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(Free City of Saba, South of the Solarian Empire)

Flames rose from the burning manor as the three cloaked figures approached my carriage.

I frowned at the view from the coach window.  There should have been five people in the approaching band.  

The plan hadn’t called for burning the manor, either.

“In you go,” said Gerent, opening the door and thrusting the prisoner into the carriage.

The prisoner glared at me.  She was pretty, blond, and all of eighteen years of age.  According to the manor's owner, she was also a long-lost imperial princess.

“Let me go, you knife-nosed bastard,” she said, spitting the gag out of her mouth.

“Lady Bethany Euripides, this is a rescue, not an abduction,” I said. “And my nose is aristocratic, not ‘knife nosed.’”

Bethany lifted her bound hands by way of reply.

I put on my best false smile. “A mere precaution.”

The coach jolted.  I refrained from cursing the local despots who’d long ago stolen the paving stones from its surface to use in building their crude palaces.

“Where are you taking me?” demanded the girl. 

“To the Solarian Empire,” I said. 

Outside her window, the pitted and cracked wall of Saba drifted past as Horace navigated a broad arc around the city.  Mobs of ebony savages thronged the streets, offering entreaties and insults in equal measure.  At one point, the carriage slowed to a near stop as we passed between shouting bands hurling stones at each other.  Many wore blue armbands marking their allegiance to the Faas, a faction opposed to the slave trade.  

Father had dispatched me here to renew longstanding contracts with Saba’s slavers.  The Faas threatened me and harassed my entourage.  The slavers smiled far too often as they sold their kin into servitude.  I detested both groups.

The road drifted close to a cliff topped with immense ebony boulders, their faces carved with crude glyphs.  Legend said Geb the Wondrous placed the markers to keep the Thunder Lizards at bay.

“Suppose I don’t want to go,” said the girl.

“Lady Bethany, you have no choice. Nobility brings with it obligations. Your parents wed because obligation demanded it.”  I refrained from mentioning her parents’ demise in the fratricidal bloodbath seven years after those nuptials.  Officially, she’d died along with them.  Unofficially, there’d been doubts. 

I also forbore mentioning that my family’s interests did not align with those of the current imperial clan.  Grandfather might see Bethany married to one of my cousins before turning her over to the emperor.  Or he might decide the best place for Bethany was an unmarked grave in the wilderness.  But his decision would have the Maximus family's interests at heart.

The carriage rounded a corner, approaching the main road from Saba’s gates.  Now the broken bulk of Mount Radix loomed outside my window.  The local cults forbade settlement on the mountain. One priest I’d spoken to claimed the mountain was Geb’s stronghold, and the deity made the ground tremble beneath would-be settlers’ feet.  A rival cultist informed me that another deity had imprisoned Geb beneath the mountain, and the mountain shook as a result of his efforts to break free.  Neither myth interested me.  What I cared about was the hired galley waiting for my party further up the coast.  Officially, I was already on that galley, sailing north towards Ismara with ivory and slaves.

The coach slowed.  Shouts came from behind the carriage. 

The sound of cracking wood filled the air as the carriage tilted, hurling me against the wall.  Then I was on my back, Bethany’s weight pressing against my chest.  

Screams and shouts rang from outside, along with the clash of metal on metal.  From the sound of it, Casein gave a good account of himself.  

I popped the door open, stuck my head out, and nearly lost it to the blade of a hairy brute whose exposed skin was so pale a shade of pink it practically glowed. 

My return thrust pierced him through the chest.  

The brute fell backward.  

I clambered from the carriage and took in the scene.  Casein bled from a nasty cut across his chest.  Gerent held his side.  Horace spat dirt.  One horse flopped and screamed amidst a spreading pool of blood.  I couldn’t see the other horse.

A solid wall of Saba’s residents lined the road, watching, pointing, and jabbering.  

“Titus,” said Casein.  “There’s more behind this bunch.”

“Get the girl,” I said.  

Gerent climbed atop the coach and lifted the door.  Unintelligible words escaped his mouth. 

“Stop mumbling and get the girl,” I shouted. 

“She’s not here,” said Gerent. 

“What? That’s impossible!”  

I started to climb the carriage, slipped, and fell against the corpse of my victim.  

The body tumbled onto its back, exposing a face I remembered.  My blood chilled upon recognizing Carl DuFloret, a minor scion of a prominent imperial family.  The Imperial Eyes would have hard questions about the demise of a ranking nobleman, even in a pesthole like Saba. 

A trio of Saba’s elite citizens ran into the city, their colored robes flapping.  A pair of near-naked hunters with bones through their noses advanced in our direction. One waved a leaf-bladed spear.

We had to get out of here. We couldn’t stay on the road or reach the harbor.  That left the mountain.  I scanned the slopes.  Hopefully, fear of Geb would keep Saba’s denizens from following us.

Casein glared at the approaching hunter, who retreated into the mob.  The hunter shouted something in a tribal dialect.  

Three days ago, Carl DuFloret’s older brother, Simon, invited me to go hunting Thunder Lizards with him on Mount Radix.  Had he known about Bethany? 

A bit of movement on the slope above caught my attention.  Bethany!  

“There, my lord,” said Horace, pointing to a steeply climbing gully.

We ran towards the crevice.

Horace, a former burglar, climbed the gully without apparent effort, offering a helping hand to the less skilled Gerent.  Abundant protrusions assisted my ascent.  Casein brought up the rear.

A cacophony of shouts and screams rang out in the market behind us.  

“Titus! Duck!”  Casein shouted.

Something brushed against my head and struck the cliff with a clatter.  A leaf-bladed spear bounced to the plaza. 

The gorge ended on a steep grassy slope dotted with rune-carved boulders. 

Once atop the cliff, I turned to survey the market.

Two large groups of Saba’s citizens mobbed the gate.  I saw at least ten monster hunters, bones through their noses and hair tied back in knots.  Each carried a long spear and a sharp knife.

A large, ragged band of footmen approached along the road from the still flaming manor, led by the peacock Eugene Parthenon, as impeccably mannered and utterly treacherous as the rest of his family.  

Another party of hairy, pale-skinned westerners shoved through the gate.  I recognized Simon DuFloret’s tall frame and bushy hair in their midst. 

The local gawkers fled at the sight of the chained vree held by two of Simon’s men, no doubt fearing the venom in the creature’s tentacles. I remembered those vree.  DuFloret had been proud of acquiring the dog-sized, six-legged beasts with tentacles growing out of their heads, prattling on about the creatures' tracking ability, and how difficult it was to train them.  

The two groups converged at the fallen carriage.  I expected a fight.  Instead, they exchanged words.  The sight stunned me.  An imperial loyalist like Simon DuFloret negotiating with a treacherous Free City nobleman?  Impossible!

“They won’t be getting those beasts up the crack we took,” said Casein.

“I found her trail,” said Gerent.

“We’ll follow her.” My heart resumed beating.  Perhaps this debacle could be salvaged.

We began climbing the steep slope, following a faint trace past fractured stone blocks tall as castle towers.

The slope ended at the lip of a sheer drop into a swampy dell with an aroma reminiscent of an open sewer rising from its depths.  My stomach churned at the stench.  “It smells like droath,” I said, remembering the six-legged house-sized beasts from the war.  The quartermasters valued the ugly things for their sheer pulling power, but they stank worse than a garbage pit mixed with a barn full of manure.

“No, not droath’s,” said Gerent.  “I drove a droath cart in the legions.  That’s thunder lizard stench.”  

I remembered a priest mentioning that thunder lizards were sacred to Geb.

“There’s a road,” said Casein, pointing at a dark line angling into the dell across from us.

Gerent knelt to the ground. “Her trail leads straight for it.”

“Damn,” said Casein. “She’ll get us eaten by thunder lizards.”

I couldn’t decide if her behavior was stupid or smart.  “We go after her.”

We began working our way along the valley’s lip. 

“My lord, we must hurry.” Horace tugged on my sleeve and pointed behind us.  A large band of pale figures was visible at the bottom of the slope, Simon DuFloret’s giant form looming above the others.  Past them, outside Saba’s gate, half a dozen priests harangued a crowd of several hundred locals, many waving spears.  I glimpsed smoke rising from several parts of the city.  I doubted they were mere cookfires.

We reached the worn road.  Bethany’s trail followed it right into the pit.  The road leveled out just above the bubbling green and brown fluid.  

Gerent frowned at a disturbed embankment. “Clever girl.”

Casein glared at him.  “What?”

“Bethany used this glop to mask her scent from the thunder lizards.” I considered the muck while attempting to keep my stomach’s contents in place.  She thought more like a military scout than an imperial princess.  I splashed the disgusting fluid on my arms and legs, ruining my attire.

Gerent nodded approvingly. “Thunder Lizards do track by scent.” He applied a dose of the vile substance to his garb.  

Horace and Casein followed suit.

“Let’s press on,” I said.

Gerent obliged, and we followed the road along the edge of the crater until it ascended a short slope and turned sharply into a narrow gorge.  The cleft ended in a round black hole twenty feet across, flanked by crude statues of lizards with huge maws, six legs, and long tails - thunder lizards.  Great claw marks marred the ground where massive beasts had passed.

Casein stared at the tunnel mouth.  “You’re not serious. She went in there?”

Gerent nodded ascent.

Horace tugged my sleeve. “My lord, they’ve reached the edge of the valley.”

I turned to Casein. “We don’t have a choice.  We go in after her.”

“It’s dark in there,” Casein complained. “What will we do for light?”

I pointed at Gerent, who held up a bundle of sticks with their ends wrapped in rags.  “There’s a pile here at the entrance,” he said.  He brought out a packet of precious matches and used one to set three of the torches ablaze.

We stepped into the dark.  

The round tunnel ran straight.  There were no intersections.  

“There’s light ahead,” whispered Gerent.  

“Is it her?” Casein asked.

The light came from a bubbling red pit in a large chamber at the end of the tunnel, with other round passageways leading from it.  The cavern reeked of sulfur.  Bethany stood next to an opening on the chamber’s far side, clenching a flickering torch, her filthy pale dress gleaming slightly in the gloom.  

A six-legged, scaled monster three times the size of a horse slept on a flat stone between her and us.  

A racket sounded behind us as our pursuers approached.

We didn’t have a choice.  We started to skirt the cavern, keeping our distance from the sleeping thunder lizard.  

I reached Bethany’s ledge.  She kept her gaze fixed on the sleeping monster.

I grabbed her arm. My hand passed right through her flesh. The dress fell to the ground.  The girl flickered and vanished.  

An illusion!  Bethany was a witch!  This magic explained her escape from the carriage.  No doubt she’d turned herself invisible and pranced into the market. 

A clatter of steel on stone came from the entrance, followed by a not-silent-enough oath.

The thunder lizard’s eyelids opened, revealing yellow orbs the size of my head.  

The vree tore into the cavern, leaping for the thunder lizard’s throat.  A roar that sounded like the trumpet of doom erupted from the creature’s throat, followed by high-pitched cries as it squashed one vree flat and knocked a second into the magma with its armored tail.  But more vree escaped its wrath, dodging claws, teeth, and tail, circling, and leaping.

Behind the vree came men wielding bright swords and long spears.  The thunder lizard ignored the high-pitched yaps of the vree and focused its attention on these new intruders.  Then it leaped. Three men died in as many heartbeats, impaled by claws or crushed by jaws large enough to swallow a dog.  

Simon appeared in the tunnel entryway.  He ducked under the thunder lizard’s tail and dropped next to the magma pool.

My party retreated into the tunnel behind the false image.

The barest hint of movement from a third opening across the way caught my attention.  I was willing to wager it was Bethany, watching the carnage she’d unleashed.  But there was a pool of magma and an angry thunder lizard between her and me. 

Across the chamber, Simon plunged his spear into the thunder lizard’s side.  Its tail knocked him twenty feet in retaliation.  Simon came to rest right at the mouth of the portal where I’d sensed movement.  He saw something.  A pale arm reached from the gloom.

A second warrior jabbed a spear into the thunder lizard.  The thunder lizard swatted him into the magma.

More men entered the cavern, flanking the beast on both sides.  

A vree wrapped itself around the giant reptile’s right rear foot.  

Simon led Bethany from the shadows.

I ground my teeth in frustration. I lacked the men to fight either the thunder lizard or its executioners.  If I remained, Simon would execute me once he’d finished with the thunder lizard.  His prowess was legendary, along with his clan’s backwoods code of honor.  I doubted even Casein could match him.

One of the vree, the largest of the bunch, turned its attention from the thunder lizard to the tunnel where we crouched.

It leaped.  Casein's sword flashed. The vree gurgled and died.

I turned and worked my way along the tunnel.

The clamor faded behind us.

At length, a dot of daylight appeared before us, which grew into a round opening.  We stepped into another narrow valley with crude idols of thunder lizards and other monstrosities lining its slopes.  

The view didn’t cheer me.  I dreaded the tongue-lashing awaiting me from Grandfather.  For this blunder, he might order me to drink from the Black Chalice.

Casein noted my despondency. “Cheer up, Titus,” he said, smacking me on the back with a meaty paw still stinking of the swamp. “At least we won’t die in that pit now.”

“No,” said a new voice, “you will die out here.”  Eugene Parthenon emerged from behind a nearby boulder, his clothes not stained or disheveled in the slightest.

Men carrying bows emerged from behind other boulders.

“Murdering a member of the Solarian aristocracy is a poor idea,” I said.  “Such acts have started wars.”

“I am certain the thunder lizards will leave no evidence of homicide,” Eugene motioned at the archers who pulled back on their bow strings. “You will be merely another imperial fool claimed by the jungle.” 

I tensed, hoping to dodge the onslaught.

A scream rang out.

For a moment, I couldn’t figure out who’d screamed.  An immense trumpet-like roar sounded as a thunder lizard came running across the dell, one of Eugene’s men kicking feebly in its grasp.

Eugene turned and stared in disbelieving terror as the armored creature lifted a three-toed foot the size of a tree trunk.

Before he could run, the foot came down, crushing him to bloody pulp.  

A swipe of the monster’s tail knocked a second man into a boulder. He slid to the ground, chest crushed, leaving a red stain on the tan rock.  

Eugene’s remaining guards fled.  One launched a single arrow at the beast before fleeing, which bounced off its scaled hide.

The thunder lizard paused and stared in our direction.  It sniffed.

My companions and I stood stock still, not daring to breathe.

The thunder lizard dipped its horse-sized head.  Parthenon’s corpse vanished into its maw.  Then it departed.

I remembered to exhale. My body shook.  “Let’s go home.”
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12-28-998

(Palace of Chains, Forma, Niteroi Province)

I stood on a balcony with a stone rail supported by fat white pillars and surveyed the pool and trees in the courtyard below me.  The enclosure stood deserted save for an old woman in a black robe and a youth in a dirty tunic riding in circles on one of those infernal bicycles from Equitant.  I watched him for five minutes before realizing he was my son.

“Octavos!” I called.

The youth ignored me and made another orbit of the trees.

I called again.  

This time, he stopped and gazed at the buildings around the courtyard.  

“Daddy!” he shrieked, upon seeing me on the balcony.  

The old woman stared at me.  She seemed familiar.

He dropped the bicycle and ran for a door.  “Mommy! Mommy! Daddy’s back!” he said.  

I almost didn’t recognize the woman who appeared in the doorway as my wife.  Ann appeared thin and haggard, a light pink dress hanging from her bony frame.  She knelt, clenched Octavos to her, and followed his pointing arm to where I stood.  I saw her turn pale from across the courtyard.  She grabbed Octavos’ arm and dragged him inside. 

Chamberlain Picher’s voice sounded behind me.  “I told you to stay in the office,” he said in his annoying high-pitched voice.  Picher’s face was long, thin, and pale.  His hairline had receded to the summit of his skull.  

“I’d been waiting in your office for hours,” I said. “The wait became tedious.”  The only break in the monotony had been Father’s arrival.  He’d taken my written account of the Saban debacle, asked a few questions, and departed.

Casein had taken a much more pragmatic approach to our confinement.  He’d been snoring like a bull with a sinus condition when I left the room.

“Come with me,” said Picher.

My heart thudded in my chest as I followed Picher along quiet halls, wondering why he performed this task himself rather than delegate it to one of his countless subordinates.  A dull pounding grew in the back of my skull.  The trip from Saba to Ismara took five days.  The fast coach between Ismara and Forma took a week.  But the signal towers along the Ismara road transmitted missives in less than a day.  My knowledge of events in Saba was thirteen days out of date.

Father and Grandfather gave almost religious heed to the semaphore messages.  By now, they knew what transpired in Saba after my adventure.

We passed through an ironbound outer door and into the antechamber of Grandfather’s office. A colorless servant sat at a desk, immersed in a pile of scrolls.

“The patriarch will see you now,” said Picher, as though I were a common supplicant rather than a Maximus.

The servant opened the door.

I inhaled and entered.

Long shafts of light from tall, glazed windows illuminated the Patriarch's office.  Tall shelves filled with books and scrolls covered one wall, and portraits of past Patriarchs dominated another.  An immense oak desk occupied the room’s center, with a comfortable chair behind it and hard seats before it.  

That desk was the stuff of family legend.  Maximus emperors had sat behind its polished surface centuries ago when formulating edicts.  Since those halcyon days, the desk had followed the family into and out of exile.  

Patriarch Manias Maximus contemplated one of the chessboards beneath the windows.  He engaged in long, slow matches with courtiers and nobles across the empire, the moves relayed by semaphore towers and couriers.  

“Princess Bethany Euripides' imperial cousins welcomed her home,” said grandfather without removing his gaze from the board.  His tone was casual, as though speaking of the weather.  “My information is that she will marry Stewart Fabius.” 

“I-I’m pleased, my lord.”  My voice trembled.

Grandfather moved a piece.  “Are you?” He spun on his feet.  “One would hardly think so, given the havoc you caused attempting to abduct her.”  He strode to the desk and sat.

I stood stock still, fighting back the impulse to scratch the phantom itches blossoming over my anatomy and mentally commanding my right foot to remain still.  

Grandfather reached beneath his desk and produced a sheaf of papers that he made a show of examining.  Inspection complete, he stared me in the eye with such force that I lowered my head. 

“Titus, what were your instructions in Saba?”

“To purchase slaves suited for quarry and fieldwork.”  I kept my head low.

“Did your brief include kidnapping, arson, and homicide?”

“No, sir.”

Grandfather’s hand tapped the papers.  “So, tell me, why am I reading of the botched abduction of a lost imperial heir, riots, and aristocrats dying in the streets?” He tapped his fist on the desk for emphasis.  

“Well?” Grandfather demanded. 

I swallowed. “I sought to act in the best interest of the family.”

“Bethany Euripides had been missing and presumed dead for a dozen years without affecting the family interests in the slightest,” said Grandfather.

“I believed she should be under our control,” I said. “I saw an opportunity for the family to profit.”

“She slipped your grasp!”

“She used magic.” The words escaped my mouth before I could contain them.  

“She used something you neglected when you embarked on this scheme – her wits!” Grandfather retorted. “You failed to grasp Eugene Parthenon and Simon DuFloret had already come to terms at the time you staged your little raid.”

My mind raced back to the image of Simon and Eugene standing in the shattered market.  My body went limp.

“A botched kidnapping is a bad enough stain on the family honor,” said Grandfather. “But you had to compound it by killing Carl Du Floret and Eugene Parthenon.  Worse, you brought increased imperial scrutiny on this house.”

“Carl was in self-defense. A thunder lizard killed Parthenon.” The words sounded weak in my ears.

“They died because of acts you initiated,” said Grandfather.  His eyes hardened. “Moreover, you wrecked imperial prospects in Saba and the Free Cities for years.  Agents from Mosori used the riot as cover for a coup.  Every one of our associates in that city is dead.  Worse, you’ve drawn the emperor's scrutiny upon this house.  His agents will be everywhere, jeopardizing schemes years in the making.”

Grandfather gave me his best ‘you are dirt’ glare.  Then he reached beneath the desk and extracted an onyx cup.  “Titus, do you know what this is?”

“It-it’s the Black Chalice.”  The goblet filled my sight.  I envisioned bringing the cup to my lips, swallowing its bitter contents, and drifting to the afterworld.  

“That it is.” Grandfather drew a breath. “Leave!”

I staggered from the room, my feet moving without thought.  

It wasn’t until a small form wrapped itself around my waist, shrieking “Daddy! Daddy!” that I realized I’d returned to my old apartment.  

“What brings you here?” asked a shrill voice. 

I lifted my eyes from Octavos to my wife.  Ann, not robust to begin with, now appeared skeletal, lost within a pastel dress beneath an unkempt tangle of brown hair.  “This is my apartment.”  Yet it wasn’t the cheery abode I remembered.  My once cozy apartment now seemed musty and threadbare.  Dust collected on the mantle. Splotches marred the carpet. 

“Titus, I have been worried sick about you.” Ann poured herself a glass of wine.  “They tell me you went on a rampage in Saba, murdering half the city.  My friends no longer associate with me, apart from Doctor Menendez.  My servants are gone, save one, and she’s useless.”  That explained the apartment's state.

“Daddy, will you be staying with us?” asked Octavos, small arms still wrapped around my waist.

“Yes,” I said. I intended to stay with my family until my execution.

Ann glared at me and took another gulp of wine, draining the glass by another third.  At this rate, she’d have the bottle finished within a day.  

“Yes!” Octavos danced around me.  “Do you want to hear me play the flute?  I’ve been practicing really hard.”

“That would be nice,” I told him, though my gaze was still upon Ann.

Octavos produced a black flute almost as long as his arm.  He climbed atop a low table against the far wall and bowed.  “I will now perform ‘Winds of Summer’ by the great minstrel Marabous,” he said and put the flute to his lips.

I expected childish whistles.  Instead, Octavos coaxed a smooth, pleasant melody out of the instrument.  

“He possesses true talent.”

“He’s been practicing,” Ann said. 

Octavos finished ‘Winds of Summer’ and started ‘Raven’s Flight.’  Ann snuggled alongside me on the couch. 

Octavos finished ‘Raven’s Flight’ and began a dance tune whose name escaped me.

I rose to my feet. “Shall we?” I asked Ann, extending my hand to her.

A twinkle appeared in her eyes. “I’d hate to disappoint the musician,” she said as I lifted her from the couch.

We embraced.  

The music was smoother than our dance steps.  But it didn’t matter. 

Octavos hesitated.  The music stopped.  I turned to see Father in the doorway, with Casein alongside him.

“Titus, your mission was crucial,” said Father an hour later as we drank red wine at the kitchen table while the old woman watched Octavos in the courtyard.

I sighed.  “Another incident with the Traagian slaves?”  Grandfather had claimed thousands of Traag’s pliable citizens after the war’s conclusion, ignoring the infection in their souls. Troubling incidents occurred on the plantations where they labored – crop failures, diseases that sprang from nowhere, and weird chants from their barracks.

Father’s brows furled.  “The Blue Rot claimed Regis Scylla and both of his sons last month.”

“The Traagians brought their plagues with them.”

“That plague was no mere illness.” He reached into a pouch concealed in the folds of his toga and extracted a tiny, hideous idol that depicted a sort of man-spider, no bigger than his thumb. “This was found in their barracks. The family wizards” – meaning the Kheffian sorcerers bound to the family – “say it was the contagion's foci point.”

“Cursed idol!” Ann’s eyes widened. “Remove it.”

The horrid little sculpture made my gut chill. “I thought we’d executed the idol-makers.”  I’d seen scores of similar relics on the corpses of Traagian fanatics. 

“It appears not,” said Father.  

Octavos came in from the courtyard.  “That’s ugly,” he said upon spotting the grotesque sculpture. 

“Don’t touch it!” Ann hissed. 

“It is devoid of power,” said Doctor Menendez, entering behind Octavos.  “I inspected it earlier.”  

“I don’t care,” said Ann. “Put it away.”

Father removed the idol. “All of the remaining Traagians have been executed or sold. That, in turn, left us short on field labor. Hence, your mission to Saba.”

“Off to bed with you now,” said the Doctor, guiding my son along the hall to the sleeping chambers.

Ann followed, muttering to herself. 

“Enough of this,” said Casein after draining half his glass in a single gulp. “What of Titus and me?  Are we to meekly present our necks for the executioner’s ax?” 

Father stared at Casein as though he were a jester or a dancing pig.  “Well,” he said after a moment, “The traditional course undertaken by Maximus nobles in Titus’s position is flight to the Free Cities. Eugene Parthenon’s death closes that option for Titus.”

Casein frowned. “Go somewhere else, then.”

Father shrugged. “Go where? Most of the world’s nations are along the Cauldron’s shores. The galleons of the Free Cities rule those waves, and many of those vessels have Parthenon captains.”

Trust Casein not to have deduced the obvious.

“There must be somewhere we can go,” he said with ox-like stubbornness.

“Few options present themselves,” said Father.  “I suppose you could flee north to chill Sinaliel and be beguiled by elfin maidens, but I do not wish that fate for my son.”

“Besides, it snows up there,” I said.  “I endured snow enough for a lifetime during the war.”

“West,” said Casein, not budging an inch.

Father laughed. “With Traag’s fall, the emperor's arm reaches to the far shores of the Shadow Sea.  And his chief agents there are the DuMars and”-

“The DuFloret’s,” I finished with a wry grin.

“There must be someplace!” Casein thumped the table.

“There may be,” said Father in an amiable voice. “But personal sanctuary is not the sole issue.  I spent much of the past year sailing from one end of the imperial sea to the other, convincing them to support Thomas for Emperor.”  Father launched into a spiel about how superior Cousin Varro’s boy was to the other heirs.  “Plus, Thomas boasts enough DuSwaimair blood in his veins to make him one of the family.”  He let out a long breath. “But now that scheme stands jeopardized.”

“South, then,” said Casein, reaching for his flagon. “Let Titus buy slaves in Soonlar or Soraq.”

Father shook his head.  “Quintus departs for Soonlar and Soraq in two days to negotiate for slaves, but...” His voice trailed off.  His brow furrowed.  He stared at me. “I remember...” He turned away.  “There may be an option.” 

Father departed without another word.

“What was that about?” asked Casien. 

“I have no idea.”

––––––––
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Winter Solstice-

Ann and I reclined beneath an awning atop the palace roof, watching the unending flotilla of barges and boats on the Lemon River below, heaped high with fruit and bales of cloth.  Raucous celebrations filled the streets to announce the start of the New Year.  In the countryside, even the field slaves would be awarded an extra ration of wine and a brief respite from their labors.

Traditionally, the Winter Solstice is a day for ending old business and beginning new ventures. I expected Grandfather to see it as a fitting date to rid himself of a family embarrassment. 

Past the river, I discerned the inverted cones of the solar forges.  The sight sparked a memory of visiting those foundries as a boy, standing fascinated as concentrated sunlight melted metal.  The process seemed magical. 

Ann reached lazily for a grape on a platter between us.  “Is there hope?” She asked.

“The poets claim hope springs eternal,” I responded, running my hand along her arm.  In truth, I expected to drink from the black chalice before this time tomorrow, but I didn’t let that suspicion show.

Clomping feet sounded behind us.  I turned my head to see a dark shape blocking the light. 

“Here you are,” said the deep voice of Father's personal servant, Alexander.  “I’ve searched half the palace.  I feared you might have fled.”

“Well, you found us.” Ann’s voice rose an octave.  “What now?”

Alexander bowed. “Now, good lady, I must borrow your husband.”

“Is he to drink from the black chalice already?” Ann demanded, her voice taking on a tone of shrillness.

Alexander shook his head. “I’ve heard no such thing.  His father wishes to speak with him.”  He glanced at the sun, which fast neared its zenith. “By now, he is most impatient.”

“A scheme is afoot.”  I gave Ann a peck on the cheek and rose to my feet.  “Lead on,” I told Alexander.  We descended into the palace's stuffy depths.

A pinch-faced man in a green toga rounded a corner and almost collided with Alexander.  “Out of my way, swine,” snarled Manias Picher.  

Alexander stepped to the side, an unfathomable expression on his face.

“That hardly seems called for,” I said.

Manias whirled upon me. “You!” he said, his voice reaching a nasal pitch identical to that of his father.  “You’re a miserable, blundering thief!”  

“I’m no thief,” I said to his retreating backside.

No sooner had we resumed our journey than Chamberlain Picher himself rounded the corner, trailed by Casein.  Picher was so intent on issuing instructions to my friend that he almost didn’t see us.

“Casein, what brings you here?” I asked, making him jump.

Casein's face turned red. “Orders from the Chamberlain.”

“Pay attention!” snarled Picher. He noted my presence. “Your father is most eager to see you.”

Bustling scribes and servants filled the antechamber to Father's Office.  I spotted a familiar figure reclining on a couch, gossiping with a pretty servant.  “Quintus, is that you?” I asked.  “It’s been two years since I last laid eyes on you.”

Quintus gazed at me. “I hope you still don’t suffer from seasickness.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Lord Titus, your father awaits,” said a scribe.

“You'd better go in,” said Quintus, returning his attention to the servant girl in his lap.

Father prides himself on being every inch the well-groomed imperial aristocrat – but not today.  With his mussed hair and stained tunic, he looked...worn.  Tear tracks and frown lines marred his face.  A veritable rat’s nest of books, papers, and maps covered his venerable desk.  A bottle of wine with no glass in evidence held one stack in place – something unthinkable for one of his gravitas.  He rubbed his bloodshot eyes upon seeing me.  “True God above, this is difficult for me to speak of – but tell me – what do you know about your mother?”

I was dumbfounded, both by his appearance and the unexpected question. “She died when I was but a child.”  I racked my brain. I could remember little of my mother, save for her high-pitched accent and round brown face. “She was the daughter of Victor Maximus, who fled across with his father Varro across the Shadow Sea to escape assassins sent by Emperor Franklin.” I didn’t add that said flight had been necessary because the emperor had caught wind of Varro’s plotting with renegade western families.

He nodded. “True, as far as it goes. But despite being across the Shadow Sea, Varro feared Franklin’s assassins so much that he fled into an immense maze with his two young sons, Victor and Crassus, and vanished.  Later, there were rumors they’d made themselves lords of Vazari, a city at the maze's center.” He sighed.  “There was little contact, but Varro perished in a feud some decades later. Victor and his daughter Joni escaped with their lives.”  He fell silent again.
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