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“Sir, please grant us shelter.” A sneeze threatened to erupt through Tia’s nose as she spoke the words.

“No.”  Beady eyes lost in a tangle of facial hair glared at Tia.

“Ah-choo!” The sneeze’s violence made Tia’s slight body curl despite the sodden mass of her dress. “I shall inform Master Brutus of your inhospitality.”

“The orders come from him.” The window banged shut.

“Wretched peasants.”  Sir Peter Cortez reached for his sword hilt. “Who are they, to refuse shelter to their betters?” 

Tia placed a restraining hand on the knight’s arm. “Don’t bother, Sir Cortez. We depart from this place at once. Kyle!” The last word was directed at a huge man whose cask-like body strained at a long blue jacket.

“Yes, my lady.” Kyle lifted her without effort and trudged across the yard, boots making sucking sounds with each step.

Once in the cart, Tia huddled against her maid Rebecca while Kyle heaved himself onto the driver’s bench. 

The wain lurched into motion and almost collided with a pair of figures in clerical cassocks. Tia glimpsed a wrinkled female face fringed by gray hair. 

“Beware,” said the priestess as the wagon rolled past, with other words lost in the cacophony of pounding rain and rumbling wheels. 

Wonderful. The priestess was probably warning them of bandits. The roads swarmed with such vermin these days.

The knight rode alongside the wagon. “Sir Peter, how far to the next shelter?”

“The old monastery is two miles from here.”

“Will the monks permit us to shelter there?”  Tia reached the wagon. Another sneeze threatened to escape. Two miles. Half an hour on this miserable road.

“It’s abandoned.”

‘Abandoned’ didn’t sound hopeful. But at this point, Tia was ready to commandeer the next barn, shack, or wild animal den they came across, so long as it was dry.

The wagon lurched sideways. Tia slammed into Rebecca. “Kyle, must you strike every chuckhole?”  

Auburn hair peeped from beneath Rebecca’s hood as she straightened herself. “It’s all right, my lady.”

“No, it’s not all right,” said Tia. “Thanks to his piss poor driving,” she jabbed her index finger into the oafs back, “my nice dry carriage is back at Stone Hollow with a broken axle.”

The wagon rumbled through a corner. Bramble and weeds stretched into the distance on either side of the road. Ahead, the road dipped into a gully with a plank bridge at the low point. 

God above, what a depressing place. I need a hit of Dust. Tia’s hand crept toward her hidden jacket pocket. Just one little hit to tide me over until I’m someplace warm and dry with a decent bottle of wine at hand. 

Sir Peter’s steed appeared alongside the wagon. His gauntleted hand motioned at a spiky shape that leaned over the highway on the gorge's opposite side. “That’s the Boundary Tree, my lady – the border between Cosslet, Lupton, and Caestoninus baronies.”  

Tia squinted at the tree. Brown-robed figures and half a dozen head of cattle huddled beneath its branches. Peasants, not bandits. 

The tree vanished from view as the road dropped towards a bridge almost submerged beneath the orange-tinted water. 

“Ochre Creek,” said Sir Peter. “It’s tainted by the old mines north of here.”

Tia didn’t care about worthless pits in the ground. She just hoped the wretched bridge didn’t collapse.

The cart’s wheels struck the bridge with a jolt and took on a hollow sound. Then they were across, and Ginger began towing the conveyance up the far slope. 

“My lady, we should reach Cosslet Castle before nightfall,” said Peter.

Tia suppressed a groan. Peter’s half-brother Ian was suitor number four on ‘the list.’  

Tia sighed. Marriage was such a bother! But her parents were determined to attain aristocratic rank, which meant their offspring – specifically Tia, as her brother was much too young – had to find nobles willing to marry beneath their station. Alas, most such aristocrats possessed flawed bodies, flawed characters, or both. Plus, they were all in debt to their eyeballs. No doubt Baron Cortez hoped for a handsome dowry to settle his pile of bills. 

A gust of wind blew rain into Tia’s eyes and turned the world into a watery blur. Worse, the dampness had reached her hair. My curls will be ruined. How can I make a good first impression on the bumpkin Baron if my hair is a mess? She plucked at her sodden coat. Not to mention the rest of me. Perhaps we can stay overnight at an inn. The thought made her shudder. Previous roadhouses boasted poor food, coarse company, and bedbugs. Such rude accommodations were suitable only for the lower orders. 

Another jolt snapped Tia from her reverie. We’ve stopped. Had the empire’s worst driver managed to break yet another wheel? Tia opened her mouth for a retort. Sir Peter's outthrust hand filled her vision.

“My lady, stay in the cart.” The knight’s helm rotated as he surveyed the landscape. Naked’ steel slick with water gleamed in his fist.

Kyle’s bulk tensed. His beefy hand reached beneath the bench. 

“What happened?”  Nerves made Tia’s voice shrill. “Bandits?” Tia’s gaze swept from side to side, but the liquid veil remained impenetrable. Brush. Rocks. Weeds. Ahead, the giant oak branches drooped over the road. She blinked. The branches hung at the wrong angle. Queer mounds blocked the highway. 

Sir Peter edged his steed closer to the tree. 

The Oaf rose to his feet, short sword in hand. “My lady, you might have to run.”

“Kyle, what are you talking about?” Tia’s heart sounded louder than the rain. A horrid realization penetrated her awareness. A scream fought its way from her throat.
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Peters’ stomach clenched as he surveyed the carnage. He’d seen worse, during the war. Hell, he’d done worse, more than once, without a twinge of regret. He’d even jested about it afterward with his fellow knights. This was different. The agency behind this slaughter was inhuman, bestial. 

This sort of thing wasn’t supposed to happen in the Empire. Not anymore. 

Two dead cows and a woman lay dead on the road. More bodies hung from the overhead branches like overripe fruit. The pale head and torso of a smooth-faced youngster hung towards the ground from one fork. A pair of legs in black breeches dangled from another branch. Dark blotches marred the victim’s visible skin. All slain in the few score heartbeats he’d been in the gorge. 

Peter rotated his head, searching for the perpetrator. Whoever-whatever had killed the peasants must still be close at hand. But where? Apart from the gorge, the terrain was not quite level, covered with knee-high brush. No other trees. Few large boulders. Plenty of hiding spots – for men. But men weren’t behind this carnage. Of that, he was certain. 

A Demon. The thought struck Peter like a physical blow as images of sorcerous atrocities from the war flashed through his mind – the grisly aftermaths of summoning rituals, and mangled corpses left behind by rampaging demons. This scene mirrored those visions.

It can’t be. We killed every sorcerer, every scribe, every priest, and every noble. We burned their books to black ash and scattered the remnants in the wind. We smashed every idol and every altar. They’re gone. But this scene said otherwise.

Could the warehouse louts be connected to this massacre? Those wardens possessed brutish natures. But wholesale slaughter? No. But he’d seen fear in the eyes of their spokesman. They knew something. He was sure of it.

A movement caught Peter’s attention. Kyle stepped from behind the tree, focused on the muddy ground. Idiot. He should be scanning the area, looking for the assailant. But Kyle was a sorcerer, albeit a pathetic one. Perhaps his magic could provide a clue.

Kyle stepped into the road, still staring at the mud. His head rotated to the side. He straightened. 

“Kyle.”  

Kyle started. His frame shook.

He’s spooked. And I can’t blame him. But Kyle was a peasant and former legionnaire, born and trained to obedience. “Decurion Kyle, report!” 

Kyle turned. “S-Sir.”

“Report.”

“I-I found tracks.” Kyle motioned at smudged marks on the ground.

Peter leaned in his saddle and peered at a group of smudge marks. They could be tracks. They could also be potholes. Cousin Charles is the tracker, not me. “Any idea where it’s at?”  

Kyle lifted an arm and pointed at an indistinct gap in the shrubbery near the tree. “It took that old road.”

The old Ochre Mine Road. Unused for years. “And what might ‘it’ be?”

“Bearak, I think.”

Peter’s brow furled beneath his helm. Bearak. Huge savage beasts that occasionally wandered from the nearby Kirkwood to inflict havoc. He remembered Uncle Alexander telling him about a bearak hunt. ‘Damn beast tore Trent apart before I could blink. Knocked your daddy right off his feet. Would have gotten him if Sam hadn’t put an arrow in its eye.’  Uncle Alexander took a swig from his cup. ‘We tracked that damn beast for another week. Never did find it again.’   

Peter glanced at the tree, then at the corpses. Bearak’s used suckers on tentacles to drain the victim’s blood. That could account for the marks. The beast’s savagery might explain the rest. His tension eased a fraction. Bearak’s, despite their fearsomeness, were beasts, not demons. Beasts he could kill. ‘Could’ being the operative word.

But despite being raised here and fighting an assortment of fearsome creatures in the war, he’d never encountered a bearak.

Peter considered Kyle as he stood stock still in the downpour. How did he know about bearak’s? The oaf hailed from civilized Bestia, not the frontier. But he had been posted in the far west, where bearaks were common. “Have you fought a bearak?”

Kyle stared at him. His mouth worked. No words came out. 

“Decurion Kyle, report!”  

“I-we fought one, sir.” Kyles’s face contorted as he spoke. “In Barbaros. It attacked my patrol. It threw Caleb into a tree and tore Jasper apart. We shot arrows at it. It ran.” 

It threw Caleb into a tree. Peter glanced at the corpses suspended from the branches like monstrous fruit. ‘Just like here.’  “Move the bodies.”

Kyle knelt and grabbed the dead woman’s arms. With her hooded black robe and pale scarf, she resembled a cleric.

Peter steered his mount over to the wagon where Tia sat in open-mouthed shock. Her safety mattered more than his. I failed to save Tessa. I will not fail her sister. 

“Sir Peter.” Tia’s voice was shrill, bordering on a scream. “Who did this? Are we in danger?”

“Not who, but a what.” Peter extended a hand to calm the skittish woman. “A bearak. It’s gone now.”

Tia grabbed hold of his arm and squeezed tight. “A bearak? Here?”

“From the Kirkwood. It happens on occasion.”  

“Oh. Let us be gone before it returns.” Tia’s voice assumed a more authoritative tone. “Lupton must be nearby. We must inform Consul Sigrid of this catastrophe.”

“As you wish, my lady.”  Peter kept the hesitation from his voice. He detested Sigrid. Pompous ass trying to take what wasn’t his. 

Still, he didn’t fool Tia. “Sir Peter, I sense reluctance on your part.” I couldn’t fool Tessa, either.

Rebecca pointed. “My lady, a patrol arrives.”

Two rode horses, but the other two moved strangely, they were hunched over, yet their legs made exaggerated up and down motions. Peter blinked. Bicycles? Here, in the hinterlands? The two-wheeled contraptions, originally built for military use, were now everywhere. Even here. 

“God above, it’s a massacre!” 

“It’s that cursed bearak,” said the lead rider. “The wretched beast has fled the Kirkwood.’ 

Peter recognized the gangling figure despite the obscuring rain and hooded cloak. He’d know him anywhere. “Hello, Ian.”

The man stared at him. “Peter – is that you?”

“It is me; you stick in the mud.” Peter dismounted. “What brings you here?”

Ian motioned at the corpses. “These do. I was visiting Master Vasquez” – he motioned towards a weather-beaten middle-aged man – “when his boy spied ruffians stealing his cattle. He set off in pursuit and I came with him to provide a level head should unpleasantness with Consul Sigrid ensue.”

“Pardon my saying, my lord, but this scum got what they deserved.”  Jason Vasquez’s voice was as rough as his visage. “You and I both know they didn’t come to my place on their own – Shithead Sigrid or his ass-kisser Kessler sent them, sure as shit. And it ain’t the first time; you had Simon Quickhand there”- the farmer pointed at a body draped over a branch – “hauled to you before on charges, and Kessler turned up, smug as dung with his bail.” He pointed at the dead woman, now propped against the embankment. “Wanda, another rogue.”

Ian winced. “Very true, Jason, but right now I must speak with Peter. Why don’t you and your lads beat the bush? I see two dead cows; that leaves nine still out there.”

“I will.” Vasquez started past Peter. “You should have stuck that pigsticker in Sigrid’s guts the last time you were here.”

Ian’s face colored. “Jason, that’s enough!”  

“Oh, all right.” The farmer stumped off, shouting commands to his men.

Ian faced Peter. “You agreed to stay away from here. The last thing I need now is more trouble between myself and Sigrid.”

“Don’t worry, brother,” Peter emphasized the last word, “I shall stay away from Consul Stick-up-his-ass.”

“You’d better.” Ian’s words held no warmth. “Why return here?”

Peter motioned at the wagon. “I am escorting Lady Tia Samos to Cosslet.” 

Ian glanced at Tia. “She is a looker”-

“She’s rich,” Peter emphasized the last word.

“I can manage my own affairs.”

“And an excellent job you were doing, last time I called. Your creditors claimed all my gains from the war and asked for more. Tell me, have you resorted to selling the family silver yet?”  

Ian reeled at Peter’s comment. “This isn’t the time or the place.”

Vasquez stepped from the bushes, a scowl on his face. “Found two more, one dead, the other alive. Got tracks going along the old mine road.”

“Cattle or bearak,” asked Peter.

“Both.”

Ian faced Peter. “Are you up to killing a bearak?”

Peter took a step back. “I am contracted to escort Tia.”

“I shall take the young lady to Cosslet.” Ian tapped his chest. “I am not entirely unskilled with a blade. And her driver looks like a legion man to me.”  He motioned at Kyle, who had his nose pressed against the Boundary Tree. 

Peter privately judged Ian and Kyle were about equal in swordsmanship – competent, but not great. “He is, but”-

“I must call at Castle Lupe and inform Sigrid of this incident.”

“Oh.” Peter nodded. Ian was right, of course. Ian and Sigrid tolerated one another. “Kyle!”

The big man glanced at him. A dark yet shiny substance clung to his fingers. 

“Get in the cart.”

Kyle nodded once and plodded across the road.

Ian chattered with Tia at the cart. She, in turn, gave him an appraising eye. He hoped that the appraisal would be positive.

“I’d be delighted to accept your offer.”

Kyle climbed onto the wagon and flicked the reigns. 

Ian paused next to Peter as the cart rumbled past. “Take the bodies to the old monastery. The priests can give the poor bastards last rights.”

“I thought that place was abandoned.”

Ian shook his head. “No, a pair of clerics assumed residence last week. They cleared away the debris and repaired the dormitory.”  He rode away without waiting for a response.

Peter watched the wagon roll out of sight. Then he turned to Vasquez. “Let’s see if we can’t find your cows.”



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


EMPIRE: COUNTRY III - Tia


[image: image]




“There, My Lady.” The Baron pointed to a fire-blackened ruin surrounded by dead fields dotted with brown and yellow lumps. Just one outbuilding looked semi-intact. “That’s the old Saint Andrews monastery.”  His lips curled into a frown. “The Scrotti barbarians burned it along with the monks.”

It looks awful. And Peter thought to seek shelter there? “How horrid.”  Butterflies rumbled in Tia’s stomach.    Most easterners had viewed the Traag War as a distant conflict confined to the half-civilized West. Then thousands of enemy troops erupted from the Kirkwood and carved a bloody swath through Sappho and Cato provinces. It took years to root the vermin from their hidey holes in the Kirkwood.’ “Surely the Church has plans to rebuild, though?”

The Baron shrugged. “A pair of priests assumed residence.”  He pointed at a stone building that seemed less damaged than the others. “You can see where they repaired the dormitory.”  

“I suppose that’s a start.” 

Ian tipped his hat and rode ahead of the cart.

Rebecca leaned close to Tia. “He’s the best one yet. Not old, not fat, well-mannered, and a cute butt. Grab him.”

Tia fought back a giggle and failed. “Well, he doesn’t have much hair.”  

“Buy him a wig.”

Tia tried to picture Ian’s narrow face and oversized nose beneath a curled wig. The effort brought on another round of giggles. “He’d look ridiculous.”  She glanced at the monotonous landscape. “And this place depresses me. It’s like the land just died.”

“It’s autumn.” Rebecca’s voice turned serious. “There’s but one suitor left on the list. If you don’t choose one, your parents will. Would you rather marry Lord Lard?”

“Gah, no!”  Lord Lard, otherwise known as Sir Osmic, was shorter and wider than Kyle. “He’s gross! I’d be crushed should he roll over in his sleep.”  

“Lord Tombstone?”

“No!”  Lord Cassidy resembled an ambulatory corpse, with the disposition to match. He’d expounded on his dead ancestor’s accomplishments the entire time she’d been in his gloomy keep that overlooked an even gloomier forest.

“That leaves Lord Pervert.”

“Well, Caspar is cute.”  Tia rubbed her lip. “He dresses well, knows his wines, and he’s a rising star in the Navy.”

“He also introduced you to his mistress.”  Rebecca’s eyes twinkled. “Remember?”

Tia blushed as she remembered Caspar’s graphic proposal. “The Navy will keep him away.”  

“And in the bed of every harlot around the Mare Imperium,” said Rebecca. “I say Baron Cabbage here is a much better prospect than Lord Pervert.”

“I could be Baroness Cabbage.”  The thought held little appeal. 

“He’s responsible,” said Rebecca. “How many other aristocrats would venture into the rain to find missing cattle?”

“Not many.” Tia sighed. Rebecca had a point, damn her. Baron Cortez’s search for his peasant farmers' lost livestock showed an attention to detail lacking in most other aristocrats, but one valued in Equitant. It also showed concern for his subjects – or perhaps their tax revenue. Dead cows meant less income.

Ahead, large mounds resolved themselves into rude huts of twigs and straw. Grubby children and listless adults in brown robes eyed the wagon as they passed. 

“Welcome to Lupton,” Tia said under her breath. 

The wagon clattered across a bridge over a ditch where spikes jutted above brown filth and into a part of town where shops built of dull brick and stone framed a plaza dominated by a fountain with a broken statue in its center.

“Welcome to Lupton’s grand market,” said Baron Cortez.

Between the cracked stonework and the sagging roofs, the shops resembled sturdier versions of the outlying hovels. The shoddy goods on display and the sullen stares of the proprietors reinforced this impression. Not prosperous at all. I’ll find few customers here. Her stated mission was to seek out business opportunities for her family. 

Baron Ian guided them past an onion-domed church to a battered gate set in a grim stone edifice with tiny windows near the summit.

A bored teenager in brown leather appeared from a niche. “State yer business.”  A long spear dangled from his hand.

“Hello Gerald,” said the Baron. “Be a good fellow and fetch Consul Sigrid.”

The youth appeared uncertain. “I should find Steward Kessler first. His lordships in a terrible snit.”

“My words are for Sigrid, not Kessler,” said Ian.

The boy winced and vanished inside.

Ian still mounted, leaned over towards Tia. “My pompous fellow aristocrat knows I’m here. But Sigrid enjoys making people wait.”

Tia refrained from sighing. She knew arrogant aristocrats only too well. 

Time passed. Tia’s fingers caressed the packet of Blue Dust. I need a hit. 

The gate opened. Gerald reappeared, trailed by a stout, balding man in his early fifties in a cream-colored toga of an eastern traditionalist. “Baron Cortez. What trivial errand brought you to my manor?”  

Ian shook his head. “Not so trivial. I just returned from the boundary tree where I found Wanda Schiff, Quant Quickhand, and Short Simon dead, along with two of Jason Vasquez’s cows.”

“What?”  Baron Sigrid’s toga flopped as he reeled in shock. “Who did this?”

“Not ‘who.’ ‘What.’ A bearak.” said Ian. 

“Hah! Like as not you and Vasquez slaughtered my subjects and sought to blame Charles's mythical monster.”

Ian shook his head again. “These travelers were at the tree before my arrival.”  He gestured over his shoulder at the wagon. “I also ordered your serf’s bodies transported to the old monastery.”

“Huh! Better there than at the church here, I suppose.”  Baron Sigrid rubbed his head and winced, appearing drained. “Is there else I ought to know?”

Ian started to turn and paused. “Yes, Peter is back.”

Baron Sigrid emitted a long sigh and rubbed his head. “Hopefully, he’ll behave better this time. I do not want him on my lands.”  He retreated into the gate. 

Ian mounted his steed. “My lady, if you’ll have your man follow me, we should reach Cosslet keep well before sunset.”

The cart rattled and bounced between a murky river west and dead fields everywhere else. Overhead, the leaden sky threatened to weep rain any minute.

Ian pointed out a blocky house surrounded by a tall stone hedge atop a nearby rise. “That’s Jason Vasquez’s farmstead.”  Ian spurred his steed and moved ahead of the cart.

Tia extended a finger into her pocket and touched the pouch within. Just one hit. A little one. After today, I need it. Her finger opened the packet and contacted the fine powder. Her pulse heightened with anticipation. The Blue Dust turned dreary days of travel into a cottony blur. Without it, she’d have gone mad, watching the scenery crawl past. She needed the Dust. It kept her sane. 

She withdrew her finger. A fine bluish-purple particulate covered the last fraction of the digit—enough for an hour. A year ago, this dose lasted a full day. I am in control. I am not a wreck like Nyssa. Tia shuddered as she remembered how Nyssa had degenerated from student to Dust-addicted whore. 

To hell with it. It’s a small dose, only my second for the day. She brought the finger to her lips, and a sensation both sweet and salty exploded on her tongue. Shortly afterward, the dreary world around her became filled with subtle pastels and arcs of colors. 

To Tia’s eyes, Cosslet appeared as a surreal village of tidy pastel cottages wreathed in river mist with narrow lanes roamed by cloaked figures. 

Perhaps being Baroness Cabbage wouldn’t be so unbearable. Ian was cute, responsible, and caring. They’d make a good fit. 

Thick streamers of fog looped around the moss-covered outer wall and solitary tower of Cosslet Castle, giving it the appearance of something from a fairy story. 

Ian dismounted and approached the cart. “My lady, we’ve arrived at my ever-so-humble abode.”  He extended his tanned hand.

Tia suppressed a giggle and daintily offered her hand. Stepping from the wagon seemed an enormously complicated task; her foot somehow landed in the wrong spot, throwing her off balance and into Ian. Somehow, that seemed funny.

“My lady, are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”  Tia exhaled. “I’m just tangled.”  

“Ah, of course.”

The keeps’ stout portal popped open like a giant cork. A thin man in a brown vest and wisps of white hair on his otherwise bald pate stepped into the yard. A stout woman in a stained apron over a once-white dress stood next to him.

“My lord,” said the man. “Did you apprehend the lawbreakers?”

“No, Bennet, I did not,” replied Ian. “I did, however, spend time in the company of Baron Sigrid.”

“With his hospitality, it means your plum famished,” stated the woman. “I’ve got some stew on.” She took stock of Tia. “You pick up some strays?”

“Ah,” Ian faced the woman. “Marta, allow me to introduce Lady Tia Samos and her servants. Sir Peter provided escort for her but became delayed by other business.”

Ian’s words penetrated Tia’s mental fog like a sword stroke. “It was horrible! Those poor men!”

“What’s this?” Bennet’s face became a mask of hard angular lines.

Ian grimaced. “I’ll explain once we’re inside. I need to speak with Charles.”

“Charles arrived here an hour ago, looking for you,” said Bennet.

“Is he still here?”

“He’s in your study.”

Ian winced. “At least something went right today. We also need to get our guests settled for the evening.”

“Of course, of course.” 

A retinue of servants appeared, one fat and stupid looking, one as old and weathered as a stone, and a third man who seemed made of long sticks draped in brown cloth. 

Ian guided Tia into a tall, wide room and sat her in a comfortable overstuffed chair facing an intricate tapestry next to a crackling fireplace. The baron bowed. “My lady, I must address business.”

Tia found the tapestry wondrous. She lifted a finger and traced one of the lines. Shocked and outraged voices emanated from a great distance, breaking her concentration.

“My, you’re a lovely one.”  The speaker stepped into Tia’s view. He had curly red hair and a short beard set in a freckled face.

“Why thank you, good sir.”  Tia’s cheeks warmed. The stranger looked cute.

The stranger extended a long muscular arm encased in a green cotton shirt. “I’m Charles, Baron Cortez’s cousin.”

A bell rang. “That’s Marta, telling us dinner is served,” said Charles. “Would you care to join us?”

Tia’s cheeks went from warm to hot. “I’d be delighted.”  

Charles took Tia’s hand and hoisted her from the chair. 

The motion disrupted the haze clinging to Tia’s mind. “I should freshen up first.”

A smile appeared on Charles’ lips. “Certainly, my lady. Follow me.”

Tia stood in a small room before a large bowl of water with a cracked mirror on the wall. The face that stared back at her was blue-eyed, more angular than curved, framed by blond hair. She touched the liquid, flinching at the chill. The Dust’s influence began to dissipate. “Ok, then.”  She splashed water on her face. The mental fuzziness evaporated like morning dew. Her rose-colored traveling dress was surprisingly clean and even mostly dry. Tia lifted a limp golden lock and let it drop. My curls are a lost cause. 

“Permit me.”  Rebecca materialized alongside Tia. “Hm. I can’t do much.”  The maid tapped her foot. “But that shouldn’t matter.”

Indignation rose in Tia’s throat. “My hair’s a mess. It’s not acceptable.”

“These are country folk.” Rebecca produced a brush and ran it through Tia’s hair. “They value substance over style. I’ll make you presentable, never fear.”

Tia considered Rebecca’s words. Baron Ian didn’t seem one to stand on ceremony. “Very well, then. I prefer glamorous, but presentable will suffice.”

Tia entered the Great Hall with her hair tied in a single tail. Without the Dusts’ influence, the castle appeared more worn than wondrous. The previously exotic tapestries now looked faded and moth-eaten. Light patches on the walls showed where curios had once hung.

Two tables dominated the chamber’s end. Baron Cortez, Benet, and a black-robed priest sat at the closer one; Kyle and the castle servants lined the other.

“Allow me.” Charles materialized next to Tia and slid a black wooden chair with a pink seat cushion.

Tia smiled and ignored the cracked armrest. “Why, thank you.”  She sat and contemplated the faded tablecloth, set with smoky glass cups, tan ceramic bowls, and chipped plates. 

Tia watched the plump woman in a stained dress fill the glasses from a green bottle. Wine today. But ale most others, I wager.

Tia examined the cutlery—wooden spoons and iron knives instead of proper silver. Peasant implements. Old stains dotted the napkins. Scratches marred the unadorned plates and bowls. Her cup was chipped. 

Baron Ian took a sip from his glass and exchanged words with the Steward. Then he turned his attention to Tia. “My dear, what business brings you to my humble adobe?”

Direct and to the point. Good. I can’t do ‘subtle’ right now. Tia put on her warmest expression. “I locate potential business opportunities for the master merchant Palo Rubinus. He feels many entrepreneurs in the empire could benefit from an influx of capital.” She didn’t mention the prospective betrothal. Too soon. Besides, the Baron already knew.
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