasized everything evil about sorcery, everything he warned his students against. But I dealt with them anyhow.

“And right now, they are your sole chance of survival. Our sole chance of survival.”

Edward frantically ran through a mental list of possibilities and outcomes. DuMars's death and the amulet in the Inquisition's hands closed off every possibility within the Empire. “What must I do?”

Nial opened the door and motioned. A moment later a third man entered, bearing the same thin features as Edward. Why, he is my doppelganger. A dark suspicion formed in Edward's mind. “Give him that robe,” Nial ordered.

Edward shrugged out of the robe and handed it to his duplicate. The newcomer coughed as he hefted the garment.

“Put this on.”  Nial produced a rough brown tunic of the sort worn by the laboring classes. 

“I must speak with my wife and children,” Edward said as he pulled the garment over his head. “Richard is only seven. He won’t understand. And Rena is just a baby.”

“No,” Nial said. “Ignorance protects your family.”  

He’s right. 

Nial studied Edward. “Still too neat and tidy. Too aristocratic.”

“I can fix that.” Edward reached into his mind and released a modicum of arcane power. His image blurred and shifted before settling into the form of a longshoreman. 

“Good. Let’s go.”  Nial strode out the door. As Edward followed, his hand brushed against the papers atop the desk. Lysander will need a new mentor.

A few minutes later, Edward stood on the deck of a fishing boat navigating its way out of the harbor, staring at the Sophocles Bridge with more than ordinary sight. A figure plummeted over the railing, falling without a sound to wave-pounded rocks below. I crossed a line tonight.
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Tia found Peter in the yard, pulling a stone from his horse's right front hoof. Damn, but he looked handsome, even covered in sweat. She waited until he straightened, then gave him a little peck on the cheek. “Consider that a reward for your fine services today.”

Peter blushed. “My lady, I must finish here.”

Tia pretended to pout. “Oh, be that way.” She gave a dramatic spin that lifted her skirt and disheveled her hair even further, then stalked back into the inn. It was time to find this ‘pink room’ and check on Rebecca.

Inside, the common room was an utter madhouse with screeching customers and plump teenage servers carrying trays hither and thither. Getting their attention proved impossible, so she selected a likely-looking corridor and set off. That hall didn’t go to the pink room, but it did take her to the jakes, which was useful. Then, back to the common room. This time a kid carrying a tray of dirty dishes pointed her at a second hall. Tia took ten steps down the indicated passage and reached a door painted so bright a shade of pink it practically glowed. 

Tia hoped Rebecca’s injury wasn’t serious. She needed to get her hair fixed. Appearances mattered - especially when calling upon a family that had once held the imperial throne.

Two hundred years prior, Lucius Curtis Bestia employed legal chicanery to oust the last Maximus Emperor and place himself on Solaria’s throne. The Maximus family never forgave him for that insult, hounding his family with assassins and subverting their allies. Fifty years after assuming the throne, the Bestia line was reduced to Empress Gloria, and her offspring Adara and Gaius. Desperate for allies, Gloria entered into negotiations with the newly crowned Daric DuSwaimair of Avar.

Once, Solaria ruled the wide swath of forest and mountains at the Mare Imperium’s western shore. Back then, it’d been the imperial province of Occident, the bulwark between Solaria and Kitrin. Then the Avar barbarians invaded from the north and west, sending wave after wave of calvary and charioteers into the province, claiming it for their own.

. Not satisfied with their conquest of Occident province, the Avar marched south into Drakkar and east into the Kirkwood, penetrating almost to the eastern heartland before being stopped by hastily raised legions. An uneasy stalemate ensued, which eventually morphed into a fragile peace. Gloria sought to turn that peace into an alliance.

King Daric had woes of his own. He’d attained his throne by marrying the last daughter of the royal Avner dynasty, an act the powerful DuSarite and DuCon clans viewed as usurpation. He calculated that a dynastic marriage with Solaria would quell that dissent. So, he agreed to marry his son Morgan to Gloria’s daughter Adara.

Half of Solaria’s aristocracy denounced Gloria as a traitor for sullying their ranks with barbarian blood. The Maximus were so incensed they launched four separate waves of assassins at the newlyweds. Gloria perished in the first attack, and Daric in the second. Morgan DuSwaimair, though, proved more than a match for the rest, slaughtering them singlehandedly. Not satisfied with disposing of their minions, Morgan attacked the Maximus clan directly, hanging ten of their elders in their palace courtyard. He then ventured west, cowing the DuSarites and DuCon’s into line. Still not satisfied, Morgan conquered Kitrin.

Since then, time and misfortune dulled the Bestia star, but Tia had no intention of forgetting their imperial heritage. They deserved respect. Hence the need for appearances.

A flamboyantly pink door caught her eye. That must be it. 

Tia opened the door – and spotted Rebecca slumped in a chair before a dresser. Was her injury that serious? Head wounds, she remembered from her studies at Solace, could cause severe problems. That’s the last thing I need. A silver glint on her maid's head caught Tia’s eye. That’s my tiara. What’s she doing with it?

Tia grabbed Rebecca's shoulder. The tiara fell to the vanity’s top and bounced.

“No, he fell!” Tia watched Rebecca sit straight up, pale-skinned, and white-eyed.

Tia grabbed her maid's shoulders.” Scriv is all right.”

Rebecca blinked. Took a breath. Exhaled. “Scriv, oh, the old man, yeah, right? Yeah, that must be it.”

“You were unconscious when I came in.” Tia knelt next to Rebecca and picked up the tiara. "Why were you wearing this?" She’d worn the ridiculously out-of-fashion headgear maybe twice.

The style was so last generation, dating from the short, decadent reign of Empress-Regent Lucia DuSwaimair. Lucia brokered a treaty with Traag after the apocalyptic battle at Hammerford, a pact she swore would bring lasting peace. Courtiers and commoners celebrated the accord even as both sides rebuilt their militaries. It was no accident the war resumed within days of her death. 

"It was in the bag. It was dented along one side. See?" Rebecca pointed to a slight crimp and some faint scratch marks on the band.

"Hmm. That's strange," said Tia. "I thought it was packed away with my other jewelry." Had the little minx swiped the piece hoping to sell it for coin? Servants did do that sort of thing, and gypsies were natural-born thieves. Then again, it’d been utter chaos outside. She was lucky half her luggage hadn’t sprouted legs and walked away. 

Rebecca touched the scratch with her fingertip. The digit came away with a crimson trace. “It hurts a little. I had the strangest dream”-
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