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EMPIRE: JUDGMENT I – Tia
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Peter thrashed in a transparent flexible bag suspended from the ceiling of a metal room. Two silver-robed creatures – the utterly alien kwintath – moved about the sack. Occasionally, a black, broomstick-thin limb would emerge from the garment to tap a pipe or adjust one of the luminous gems set atop a short pillar before it.

Tia stared at the suspended man. “Is he healed?”  

“Sir Peter Cortez’s muscular structure and bone damage are repaired,” said the alien. “Though scars will remain.” The alien's grotesque insectoid face remained hidden within its robe as it spoke.

Scars I can live with.

“Then release him,” said Li-Pang. The demon stood beside Tia, eyeing the knight with an inscrutable expression. He’d only reluctantly agreed to heal Peter. Tia didn’t doubt his grudging assent brought with it a heavy price.

Fluid drained from the sack. The imprisoned man began to spasm. His eyes opened. The bag came apart. Sir Peter Cortez collapsed naked to the floor in a heap of goop. 

Tia knelt beside the knight. “Peter!”

Peter’s head swiveled. “Tia!”

Li-Pang raised his arms in a theatrical motion. “Arise.”

Peter twisted into a sitting position. “The pain – it’s gone! I can stand!” He lurched to his feet.”

“You are healed,” said Li-Pang. “Now, do you remember the vow you swore?”

Peter spit again. “I do, demon.”

“Such hostility.” Li-Pang waggled his finger at the Knight. “After all I did for you.”

Peter took a faltering step. “I don’t have to like you.”

“True. You merely must obey.”  Li-Pang flicked his fingers and produced a thin silver bracelet carved with intricate runes.

Tia started. She knew the nature of that adornment. Once Peter put it on, he’d be bound to obey Li-Pang. With that realization came another - Li-Pang didn’t trust the knight to hold to his vows.

“Put this one.” Li-Pang held out the armband.

Peter took the bracelet and flipped it over in his hands. “Not my preferred jewelry.”

“I insist.” Li-Pang stood there, unmoving, hands clasped.

Peter’s eyes flicked back and forth. Then he jammed the armband over his hand. “There. Satisfied?”

“Not yet.” Li-Pang faced Peter square in the eye. “The oath you made. Repeat it.”  His false joviality vanished.

Peter stared straight back at Li-Pang. “I swear by the True God and my honor that I will serve you for so long as you do not harm Tia Samos.”

“Interesting phrasing. But it will do. I accept your oath, Sir Cortez.”  

Li-Pang faced Tia, a second bracelet in his hand. He smiled. “Now, dear Tia, it is your turn.”

Tia took the armband. It truly was beautiful, a fitting adornment for a royal consort or a nobleman’s wife. It also meant the end of her freedom. Unless...not giving herself time to think, Tia jammed the bracelet onto her wrist and opened her mouth. “I will obey Li-Pang for so long as you do not harm Sir Peter Cortez.” She felt a phantasmal force brush against her mind upon speaking the last word,

Li-Pang looked at Tia and cocked his head. “Ingenious.” A dry chuckle escaped his throat. “Binding your fates together like that is ingenious. But it suits my purpose.” 

“You have plans, demon?”

“I do indeed,” said Li-Pang. “Important tasks await elsewhere. I have an Empire to judge for crimes against the gods.”

“Huh.” – Peter made a half lunge at the demon.

Li-Pang stepped sideways.

“Ah!” Peter fell to his knees in convulsions.

“Stop it!”

Li-Pang gave Tia a glance that radiated cruelty. “This is merely a demonstration.”

Peter collapsed against the machine.

“Sir Cortez,” the demon's voice was formal, commanding. “I spared your life because I have a use for you.”

“Go...to...Hell.”

“I admire your spirit. However, I suggest you gather your possessions. We depart the day after tomorrow.”

“Depart for where?” asked Tia.

“My palace.” Li-Pang spun on his heel and exited the room.

Tia helped Peter to his feet. “I have some clothes for you.” She thrust a tunic at the knight.

Peter sulked but shrugged into the garment. “Tia”-

“We’ll talk more later.” Tia put her hand on Peter’s bicep. “Right now, let’s get some food in you. Then you can rest. I will”-

Peter pulled his arm away from Tia. “This – this isn’t going to end well for either of us.”

Tia put her index finger across Peter’s mouth. “We’re both alive. Each day we live is a victory.”

Peter seemed to deflate. “Lead on, then.”

Tia guided Peter through the door. “Welcome to Glim-Toth-Ze.”

“Glim-Toth-Ze? I thought that was a ship.”

Tia paused and looked at Peter. “Glim-Toth-Ze is a ship, Peter. A ship that once sailed between the stars.”

Peter glanced about, taking in a worn corridor with angled walls that displayed scorch marks and discolorations where equipment had been removed. Black cables dropped from the ceiling. A jagged hole marred one wall. “Looks like it has seen better days.”

“It has,” agreed Tia. “Many of the Glim-Toth-Ze’s machines have failed. Fortunately, the Dat-Tat-Tur remained functional.”

“Dat-Tat-What?”

“Peter, that’s the machine you were in.” Tia placed a hand against his cheek. “Without it, you’d have died.”

“Huh.” Peter glanced up and down the corridor. “How about we get out of this...ship.”

“Follow me.”

They passed several more kwintath and their human Servitors as they made their way to the ship's exit. 

Peter stepped onto the dirt outside the circular hatch. “Not much to the place is there?”

Peter had a point – apart from Glim-Toth-Ze – which resembled giant dull coins of different diameters piled one atop the other, there was little here: just a handful of huts, a queer building made of four domes merged into a single structure, and an ugly black cylinder that resembled nothing so much as a giant squid that had crawled ashore from some forgotten sea and died. It even sported long tentacles before a mouthlike entryway. Peter’s gaze went straight to the squid building. “That’s it, isn’t it? Kwan’s Door.”

“It is,” said Tia. “The inside was filled with stone. Kyle has been digging it out for over a week.”

“Gardenia filled it in, didn’t she,” said Peter as Tia guided him along a track that didn’t deserve the designation ‘street.’ “I thought she let us leave Quadratum too easily,”

Gardenia. A Godborn sorceress whisked from their world and brought to this one by the Glim-Toth-Ze. She and her husband Lucius Fabius ruled Quadratum, an isolated human enclave on a lake filled with monsters and ruled by Dagon, a King among demons. Lucius had given Peter directions on how to find this place despite Gardenia’s disdain.

“Gardenia did more than that,” said Tia. “She tried to break the portal.”

Peter cast Tia a glance. “I take it she failed.”

“Li-Pang says the damage was superficial.”

Peter scowled at the demon's name.

A motion drew Tia’s gaze back to the huts. The catman Mur stood before one of the dwarfish elim, a dead beast slung over his shoulder. He continually roamed the hills and isolated groves looking for prey, which he brought back and traded for assorted knickknacks, half of which he gave to Tia.

Peter eyed the catman. “He’s coming with us, isn’t he.” It wasn’t a question.

Tia ushered Peter into the largest dome, a round space lined with work benches filled with curious machinery and occult relics. Rows of angular symbols covered the cream-colored walls. “Our home – at least for the time being.” Tia motioned at a second doorway. “Our room is through there.”

***
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Tia stood before an archway made of interwoven pipes and wire, studded with curious black and red spheres and boxes. Li-Pang hunched over a nearby plinth dotted with what appeared to be tiny gems and boxes but were in truth the controls that activated the portal. For that was what this archway was – Kwan’s Door. Right now, Tia could see a purple and black wall past the archway. That, however, would change once the portal was opened. Then it would create a rift that the bold or desperate could use to step between worlds if they were not driven mad by the experience or snatched away by the entities that dwelt in the void. 

Tia cast a glance to the side, at a second pillar, this one of black stone, surrounded by a constellation of arcane glyphs that hurt her eyes to look at. The plinth's top was a jagged wreck, mangled by Gardenia. Despite her efforts, the demon insisted the old Door remained functional, though he didn’t intend to use it.

“Aha.” Li-Pang straightened, then motioned at the archway. “The matrix forms. See?” He pointed to a dark gray mist shot through with flecks of color beneath the archway. The back wall was now invisible.

“Damn thing reeks of black sorcery.” Sir Peter Cortez joined her on the brink and glared into the depths. “Are those demons?”

“The lights are the edges of shapes you cannot perceive.”  Li-Pang joined his sleeves together. “They represent fates stranger than death.”  

“Demons.” Sir Peter glared at the short, thin man; whose visible skin was marked by a faint tracery of dark lines that gave him a scaled appearance. “Like you.”

“As you say.” Li-Pang appeared unperturbed by Peter’s words.

A huffing sound announced the arrival of a huge man in a battered blue jacket towing a small cart piled high with bundles, boxes, and canisters. He parked the conveyance beside an even larger heap of containers. Behind him, Mur pulled a second wagon, also laden with goods. “Master, these are the last of the provisions.”  His voice was utterly flat and devoid of emotion, as was his enormous, scarred head, separated from the rest of him by a thick iron band about his neck. He wore a battered blue coat, gray breeches, and black boots - the remnants of his old coachman's attire.

Li-Pang acknowledged the new arrival with a slight tilt of his head. “Very good, Kyle. Secure the parcels together as I have instructed.”

“Yes, Master.”  Kyle unloaded the cart, tying each item in turn to a length of silver chain. 

The quantity of provisions bothered Tia. According to Gardenia and Lucius, Kwan’s Door opened amidst the barrows at Cenotaph City, a year’s journey from the Empire. Supposedly, there were two other terminus points – one beneath the ruined Temple of the Heralds in Ur-Murk, and the other...someplace else. Soonlar? Silam and Li-Pang spent centuries interfering with the affairs of that southern nation, populated by kin of the ebony-skinned Saban’s. That was her best guess. But it could just as easily be in one of the ruined cities of Agba or the deserts of Kheff. Or anywhere else.

Were these supplies – enough to last for a month – intended for a journey to the Empire? Why not buy or barter provisions from Cenotaph City – supposedly a market center in addition to being a town? Unless the portal no longer terminated there.

Given Li-Pang’s goal, the Gate almost certainly opened in the Empire, likely close to the Capital, but where?

The Kirkwood, perhaps? The forest was within a fortnight of the Imperial Capital. Tia shuddered at the thought. Her first encounter with the entity naming itself ‘Li-Pang’ had occurred under its branches. Chance or Fate had kept it from being her last encounter. She dismissed the thought. 

Perhaps the mountains north of Regis, the imperial capital? But that didn’t seem likely, either. Imperial guardsmen patrolled those valleys and ridges. 

For that matter, hiding out in the wilds wasn’t Li-Pang’s style. The demon preferred to integrate himself with the local populaces. In Tia’s experiences, he’d masqueraded as a musician, an entertainer, a laborer, a cook, a guard, and a wandering chieftain’s son. In other incarnations, he’d posed as a king, priest, pirate, magician, peddler, and nomad warrior. Whatever Li-Pang’s plans were, they didn’t involve skulking in the wilderness. But if so, why the massive amount of provisions? 

“The journey is not without hazards.” Li-Pang faced Peter. “But you knew that.”

Peter grimaced at Li-Pang’s statement. Tia knew why. Once, he’d thought Kwan’s Door a secret escape route from this world and had prodded Tia along on a mad quest to reach it, despite cautionary tales at every step. Supposedly, most who reached this point turned back rather than brave the portal’s evils. 

Sim-Tat, a short, green-skinned goblin, entered the portal chamber. Like Kyle, a metal collar encircled his neck. Silver bracelets and loops of fine silver chain dangled from a post he clenched in on his four-fingered hand. “Here, Master.”  Sim-Tat presented the stick and its ornaments to Li-Pang. 

“Excellent.”  Li-Pang clasped the first bracelet to his wrist and handed the rod to Sim-Tat, who stuck a skinny arm through the second band. A length of fine chain connected the pair. Sim-Tat passed the rod to Tia. “Don the next bracelet and give the others to Sir Peter.”

Tia clasped the circlet. It felt oily to her touch. Strange shapes and odd glyphs adorned the metal. “What is it?”

“Additional protection.”  A note of earnestness crept into Li-Pang’s voice. “You do not wish to become separated from me in the etheric realm.”

Tia’s heart pounded as she remembered falling through that hellish void. She clasped the bracelet into place. Beside her, Peter winced.

“A child could break this.”  Peter lifted the chain with his index finger. 

“Not unless said ‘child’ was a veritable titan, Sir Knight.”  Amusement filled Li-Pang’s voice.

“I mistrust this.”  Peter clamped the fourth circlet about his right wrist and handed the last pair to Mur.

“I expect as much. But fear not, this adornment is merely protection.”

The next-to-last band barely fit around Mur’s wrist. 

Li-Pang directed his attention to the massive bundles of supplies. “Kyle, are you finished yet?”

“Almost, Master.”  Kyle clipped a final pack into place and stepped toward the demon.

Li-Pang emitted an exasperated sigh. “Not me, oaf – him.” He motioned at the catman, the chain tinkling across the stones behind him.

Kyle reached Mur and clamped the last circlet on his wrist, then affixed the chain.

“Ready at last.”  Li-Pang motioned. The heap of packs and crates rose into the air and drifted towards the group. “Follow me.”  With those words, he stepped beneath the arch.

Sim-Tat entered the abyss after his master. 

The chain tugged at Tia with an irresistible force – and then fell headlong through the portal as Peter swore a vehement oath and Mur hissed a phrase in the rachasa tongue. 

She twisted her head to see Peter’s face above her. He appeared distorted in the weird half-light. Past him, she glimpsed the starry spiral that dominated the heavens above Dagon’s world. Then she was twisting past shapes that twisted in dimensions her mind couldn’t grasp.

Confusion turned to terror when a luminous conglomeration of red and violet lights materialized beside Tia and extended a pseudopod toward her face. “Go away!” Tia shouted or tried to, for no sound permeated the substance around her. 

But the entity received her message and responded with an image suggestive of hordes of insects biting into her flesh. 

Seeing the creature’s appendage draw closer, Tia lifted her arm bound by Li-Pang’s bracelet. A brilliant flash of golden light filled her vision, followed by a gray flash as Peter’s blade connected with the entity’s limb. 

Pain and rage flared from Tia’s assailant as it spun away into the darkness. 

Tia turned to see Peter drifting nearby, blade in hand, and a mad grin on his face.

Ahead, an orange dot swelled into an orange disk dotted with dark protrusions. Tia watched Li-Pang twist to strike the disk feet first and rapidly oriented herself to do the same. 

Li-Pang slid into the disk as though it were a pond and vanished from sight. Sim-Tat, not quite erect, followed suit. 

And before Tia could react, the orange realm swallowed her. Then she stood upon a solid surface, peering through the orange haze at an array of curved and straight shapes. The air seemed stale and musty, like at the bottom of a crypt. “What is this place?”  Tia’s heartbeat sounded like a drum in her ears.

“This is the Palace of Ordo, Home of the Godeye.” Li-Pang finished the statement with a dramatic bow and flourish.

“I am not familiar with those names.”

“Few are.” Li-Pang sounded downright jovial.

“Tia, are you all right?”  Peter stood behind her in a fighter’s crouch, blade at the ready. 

“I am unharmed.”

Peter looked past Tia to Li-Pang and raised the wrist bound with the silver bracelet. “You said these trinkets offer protection!”  He took a menacing step towards Li-Pang. 

“They do.”  Li-Pang held his poise, but he sounded less confident than earlier. 

Tia placed a hand on the Knight’s shoulder. “Peter, don’t.”

An indrawn hiss of breath marked Mur’s arrival. The catman stood stock still, eyes flicking this way and that.

Peter ignored her touch and glared at Li-Pang. “Your mighty sorcery appears to have failed, demon.”  He raised the blade. A greenish-black ichor stained its tip. “Good thing I had this. It’ll think twice before facing me again.”

Li-Pang snorted. “That weapon is incapable of inflicting serious injury upon such an entity. At best, you trimmed its talon.”

Peter kicked a dark, curved object across the floor. Green fluid leaked from its furry stump. “Looks like more than a mere fingernail to me.”

Li-Pang’s eyes flicked to the gruesome object and then back to Peter. “You know nothing.”  But Tia noticed a slight change of expression in the demon’s features. Uncertainty.

“I’ll claim this as a memento.”  Peter knelt and grabbed the relic.

“Go ahead.”  Li-Pang’s voice held a note of contempt.

Kyle crashed to the floor on his belly. He rose to his feet just as the first massive bundle of provisions materialized. A large pack clipped him in the shoulder and knocked the big man into Mur. Tia stepped back to avoid an amphora that appeared before her nose. 

Li-Pang shook his head. “Kyle, you possess the grace of a three-legged ox.”

“Yes, Master.” Kyle winced and rubbed his shoulder.

“Are you injured?”

“No, Master.”  

Another chained-together heap of boxes and packs materialized, all but filling the luminous column. 

Kyle rotated his massive head, taking in the chamber. “Where do you wish the provisions stored?”

Tia faced Li-Pang. “You said this place is your palace?”

Li-Pang’s features curled into a tight smile. “The Palace of Ordo.”

Peter craned his neck. “Doesn’t look like much.”  

The demon shot the knight a contemptuous look. “We are in a cellar.”  

Li-Pang stepped from the illuminated area and raised both arms high, a shadowy figure in a dark expanse. Blue-white pinpricks appeared, like bright stars in the night sky. The demon flung his arms. Half the pinpricks elongated, casting a harsh glare on a circular chamber with a domed ceiling, empty apart from round or cubical bulges from the wall. 

Li-Pang motioned a second time. Tiny lights illuminated a straight tunnel with a curved ceiling. “That accesses the accommodation area.”  He took a few steps towards the corridor, trailed by Sim-Tat, who cast curious glances left and right.

Tia eyed the corridor. It closely resembled the oddly angled halls of Glim-Toth-Ze. Was it the same city, a deception of Li-Pangs? She said as much to the demon.

Li-Pang turned to her. “Oh, I admit the architecture is similar, but this place is far more wondrous.”

Tia arched an eyebrow. “What wonders might those be?”

Li-Pang paused, turned, and faced her. “Follow me and find out.”  His gaze flicked over to Kyle. “Place the supplies along that wall. My servants will fetch them.”

“Servants?” asked Tia.

“Ha! Demons, more like,” said Peter.

A thin smile appeared on Li-Pang’s face. “My servants are incapable of anything but perfect obedience. Now, follow.”  His tone made the statement a command. 

Peter preceded Tia from the orange column. Together they trailed behind Li-Pang into the passageway while Kyle and Mur lugged gear to the wall.

Blue-white ropes of light lit the curved surface of the corridor as they advanced, which was thrice a man’s height and wide enough for all four to walk abreast. 

Li-Pang set off along the hall, closely followed by Sim-Tat, while Peter and Tia walked side-by-side a fair distance behind the demon. 

The corridor made a gradual curve and then widened into a massive chamber dominated by a pit in its center and alcoves along the curved walls. Statues of humans and rachasa and strange creatures filled these recesses. A faint yellow glow emanated from the shaft. 

Peter eyed the hole. “Looks like the entrance to Hell.”

“No,” said Li-Pang, “it is merely a vent to the furnace that powers Ordo.”

“Furnace,” sneered Peter. “I’d have expected thousands of tormented souls.”

“You confuse me with the devil of your religion.”  Li-Pang approached the nearest statue, a well-painted, life-sized depiction of an aristocratic woman with slicked-back black hair, clad in a black corset and short skirt. A complex phrase escaped his throat. The statue stirred.

“Master,” said the statue in an archaic variant of the imperial tongue. “I await instructions.”

Li-Pang motioned at the others. “These are my guests. They are not to be harmed without my direct order.”

The statue’s head pivoted and surveyed each of the three in turn. “I hear and obey, Master.”  

“Good.”  Li-Pang’s head bobbed. He faced the others. “Meet Livia, one of my servants.” His gaze settled on Tia. “Livia possesses knowledge of cosmetics and female matters. She will be your maid.”

“I’m flattered.” Tia’s gaze was riveted to the statue. “Clay-of-Life golems, correct?”

Li-Pang beamed. “Very good, Lady Tia!”

Tia recollected more about the statues. In ages past, pagan priests imbued clay-of-life idols with captive spirits, letting them move, talk, fight, and perform magic. The True God’s clergy imitated their forbearers in the Church's early centuries but ultimately abandoned the practice as it smacked of demon traffic, at least until recently. Tia pushed that thought from her mind. “What manner of spirit animates the idol?”

Li-Pang’s smile remained fixed in place. “Not important.”

“I fought against such abominations at Persephone’s Cathedral.”  Menace filled Peter’s voice. “I say it is important.”

“Livia is not animated by a Servant of Justice,” said Li-Pang. “Nor are my other servants. I do not tolerate such entities here. They are obedient and without malice. That is all that needs concern you.”  

Tia placed a restraining hand on Peter’s shoulder before he could press the conversation at sword point. “Later,” she whispered into his ear.

Peter scowled but kept his silence while Li-Pang strode around the chamber, awakening other servitors in turn: a pair of hulking men in short kilts whom he introduced as Kubo and Kaaba, a gold-furred rachasa in a white cloak and dark kilt he named Saur, followed by an alien entity that resembled balls piled atop one another with stick-like limbs protruding from the joints whom her termed Iso. Tia guessed this one to be a relative of the kwintath.’ The last, Axal, resembled nothing so much as a fat snake or skinny dragon with red-tinged scales and absurdly small wings sprouting from its back. That one propelled itself via ridiculously short legs attached to clawed feet. 

Li-Pang sent Kubo and Kaaba into the portal chamber and instructed Livia and Saur to prepare apartments for habitation. Then he faced the others. “You asked me where my palace is located. I shall show you. Follow.”  With that, he turned and exited the chamber at a sharp angle, Sim-Tat on his heels.

Tia and Peter looked at one another, then followed the pair along a narrower corridor that spiraled upwards.

Li-Pang paused at an intersection. “The apartments are over there, along with a communal dining hall.”  

Tia watched Livia enter a distant doorway.

Then Li-Pang resumed the ascent. They emerged into the center of a wide dome beneath a starry sky. Tia immediately picked out familiar constellations. “We are back on our world.”

“No, you are not. We are in the Godeye, the place where I survey my kingdom.” He motioned at a tiny blue and white dot near the summit of the dome. “That is your world - and my domain, to do with as I see fit.”  He made a motion that encompassed the entire chamber. “My domain is the entirety of the world.”

Tia shuffled pieces in her head. “Is Ordo upon the moon?” The thought seemed preposterous. Impossible. 

“A reasonable deduction on your part, Lady Samos, but no.” Sardonic amusement filled Li-Pang’s voice. “Ordo is situated upon Guzur, more often termed the Demon Star.”



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


EMPIRE: JUDGMENT II – Peter
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Tia entered the chamber and spun in place. The room was spartan, with no furnishings other than a bed built into a wall. “It’s not much, but we’ll make the best of it.”

Peter wanted to rebuke Tia. Decency and honor forbade that option. But he couldn’t stay here either, not now. “I’ll check the perimeter.”  With those words, Peter turned from Tia and stalked into the labyrinthine halls of Li-Pang’s palace. 

I swore an oath to a demon. That thought resonated within the knight’s brain as he strode along one weirdly curved hall after another. Taking that oath, saying those words, negated everything he’d ever been. Worse...

Tia saved me. I’d intended to save her, but she saved me. A week earlier (if time itself still meant anything) Peter lay broken and bleeding at the base of a tall cliff. Li-Pang would have let him die of those wounds, but Tia had intervened, employing her courtly training in negotiation to change the demon's mind. It wasn’t the first time, either – twice before she’d pled with Li-Pang, and both times the archdemon had listened to her appeals. But each negotiation brought them closer to the demon's orbit, and now...Now I serve a demon. I have gone from a holy agent of justice to a servant of evil.

“Someday, I will kill that bastard.”  Peter held Sunpoint, the bronze knife of Mithras, before his face and inspected its blade. No nicks or scratches. Sharp as a razor. And most definitely capable of maiming a demon. Were demons more vulnerable in the etheric realm? He didn’t trust those who could answer the question. Li-Pang, after all, was a demon, and Kyle, well, Kyle was possessed. Sort of.

But despite Sunpoint’s threat to his person, the demon permitted Peter to carry the weapon anyhow, claiming it was too puny to cause him serious harm. That assertion might even be true – Peter remembered Silam shrugging off a stab wound from the blessed blade in a dark forest. Yet there was another reason as well.

Peter lifted his right arm and stared at the silver band wrapped around his wrist, its surface engraved with swirling lines and tiny glyphs. It looked artistic, the sort of adornment often worn by aristocrats and prosperous commoners of both sexes. Yet the bracelet was no mere vanity – instead, it was a means of control. Spells bound within the band; and enchantments linked to Peter’s soul constricted his activities.

I swear by the True God and my honor that I will serve you for so long as you do not harm Tia Samos. Those were the words he’d said upon donning the bracelet. His shame, his choice. Then the demon presented Tia with an identical talisman. And what had that beautiful, brilliant, and infuriating woman done? Why, she’d sworn an oath identical to his, save for the name, damning them both. Except she didn’t see it that way. No, Tia saw the whole thing not as irreversible damnation, but as a negotiation – a position she’d stuck to even as his temper flared. Rather than release his anger on her, Peter opted to leave. Hence his hike through this...place. 

The lights abruptly dimmed, marking the onset of fake nightfall. It seemed early. The demon is playing games again. Let him. 

Peter entered a side corridor that stretched away into the distance. Maybe it went to the surface. Or maybe it went to the dungeons. What sort of demon palace didn’t have dungeons? 

Tia said this was a kwintath place. Well, she would know. Tia had spent weeks in that alien outpost dealing with those creatures, while he’d been floating in a grotesque sack, incomprehensible things repairing his broken body. That thought made him shudder. 

An intersection loomed before him. Peter entered the right-hand corridor, took a dozen steps, and halted before a featureless slab of metal that sealed the corridor. What the Hell? He extended his hand. Cold stung his fingertips when they contacted the metal. Sealed. But why?

Peter took a couple of paces back from the barrier and inspected the surrounding walls. Black marks. Dimples and creases. There’d been a fight here. One that had damaged the walls. Li-Pang’s work? Peter exhaled with pent-up frustration. Of course, it was Li-Pang’s work. Or Silam’s. Or some demon lackey of theirs. 

Peter spun on his heel and started for the intersection. A hot needle of pain spiked through the sole of his left foot. Now what? A spell? Screw it. Peter took another step – and again, that fiery pinprick stabbed into his foot. Shit. He halted. Put his back to the wall. He slid until his butt hit the floor. Pulled off the boot – and stared at a small incision weeping blood and pus. A blister. 

A laugh escaped Peter’s throat. Demons. Monsters. Dire peril – and now a blister. A thought made him check his palms – smooth, unblemished skin, lacking in the hardened calluses he’d carried since being a teenager. What? 

“It was probably the kwintath’s machine,” said a familiar voice from beside the knight. “Got rid of sword calluses when it fixed you up.”

It can’t be. He’s dead. But Peter rotated his neck anyhow. His cousin Charles lounged against the wall, boyish face framed with ginger curls, wearing hunter’s green. “I’ve gone mad.”

Charles flashed that infuriating grin of his. “Perhaps. Or maybe I’m a ghost.”  He shrugged. “After all, I was sacrificed in a demonic ritual.”

Unfortunately, that explanation sounded at least as plausible to Peter as insanity. “Or maybe that demon bastard is playing with me.”

Charles nodded. “That’s possible too.”  

Peter lunged at his cousin, slipped, and landed flat on his face. When he raised his head, Charles was gone. Hard footsteps sounded in the distance. Was Charles – or whatever masqueraded as his cousin – fleeing? No. 

The steps drew nearer. A compact furry shape rounded the corner. Mur? No. The movement was all wrong. This was one of Li-Pang’s toys. A golem.  

The blocky figure of Saur came into view, then halted. “Sir Cortez.”

“Sir Saur.”

“I am no knight.” Was that a trace of humor in the things speech? “I thought you were with Tia Samos.”

“I decided to take a walk and explore my new home.”

“Such excursions are pointless at best. Possibly even dangerous.”

“I have fought men and monsters before,” said Peter. “I’ve even bested demons.”

“No doubt. However, you are now on Guzur. There are perils here beyond your understanding.”

Guzur. The name didn’t mean anything to Peter.

“I have seen naught save empty halls.” Except, perhaps for his cousin's ghost.

“Guzur the Herald is far from empty, I assure you.” Kubo rotated in place and then entered the intersecting hall. 

Peter shrugged and followed the golem.

Saur halted before a circular metal slab set in the wall, then tapped a protrusion off to one side. The slab rolled away, exposing a dark space filled with metal chests piled haphazardly atop one another.

“What is this place?”

“A storeroom,” said the stone catman.

“A storeroom for what? Sorcerous talismans? Books of sorcery?”

Saur rotated its head to face the knight. “Nay, Sir Peter Cortez. These containers hold mundane furnishings – tapestries and blankets, portraits and musical instruments, clothing, and culinary equipment from times long past.” The golem paused. “Though I do believe there may be a few mundane books in here as well. The Master commanded these items be brought to Tia Samos, who may employ them as she sees fit.”

“Huh.” Peter reached into the chamber and pulled out a case large enough to hold a child, held shut by a simple latch. He flipped it open and found himself staring at...cloth. Blankets. Clothing. Tia might like this stuff. “Well, then, let’s take these treasures to her.”

Saur said nothing, instead grabbing a large crate with either hand before lumbering down the corridor. Peter hefted the first chest and followed behind the construct.

Peter followed the idol through a looping tangle of passages to the corridor that led to their quarters.

Nobody was present in the cavernous dining hall, though the kitchen door stood open. 

Saur dropped chests on the hall's metal table and strode off. Peter deposited his box beside the others.

He wondered what Tia intended to prepare for tonight’s meal. Probably stew. Their supplies were basic: salted meats, dried vegetables, and sacks of stuff that looked like grain but wasn’t. Edible, but not great. Still, Tia’s culinary skills should be up to the challenge.

The thought of Tia cooking made him smile. All those months he’d guarded her in the empire, and she’d never prepared any food more complicated than jam on toast. Instead, she’d dined at inns and noble houses or consumed the simple fare prepared by Rebecca or Kyle. That changed with her captivity in Corber Port. Now, Tia was an adequate chef in her own right.

Peter entered their spartan apartment and found Tia sitting on the bed. “I found you some household accouterments.” Peter motioned at the door. “Care to take a look?”

“Why, I’d be delighted. This place could stand some accessories.” Tia swept from the chamber, looking every inch the aristocratic woman. 

Tia opened the first container and pulled a filmy blue-green gown from its depths and held it to the light. “This is interesting.”

“Oh?” Peter’s knowledge of fashion could be written on a handkerchief – a small handkerchief.

“This is from Agba.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Aliens and demons alike recruited servitors from that fallen civilization. 

Tia removed a pair of thick books with covers inscribed in a strange script. “Hmm.” She drummed the top of the chest with her index finger. “Peter?”

“Yes?”

“Is there more?”

“A whole room full. Tapestries, rugs, pots, piles, and piles of stuff.”

“Good.” Tia came to a decision. “I have a great deal of decorating to do.” But her hand didn’t leave the books.

“As you wish.” Tia was up to something. But playing porter would keep him occupied. 

Peter retraced his steps to the storeroom and passed Kubo headed in the other direction with four massive rolls of colored cloth draped over his shoulders. Tapestries, maybe. Or rugs. 

At the storeroom, Peter took in a stack of chests and another dozen odd rolls of fabric. He also spotted ornate furniture lined against the wall – an actual vanity that sported a large mirror with an ornate frame shaped like intertwining vines. Next to it was a wardrobe the size of a coffin. Those should add a bit of cheer to their apartment.

Peter grabbed the end of another box and found it much heavier than he’d expected. Objects clinked together inside. He debated selecting another and decided against it. 

Back in the dining hall, he spotted piles of goods arrayed on the tables – clothes, blankets, pots and pans, more books. Tia was bent over a large rug or tapestry spread out on the floor, one that depicted olive-skinned men and women reclining on couches. “Looks like something from the imperial court.”

“It is.” Tia pursed her lips. “First Empire, I think.”

“Correct.” Li-Pang sauntered into the room, giving it a sweeping glance. “Getting settled in, I see. I have no doubt you’ll put these old accouterments to good use.”

“I thank you for letting us make use of these adornments,” said Tia.

“Think nothing of it.” Li-Pang made a circuit of the room as he spoke, peering at various random objects.

“What brings you here?” Peter wanted to use harsher language, but something stopped him.

Li-Pang halted and faced Peter. “My, aren’t you the bold one? I don’t know what Tia sees in you.”

Peter bristled but kept his silence.

“But to answer your question, I am assessing the state of my palace.” Li-Pang rotated his head again, focused on a flat, round box set almost flat within a wall. Light reflected off a bit of glass in its center. “What’s this?”

“What’s what?” The small cylinder looked less strange than much of the other stuff here.

The demon ignored Peter and walked right up to the cylinder. “Spies? They dare?” 

Peter and Tia looked at each other. 

A mocking grin appeared on the demon's face. “I see you.” He made an arcane motion that sent a chain of sparks into the device. “Huh. Somebody was on their toes.” Then without a word of acknowledgment or explanation, Li-Pang strode from the chamber.

Tia approached the cylinder, which now looked distinctly scorched. “Hmm...I wonder...yes, that is glass. A lens. I am almost certain of it.”

Peter stood beside Tia. “So?”

“I think this may be a camera.”

“Camera?” Peter remembered the contraptions from his time in the imperial capital and later in Corber Port. “It took our picture?” The thought was disturbing, He wondered how many similar devices were scattered about the palace. 

Tia faced Peter. “Sort of. I saw kwintath cameras that could...magically move...images great distances. It means somebody else knows we are here.”

Peter digested that thought for a moment. “Well, it certainly ticked off His Infernalness.” That was a plus in his book.
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EMPIRE: JUDGMENT III – Rebecca
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Rebecca repressed a shiver as the Sea Flower sailed past yet another iceberg. Beyond it rose a hilly coastline dominated by a dense mat of coniferous trees. She turned to Cabot. “Green Race? This channel is better named the Ice Water.”  She gestured at the berg. “It’s not even winter yet.”

Cabot smiled at her. “During winter, the whole channel freezes. Men ride dog-pulled sleds across the ice.”  

“Gah!”  Rebecca playfully punched Cabot in his muscular bicep. “You mean it gets worse? I’m just a poor southern girl, unused to the cold.”

Cabot wrapped an arm around Rebecca’s midsection and drew her close. “Your father was a Gotlander, used to chill waters. You will adapt.”

“I hope we’re not here that long.”  Rebecca leaned her head against Cabot’s shoulder. “Though these dog-pulled sleds sound intriguing.”

“That’s enough, lovebirds!” John Clive’s voice rang from the helm. “Trim the sails lest we founder on those rocks.”  Their nominal commander punctuated the statement with a gesture at the bursts of spray just past the tip of a protruding headland. 

“Aye, Captain!”  Barry lumbered across the deck and tugged at a thick hawser. The former farm boy had become a passable mariner these last few weeks.

Not so Rebecca. She was certain Clive had it in for her. She pouted as Cabot pulled away from her and went to help Barry. She shivered and drew her fur-lined cloak in close. Permia. Why did it have to be this frozen outpost of Hell? Why not somewhere warm, like the Free Cities? A glance at the blond man holding the wheel answered those questions. 

John Clive. Now there was a piece of work. Square-faced, blond-haired, squat, and muscular. He walked with a slight hitch in his step, probably from an old war wound. Yet he was one damn dangerous son of a bitch. Rebecca had watched him spar with Cabot and judged him a match for most knights. He was also light on his feet and could practically walk right up the damn mast. But what made him truly dangerous was the little token beneath his shirt – the image of an eye, which marked him an officer in Imperial Intelligence. 

They were here because Imperial Intelligence believed they could garner knowledge of demonic activities from an outpost of the Old Races hidden in this frozen wasteland, an act of bureaucratic madness if ever there was one. Then those soulless spies compounded their folly by entrusting Lysander with an alien artifact – a device that looked like a blank metal mask - to access that installation. Then they’d put John Clive in charge to ride herd on the wizard and everybody else.

Sail trimmed; Sea Flower glided past the rocks and rounded the headland. Clive shouted another command and the men pulled at more ropes. A tangle of blocky buildings appeared beneath a smoky haze to either side of a murky river.

“Narad,” said an aged voice from behind Rebecca. “Chief city and capital of Permia.”

Rebecca picked out individual buildings: massive warehouses, cubical tenements, and longhouses. 

“East meets west.”  Lysander joined Rebecca at the prow. “Saranac the Red, a Kitrin exile from the far west, founded Permia nigh three centuries ago. His descendants made common cause with colonists from Gotland. Each brought their style of architecture to the city.”

Architecture. A fancy name for a bunch of grim hovels. “Thank you for another history lesson.”  

The wizard was fond of history lessons. Since leaving Corber Port last month he’d lectured on the history of each land they sailed past.

He’d begun by recounting the history of Equitant, a province founded by discharged legionnaires who’d transformed it into an innovative powerhouse. Rebecca already knew that; after all, her former boss Tia Samos came from that province and often extolled those innovations while harping about imperial restrictions on those wonders.

Some of those wonders, Rebecca knew, had their roots in Equitant’s neighbor Sinaliel, homeland to the elves. 

Elves were a strange lot, seeing things invisible to ordinary folk, preferring favors to coin, and locking their thoughts into crystalline gems in place of the written word. But in other ways, elves were a lot like humans.

Take the folk of Maranon and Ellerine, a pair of big elf cities north of the March. True, their inhabitants lived in weird towers or mushroom-shaped huts, but they also tended fields, chiseled statues, and carved wood into fantastic shapes much like human people did in the Empire. And like their counterparts in the Empire, the pointy-eared aristocrats of those metropolises dwelt in big old palaces with scads of servants and spent most of their time in schemes and squabbles against each other. Yeah, the elves had their strange style but were no strangers to human-style intrigue and greed down pat. Lysander, naturally, lectured about all this crap. Maybe that was why Clive gave Maranon a wide berth when sailing north.

Some elves, though, were way different from humans. Vallum, up the coast from Maranon, was a prime example of those differences. The whole damn populace lived in treehouses that blended right in with the densely forested coastline. Rebecca heard faint atonal chants from those arboreal dwellings as the Sea Flower sailed past the harbor. That night Rebecca dreamed she floated through an ethereal forest surrounded by creatures that were not human. 

Flapping wings and strange trilling sounds jolted Rebecca from her morning meditation the day after the Sea Flower sailed past Vallum. She’d opened her eyes to find a nude winged woman no bigger than a doll hovering before her face. The green-skinned flier stuck her tongue out at the minstrel, then spun away to join a flock of her sisters. 

The creatures hopped from rail to rigging, fingered the lines and canvas, calling back and forth to each other in trilling voices that resembled birdsong more than speech. One inspected the compass, another took a piece of cheese from Clive, while a third pulled the cork off a wine bottle and took an impressive swig. One landed on Rebecca’s outstretched palm, and stood there, regarding the minstrel with features at once beautiful and alien, inscrutable face framed in emerald locks, exposing sharp pointed teeth when she smiled. Rebecca thought the bird-girls skin was strangely rubbery, almost like it was a suit. Then the whole flock vanished in a chorus of trills right as Lysander and Barry came on deck.

‘Those were sylphs,’ the wizard told Rebecca later, etheric spirits brought to the physical realm by the power of the Fairy Stone in Tel Sylvas, inland and upriver from Vallum. The Stone was set in a circle of dead ground a mile across, its perimeter lined with hovels, manors, and markets that were home to a populace strange even by elf standards. He spoke of singing killers, blind mystics, makers of incomprehensible things, an account that confirmed a hundred rumors and rebuked a hundred more.

No one knew the Fairy Stone’s origin, not even the greatest of elf sages. It simply was – a great gray-green rock big as a house, pitted, cracked, and festooned with toadstool growths that occasionally popped and gave birth to the brownies, dryads, sprites, and sylphs that swarmed Tel Sylvas’s narrow streets and spilled into the surrounding forests and beyond. 

‘Couldn’t demons use the Stone to come here?’

‘The Faerie Stone is keyed to the fey alone,’ said Lysander, ‘and it works only one way, from there to here.’

‘That’s why the elves tried the ritual in Corber Port,’ said Rebecca. ‘It wouldn’t have worked here.’

‘True,’ said the wizard, tone suddenly glum. One of the elves behind that catastrophic ritual had been his estranged wife. 

Rebecca didn’t share the wizard's grief. His former spouse was a homicidal bitch who’d murdered thousands in a mad ritual. The wizard hadn’t had a clue, not until it was too late. 

Late the next day, the Sea Flower pulled into the outlet of a small river to replenish their water. Cabot splashed ashore with a pair of buckets – and straight into the arms of a nude woman with green hair and nut-brown skin who tugged at his clothes and hair. Mesmerized, the mariner dropped the pails and plodded after her into the forest. Rebecca caught up with them right as the woman walked straight into the trunk of an oak tree, actually melding with it. That, Lysander told her, was a dryad. Rebecca told Cabot to be wary of weird women while in Elfland.

A couple days later the Sea Flower was anchored in a small cove for the evening. Eerie piping drew Rebecca on deck. There, she spied strange figures with goat-like heads, furry legs, and hooved feet cavorting about a bonfire on the beach, passing skins of liquor about. A pair of these beings caught sight of the watching minstrel and dropped their breechclouts, exposing huge penises, and making her burst into laughter. ‘Satyr’s,’ Lysander told her, also termed ‘korred’ or ‘fauns.’ Not spirits made flesh, but a physical race like men or goblins. Most of Sinaliel’s satyrs dwelt in Sorel, a wooded port they sailed past the next day. Rebecca took in crumbling colonnaded buildings and sprawling longhouses, but the city's inhabitants were barely discernable even with the spyglass.

Past Sorel, the channel narrowed substantially. Lysander pointed at a tall tower that rose from a wooded bluff on the eastern shore – Storm Point, the stronghold of the Fairy Queen Yrsa, who presided over a court filled with shapeshifters. Rebecca stared at that spire for hours, mentally going over rumors about Yrsa: how she’d raised storms that wrecked entire fleets, transformed marauders into beasts, and taken a Gotlander lord to her bed. 

Rebecca loathed the round metal towers and cubes of Hoari at first sight, a feeling she shared with everybody on board save Lysander, a sensation that only increased after spying teams of goblin and human slaves tending to huge vats before the structures. Uncharacteristically, the mage said nothing about Hoari. But Rebecca read expressions better than words. Hoari held dire secrets – and the wizard knew what they were.

Elfland emptied north of Hoari: no elves, no fauns, no fey, merely mile upon mile of stunted spruce trees and the occasional moose. Only once did they see signs of habitation – a clutch of rude huts no different than those in the empire – and that was on the Gotland side of the channel. A shifter settlement? Lysander said it was possible.

Sinaliel and Gotland both came to a halt at a narrow straight with icy peaks to either side. Lysander named the ones on the western shore the Seven Sisters. Rebecca termed them the Frozen Bitches. Regardless of the name, they separated Sinaliel from Permia.

Koir, a rundown fortress overlooking a fallen bridge, was set just north of the Frozen Bitches. Lysander said it was a dwarf place, but Rebecca didn’t see anybody. 

Now they were almost to Narad, the current capital of Permia, otherwise known as the coldest country on the planet. There were stories and songs here, but Rebecca was too chilled to care.

Cabot secured a line, then strode over to Rebecca.

Lysander pointed at a gap in the shore to the harbors north. “The mouth of the Rockwater. It springs from the Lake of Winds.”

Lake of Winds. It took Rebecca a moment to parse the reference. “Isn’t that where Atrius found the Door to Dagon’s World?”

The wizard nodded. “It is.”

Atrius. The old wizard who’d somehow not only made it to that level of Hell but made it back with his marbles intact. Well, sort of intact. Lysander said Atrius spent a decade putting his head back together in a monastery before rejoining society. Still, that accomplishment told Rebecca it was at least possible for Tia to escape from that horrid realm.

“We go there?”

Lysander shook his head. “Atrius believed the Door he went through functioned in but one direction.” 

“Oh.” A sunburst banner flying above a squat tower set back from the waterfront caught Rebecca’s attention. “That must be the imperial embassy.”  She pitied the souls posted here during the winter months.

Cabot nodded. “Yep.”  He pointed at a massive longhouse that crowned a hill near the embassy. A green flag emblazoned with a gold crown flew on a nearby post. “That’s Conon’s old consulate. Grand high mucky-mucks from Conon and the Empire jawed at each other clear through the war.”

“But the war’s over,” said Rebecca. “Conon is part of the empire now. So why is their flag still flying?”

“Because Conon’s former king married his daughter off to Baron Var Karmen’s son.” Cabot paused. “Supposedly, the Baron is looking to marry his daughter off to an imperial family.”

“That could get interesting.” 

“Yes.”  

A pilot boat guided the Seeker to an isolated berth on a dilapidated wharf, where waves sloshed beneath missing planks. A massive Gotlander whose braided red locks hung over a bearskin cloak stumped along the dock to greet them, flanked by a pair of armored warriors. “I am Sir Hogner Grant, harbormaster of Narad,” bellowed the fellow at the Seeker. “Who are you?”

Clive faced the Gotlander. “I am Captain Clive of the Sea Flower, out of Corber Port with a hundred kegs of Carbone Red for Grundy Gothdom of Narad.”

“Southern wine, eh?” The Gotlander stroked his beard, a massive thatch festooned with beads and trinkets. “I prefer ale, of course, but good southern wine has its place. The baron's share is ten kegs. Anything else?”

“Twenty bolts fine of fine cotton from Niteroi, for a Master Erikson.”

“Cotton.” The Harbormaster spat into the harbor. “Too thin for Permia, save in summer, which has fled. Still, women like the stuff. The Baron takes two bolts for his stores. Anything else?”

Clive motioned at Lysander. “Master Lawrence here is a figurehead for a mercantile consortium in Equitant. He wishes to investigate Permia’s markets for opportunities.”

“His sort comes by here all the time.” The Harbormaster spat into the water. “The docking fee is twenty dinars a day.”

Clive handed Hogner a small pouch.

Hogner emptied its contents into his palm and handed the wizard a brass disk stamped with the poorly rendered image of a ship. “Good until sundown tomorrow. Stay longer, pay another twenty dinars.” With that, he turned to the nearest lout and barked a few words in the Gotlander tongue. The man took off at a steady trot. “There. I have sent word to Gothdom and Erikson.”  A broad smile appeared on his face. “Now, there is the matter of papers, docking fees, and customs dues to address while we await Goodman Gothdom’s arrival.” 

Then you must register at the Baron’s Residence.”  He glanced at the sun, which was most of the way to the western horizon. “Best hurry. Those sluggards lock up at dusk.”

Clive smiled and motioned at Rebecca. “Mind if I send my clerk to the manor while we deal with the paperwork?”

“Fair enough.” Hogner produced a second pass, but this time he only demanded five dinars. 

“Good. Barry, go with her.”

Rebecca grabbed a coin pouch and her lyre – prompting a raised eyebrow but no words from Hogner – and strolled right off the Sea Flower and onto the narrow cobblestone streets of Narad. They walked between grim stone warehouses and decrepit longhouses. Plump blond-haired women in long dresses and oily youths in fur and leather eyed her as they navigated the streets, half of them accompanied by hairy mutts that looked more wolf than dog. Twice they passed by small knots of elves.

Their course took them along a wide avenue choked with wains moving east and west. The eastbound wagons were mostly empty, but heavy barrels smeared with oil from the Porpita Pools west of the city filled the others. 

“Lysander says that oil is the source of Permia’s wealth,” said Barry. “He also says they’re fools coz it’ll run out someday.” 

One of the carters slowed, leaned from his wagon, and made Rebecca a crude offer that caused Barry’s ears to flush.

Rebecca, no stranger to such propositions, responded with a counterproposal that prompted a ‘guffaw’ from the wagoner. 

“You let them say things like that to you?”

“I’m used to it,” Rebecca told him. “Besides, it’s fun.”

A second carter, this one a rotund woman with long dark braids slowed, told Barry he needed a woman with meat on her bones, and offered him a job. 

Barry blushed and shook his head.

“Must be the place,” said Rebecca as they approached a wall guarded by a pair of rough-looking square gate towers. The sound of steel ringing against steel came from the other side. 

A bearded lout demanded a dinar for access, copped a feel, and then told Rebecca to take the stairs to the right once in the manor. Two armored oafs swung huge swords at each other in a courtyard past the gate while a row of young men and women watched with halfhearted interest. Six or eight dogs squabbled over something in a corner. She told Barry to wait while she headed for the manor.

To Rebecca’s eyes, Baron Var Karman’s Manor didn’t look like much: a three-story stone cube barely big enough for a proper noble’s residence, yet signs above the door proclaimed the presence of administrative offices. 

Entrance cost her another dinar, but at least she didn’t get fondled this time. Then she waited in a line of supplicants outside an undersized office listening to muttered conversations from within. Eventually, it was her turn. The official – a rather attractive blond-haired fellow with a cruel smirk – recited a bunch of legal gibberish that ended in a demand for twenty imperial dinars and a crude suggestion as to how the fees could be reduced.

Rebecca, who’d wined, dined, and bedded her share of unsavory characters took the hint and left the office arm in arm with the philandering bureaucrat. 

Outside, she spotted Barry plopped on a log bouncing a big-breasted blond lass on his knee. She tossed the kid a dinar and let the official escort her to an establishment that offered thick steaks, strong wine, and convenient upstairs bedrooms.

Twilight had almost faded into torchlit blackness by the time Rebecca escaped her date. She hefted the depleted coin pouch. Sighed. Raucous voices drew her attention to a doorway with mugs dangling from the signboard. 

Time to put my hoodoo to work. It turned out that being a minstrel infused with three tiny snippets of the Old Songs gave a Rover Girl a sideways knack for the occult arts. Rebecca couldn’t cast a proper spell to save her life, but music was a kissing cousin to magic. The right fight song would stiffen a farm boy’s spine before a battle. Sing a lullaby just so, and even a wide-awake fellow would yawn. Other songs could charm beasts, make men mad, or bring them to tears. She’d known all that for years but hadn’t realized that was magic until a priest of Saint Harmonious sat her down and laid it out for her.

Words with a muscular innkeeper in a gold-trimmed red jacket got Rebecca a spot on a triangular stage facing a crowd of burly drunks – including several with lots of extra hair. Skin shifters, like as not. Hopefully, they’d keep themselves under control. Half sported red beards and wore fur cloaks. The other patrons came from all over: Gotlanders, imperials, sailors from the Free Cities. Just the sort of audience she could manage. She broke out the lyre. Her first song got the mob's attention. The second had the brutes stamping their feet. Coins flew across the taproom and landed on the stage. She kept on playing until the drunks fell over. The innkeeper claimed half the take on her way out.

Cabot greeted her at the ramp as the sun broke the horizon. “I was getting worried about you.” He glanced at the stern cabin. “That bastard Clive wouldn’t’ let me leave. Then he fell into the hold and broke his leg. I was starting to think the same happened to you.”

“Sucks to be him,” Rebecca couldn’t find any sympathy for the hard ass. “No, I was all right. I stopped off to play some tunes at a taproom for coin on the way back.”

“Where’s the kid?”

“He didn’t make it back?”

“Nope.” Cabot shook his head.

“He was with a girl when I left him.”  

A wicked smile appeared on Cabot’s face. “That explains it.”

Men. Rebecca ducked into the forecastle, relishing the warmth emanating from the small iron stove. A solitary lantern illuminated three cramped bunks and a tiny table. “The fees wiped out most of my dinars.”

“Tell me about it. Clive got cleaned out. I think we’re down to coppers.”

“Well,” Rebecca pulled forth the coin pouch. “I did make some coin at the tavern. But it’s not proper imperial coinage.”

“Let me see that.”  Cabot took the pouch and emptied it onto the tiny mess table. He motioned at an octagon. “Gotlander silver penny – equal to a dinar, give or take.”

Rebecca made a face. “I know that. It’s these others. Like this one.”  She plucked an engraved silver bead from the heap.

Now it was Cabot’s turn to make a face. “Traagian bead.”  

“Demon money?”  Rebecca dropped the bead. “Is it like, cursed?”

Cabot stared at the coin. “Traag did trade here through Conon all through the war. No, it’s not cursed. But it’s not worth very much, either. Half a dinar, maybe.”

“What about this one?”  Rebecca took a third silver from the pile, an irregular disk with faded marks.

“Ah, that’s an old Permian penny. There hasn’t been any made in fifty years.”

“So, instead the locals use this hodgepodge.”  Rebecca swept the currency into her pouch. “I’m wiped.”
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