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ONE

 

 

 

 

It had been a year since I’d ventured south to Meuretha on my first proper adventure when I was summoned to the Palace of Regus.

I had been granted twenty days of rest since my last journey into the Novium Empire to gather information for the Regus. That journey had taken almost half a season. I was never in any danger on that journey, but I had moved around quite a bit. There was much to learn, but also Imperial officials to stay a step ahead of. I accepted the grant of rest with profuse thanks to Regus Othca.

Therefore it was disappointing surprise when, six days after the gift of calm, I was asked to report to the Palace.

I tried to enlist my mothers, Oria and Culca, into giving Regus Othca reasons for me not to go. Though they agreed that I needed quiet time, they were also loyal to the Regus. Rather than plead on my behalf, they said to go and see why I was wanted.

I love my mothers dearly, but they could be infuriating at times.

So the morning after the summons came to their house, I walked through the streets of Nuvus to the Palace. I was led in right away. But instead of going to the great reception room, I was led to the room where Othca met with his advisors.

Othca sat at the head of the table. As always he was a tall man with an average build, black hair, and black eyes. He wasn’t some ancient ruler but instead less than ten years older than I. He was dressed well, as he usually was, but his face was a bit haggard. I presumed that was because his wife had given birth to their second child while I’d been away, and the baby boy still didn’t sleep through the night.

While it might be custom for some rulers to hire nursemaids for their children, that was not the way of the rulers of Luthgenicca. Their way was to be quite close to their children for the first ten years of their life. The Regus and his wife would raise them as much as their duties would allow. This, it was said, created a bond between the noble parents and their children. It was what the Dus did, and as no one wanted the Regus to be too far above their Dus, the Regus would follow the tradition of the nobility.

The only other person in the room with him when I entered was my sister Letri. She was one of two women serving Othca as magi. I wasn’t quite surprised to see her, as she was closer in age to Othca than Dako, and as I’d been summoned, but I hadn’t expected just the two of them.

Letri is my older sister. To look at us, though, one wouldn’t know which was older. We were about the same in terms of height and build. Our faces showed neither womanly age nor girlish youth. Truly, the only difference between us was that while I took pleasure in intimate company, usually women, Letri did not. She preferred friends to lovers.

Upon entering the room I gave my sister a brief smile then bowed my head to Othca. “I have come as summoned, Regus,” I said.

“Good, Luva,” he replied. “Sit next to your sister, and let’s talk.”

I did as he asked.

“Letri, if you would?” he asked.

She turned to me. “Laria sent us a message two days ago.”

I needed a moment to recall the name. “The magus in Thoramo, yes?”

“The one serving Kynin Soric, yes.”

“Is there trouble in Meuretha?”

“No, Luva, there is not.” She smiled. “It seems to be quite good news indeed.”

“What sort of good news?”

“Laria reported through the communication cantus that a young man has arrived in Thoramo. This young man is from Kimethia.”

I took in a breath. Kimethia was the province controlled by the Empire that sat on the eastern border of Meuretha. Certain goods, mostly linen and papyrus, came from that province. It was said to be an ancient land, far older that the long-vanished Nuvum Empire. It may have been one of the oldest domains to arise around the Great Warm Sea.

It was a province I was planning to visit next in my effort to secretly gather information for Regus Othca and for Luthgenicca’s allies.

“Why is this young man in Meuretha?” I asked.

“He claims to be a young man of importance,” Letri answered. “He says that there is growing resistance to the rule of the Empire in Kimethia.”

“Resistance? Now?”

Letri laughed. “It seems to be because of you, little sister.”

“Me? I haven’t been there.”

“Not as yet, no,” Othca replied. “But because you undermined the Empire’s attempt to force a rotten pact upon Meuretha, it seems to have shown the people of Kimethia that their masters are neither as wise or as strong as the Empire claims they are.”

“I see, Regus.”

“You also opened the door to a pact between us and Meuretha. Our domains have worked together on capturing or sinking a few pirate ships. A recent message from Soric observed that certain merchants in Kimethia had benefitted from the robberies of pirates.”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand, Regus.”

“Those merchants seem to be ardent supporters of the Empire, Luva. Even if it’s been a generation since the Empire directly piracy against us, there are still those within the Empire that profit from piracy.”

I nodded to him. “Dispatching pirates cuts off the profits of those deceptive merchants, then, and weakens them before their friends and acquaintances.”

“Indeed.”

“And if they’re loud supporters of the Empire, and lose coins because of their support of bad Imperial policies, the policies themselves are weakened as well.”

He smiled to me. “You’ve learned much about politics, Luva.”

“I’ve had time to learn, Regus,” I replied with a grin.

His smile faded. “Trade between us and Meuretha has naturally increased since the pact was signed. Though increased trade hasn’t made either domain rich, it has made the people of both domains more comfortable in their lives.”

“That comfort seems to be a contrast to what’s happening in Kimethia,” Letri said.

I turned back to her. “Seems?”

She gave me a shrug.

“This is why I summoned you, Luva,” Othca said to me. “There are questions that need to be answered, first of all.”

“I take it the first is whether or not this young man can be trusted, Regus.” I glanced back at my sister. “Unless he was put under a truth cantus?”

Letri sighed. “That’s a complicated question, Luva.”

“How complicated could it be?”

“It would be the same as if he’d come here.”

“And we wouldn’t trust him.”

“Perhaps not. But if he came of his own will?”

“He would still be from the Empire.”

“That is true, Luva,” Othca said. “But again, the young man comes here, or to Meuretha, on his own. He says he has information about the Empire. Tell me if that makes him a spy from the moment he says who he is.”

It took me a moment, but I understood the meaning of his statement. “That would not mark him as a spy, no, Regus.”

“If he comes to tell us about the Empire, is that hostile intent?”

“Probably not.”

“What then if he’s asked if he’s a criminal?”

I thought about the question. “He could lie.”

“He could. But if he was a criminal, wouldn’t his name already be known?”

“That would depend, Regus, on whether he’s been engaged in crime before he arrived, or if he fled because he’d just committed a crime.”

“True. What then if he swears an oath that he isn’t fleeing having committed a crime?”

“I suppose that would be acceptable, Regus, if you could believe him.”

“This is where the law regarding magic comes in, Luva,” Letri said. “No magus can place someone under a truth spell if they’re not believed to be a criminal or a spy.”

“That didn’t stop me from using a truth cantus on that merchant back in Thoramo.”

“You’re not a magus.”

“No, but Laria gave me the rod with the cantus on it.”

“And were you suspicious of the man you used it against?”

“I was. So was Emna.”

“Because his son had expressed an interest in her. And in you, as I recall.”

“The son did, yes.” I inhaled a deep breath as I saw where my sister was guiding me. “It would be acceptable to have magical help from a magus on a personal matter.”

She smiled and nodded to me. “So long as you weren’t using magic in an unsavory manner, it would indeed.”

I turned back to Othca. “Then the Kynin cannot ask Laria to place this young man under a truth cantus because of the law, is that it, Regus?”

“That is correct, Luva,” he answered.

“Has she asked someone else for help?”

“This young man would have to behaving in a manner to undermine the trust of his host.”

“Laria has said he has not, so far,” Letri said.

I paused for a breath. “You and the Regus spoke of this young man claiming there was resistance to the rule of the Empire in Kimethia. Do you know what’s happening? What he’s claiming is happening?”

“Laria could only speak of a small but active resistance,” Letri replied.

“For my part, I would presume that a rebellion would be news all over Meuretha,” Othca said. “I’d also presume word would come from the Empire itself.”

“I suppose a violent rebellion would be hard to ignore,” I noted.

“Indeed it would. But you, as much as anyone in this room or this palace, should know that resistance doesn’t have to mean rebellion.”

I nodded to him in agreement. The Empire had been driven from the lands of Nuvia not through war and terror. Instead the people had refused to deal with Imperial officials. Refused to pay bribes and excessive taxes. Refused to sell food and water unless Imperial officials and soldiers met their prices. Refused to speak the Imperial language and only spoke our own in official proceedings and criminal trials. Our grandparents and their parents made it impossible for the Empire to govern its conquests in Nuvia.

That and we kept embarrassing and cheating Imperial officials by getting them caught in crimes that the Imperator couldn’t ignore.

A few accounts of what happened were published in the years that followed the end of the Empire’s rule. Among them was on by my grandmother Hilia. Remembering those works made me see that Othca could be right. Someone could have read those works and was trying the same resistance to authority in Kimethia that our ancestors had undertaken.

“Very well, Regus,” I said. “What is it that you wish me to do?”

“I don’t like ending your rest, but this matter seems urgent,” he replied. “Kynin Soric wants someone to go to his palace and speak with this young man. Someone with no bias for or against Kimethia.”

“What about bias against the Empire?”

He shrugged. “I’m not certain that would matter.”

“Laria said the problem was that there were those who believe that anyone from the Empire cannot be trusted,” Letri said. “Yet there are those who have experience with the people of Kimethia who do believe that those people do wish to end Imperial rule.”

I nodded, as much to myself as to her or Othca. “Close experience with the Empire and with Kimethia divides opinion.”

“You see the matter well, Luva,” Othca said. “Someone skeptical of the Empire would be inclined not to believe him. But you’ve traveled inside the Empire. You’ve heard people express their true views of their rulers. In report after report, you prove to me that you know when someone is telling you what they believe, and when they’re telling you want you want to believe.”

“Laria said there are those who wish to believe, and those who don’t,” Letri said. “Someone like you could determine whether or not this young man is trustworthy.”

As I looked back to Othca I sighed. “That’s a long way to go to ask questions, Regus.”

He nodded to me. “I know. If there really is some sort of resistance to Imperial rule in Kimethia, it would be helpful to know how strong it is. Or how weak.”

“Or how principled or unprincipled it is.”

“Quite so. If it’s weak could it be made stronger? Would it be possible to do what our ancestors did here to drive away the Empire?”

“You wish me to learn that, Regus?”

“I do. As does Kynin Soric. Is this a real chance to turn another province away from the Novium Empire?”

“Or is this another scheme of the Imperator and his Consuls?”

“Quite so.”

“I can give you a rod to use for flying,” Letri told me. “I can give you one or two other items that Laria cannot yet make.”

“Thank you, Letri.” I faced Othca. “I’ll have to tell my mothers about this.”

“Indeed you must,” he replied. “They might have advice for you.”

“You presume they won’t be upset by my leaving so soon after getting back.”

He grinned. “They come here on occasion when you return. You seem to find ways of making them concerned while you’re in Nuvus.”

“Everyone wants me to cause trouble elsewhere.”

He turned to Letri. “You sister understands much about the world.”

“Indeed she does, Regus,” she replied, smirking at me.
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After that teasing from my ruler and my sister, Letri gave me what I needed. Othca wrote up a message for me to carry to Kynin Soric. I returned home and told my mothers of my visit to the Palace and the mission I was assigned to. They too teased me, but wished me the luck of the Gods in my errand across the sea.

I took to the air in the morning. In a couple of days I was back in Thoramo. It had not changed since I had been away. It was perhaps a little more prosperous than on my last visit, but otherwise it was quite familiar to me.

I flew directly to the Palace of Kynin. I didn’t have to wait long before I was led inside. I was escorted to the great reception room. However, aside from two guards and the officer who led me there, the only people on the dais were Kynin Soric and Laria the magus.

“You came quickly, good, Luva,” Soric said me.

“My sister and Regus Othca thought the matter urgent, Kynin,” I replied. “I see Laria here, but no one else. Where is your wife? Your children? Your advisors?”

“All busy, I fear. Life goes on, even with this unusual visitor.”

“May I asked where he is, Kynin?”

“He is staying at an inn, away from the Palace.”

“Like I did?”

“The reason for him staying away not the same as yours was.”

I nodded to him. “A lack of trust, Kynin?”

“Not that, no.” He waved his right hand at Laria. “Explain a little bit to Luva, if you would be so kind?”

“As you wish, Kynin,” she replied. “The young man is named Ettus. Though his name isn’t known to us, his father’s name is known here.”

“Why?” I asked her. “Who is his father?”

“Calpius, the Consul Scriba to Patris Sentus, ruler of Kimethia.”

I gulped in some of the warm coastal air. “Not the son of a merchant, then.”

“Not in the least, no.”

“That’s one reason for keeping him away from here,” Soric said. “He’s the son of a Consul, although a provincial one and not one of the Imperator’s Consuls.”

“It could be construed as an official visit, Kynin?” I asked.

“There is that, yes. It could also be interpreted as my blessing that he’s here. Some in the city who have become aware of his visit believe as the son of a Consul he cannot be trusted.”

“If you’re his host then you can’t be trusted?”

He shook his head. “That’s stating the concern too strongly. My subjects trust me. But those that don’t think I should trust him might tell others that he’s here.”

“For now everyone agrees that it’s better to be discrete about his visit,” Laria added.

“Very much so. Having him stay here might tempt a few of my subjects into speaking out. If this young man can be trusted, I’d rather he not be frightened into fleeing.”

I nodded to Soric. “And have him tell his father that you and your subjects will not come to their aid.”

“Quite so. In addition to that, Luva, I’m still trying to determine if he can be trusted. A couple of my subjects who live in the city and have been to Kimethia recognized him. We know he is who he claims to be.”

“And more than that, Kynin?”

“That is the question. Is he here for the reasons he claims? Is he here for another reason? Is he telling the whole truth or keeping some of it back?”

I turned to Laria. “My sister said you were reluctant to place him under a truth cantus.”

She nodded once to me. “He’s done nothing criminal. He came here and identified himself. He brought a brief letter from his father.”

“What did the letter say?”

“That his son came here with the knowledge of his father. That his intentions are the same as his father. That Soric and his advisors should listen to what the young man says and make up their own mind on how to act on what Ettus tells us.”

“What has he told you?”

“He tells us that there is a growing movement to oust Kimethia’s Imperial rulers.”

“Resistance or a rebellion?”

“That was an admission that caught my attention,” Soric said. “Ettus said that there’s been some effort to craft a peaceful resistance, but there has been some violence carried out against the Empire in Kimethia.”

“What sort of violence?”

“Beatings of soldiers in a couple of the major cities. The whipping of a few officials trying to collect taxes. Ettus says that as yet no Imperial official or soldier has been murdered.”

“Does he believe murders will happen?”

“He expressed his concern, and that of his father’s, that without guidance efforts at resisting Imperial rule will turn violence.”

I pressed my lips together in thought for a brief moment. “What does he mean by ‘guidance,’ Kynin? Is he asking for people here to rally people in Kimethia? Is he asking for Meuretha to attack? Or is that known?”

“I think he seeks help and advice.”

“There is something else he said,” Laria said to me. “He relayed to us that his father has heard talk that some Imperial officials are connected to the violence.”

I frowned and blinked in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

“I think the implication is that these officials are stirring up trouble so as to blame violence on everyone who speaks out against the rule of the Empire. They would use the excuse of beatings, or even murder, to justify punishing anyone who questions the authority of the Empire and its officials.”

“There were threats that such deeds might take place in my father’s time,” Soric said. “In Grandfather’s time as well. The threats never came to pass.”

“I don’t think such threats were made when Nuvia cast out the Empire, Kynin,” I replied.

“No. But I do worry that the Empire might be learning tricks from their mistakes. What was not done in Nuvia, and threatened here, might well be done in Kimethia.”

“And your concern is that if you don’t listen to this young man, what, Kynin?”

“For one, that Kimethia will not be free of Imperial rule in my lifetime. They’re an important source of goods for my merchants. They’re a market for our grain and other goods. To have that land closed to our trade would cause my people suffering.”

“I see.”

“Another concern I have is that, if I disbelieve him because of where he’s from, who his father is, then he’ll return home and speak ill of me. He’ll speak ill of Meuretha.”

“They cannot rely upon you and your domain.”

“No. If they are able to free themselves from Imperial rule, it would be the same as if the Empire closed that land to our trade.”

“Closed by the rulers rather than the Empire,” Laria added.

“I’d gathered that,” I said to her. “But do you really think that would happen, Kynin? If that land didn’t trade with yours, and they don’t want to deal with the Empire, who else would there be?”

“Your domain, Luva,” he answered. “You and your allies.”

“You are one of our allies, Kynin,” I replied, softening my tone.

“True.” He dragged out the one word into a few.

I blew out a breath. “All the same, Kynin, I understand that concern. I think it more likely that, if they were upset with your and Meuretha, they would try to encourage other provinces to free themselves of Imperial rule and trade with them. We hear of domains to the east of the Empire. The rulers of Kimethia might turn their eyes east rather than west.”

“Quite so.”

“Have you any other concerns, Kynin?”

“About not listening to him?” He shook his head. “Those two are my most important.”

“I trust you’d prefer any resistance to Imperial rule in Kimethia to be peaceful, Kynin?”

“I would prefer resistance, peaceful or not.”

“Violence could drive the people to flee across the border to here.”

He shrugged. “If we have enough food to export, we’d have enough to feed refugees.”

“But for how long?”

“What do you mean?”

“One reason why my grandmother Hilia preferred a peaceful resistance to the Empire’s rule of southern Nuvia over a rebellion was that fighting could cause people to flee north.”

“I never heard that,” Laria said.

“It’s not something she wrote down, nor is it something she teaches,” I told her.

“Why not?”

I spoke to her and Soric at the same time. “My grandmother felt it was wiser not to express such a fear in her writing. At the time, the people of Luthgenicca were known for their skill at fighting. They’d been great warriors since they had been a tribe of the Forest Folk. It is true that long before she was born, our people were as good at being tradesmen and merchants as we were warriors. We lived by hard work rather than by our spears and swords.

“All the same, our people had a reputation. Yet it was known that people had fled when the armies of the Novium Empire came to Nuvia. It wasn’t written in our histories, but it was told among families. There were those who lived in the north and those who fled north.

“In her mind, to express in a public work the notion that our people might flee a rebellion was a risk. She would be stating that some of our people wouldn’t stand and fight. That some of us would flee from the Empire in terror. We who were known as warriors. She therefore kept that out of her narrative.”

“Yet she speaks about it?” Soric asked me.

“In private, to those she trusts. It was something my mother Oria told me before I left.”

“But you haven’t heard it from Hilia?” Laria asked. “Not from her own lips?”

I smiled to her. “Oria can tell tales about her mother.” I let my smile fade. “When it comes to what I do for the Regus, she speaks the truth. She’s conveyed other private talk from Hilia to me, Laria.”

She sat quiet for a moment or two then nodded to me.

I turned to Soric once more. “I’m not as old as you, Kynin, nor am I a ruler. But I have traveled. I’ve talked with people. I’ve read works. A violent rebellion in Kimethia is certain to create refugees. Hundreds or thousands will flee their homes. Some will go east and some will come west. If you cannot feed them all, I believe there will be those who will become desperate and take what they need to survive.”

“Perhaps,” he replied with a sigh.

“I think it more likely than not, Kynin. I also think it possible the Empire might allow some of their soldiers and officials to join the fleeing crowds.”

“Why?” He inhaled quickly. “To cause trouble here.”

“Indeed.”

“And what of our trade if our food isn’t sold but donated?”

“Quite so, Kynin.”

“Then what’s to be done, Luva?”

“First, I must get a sense of this young man. A sense of him on my own, away from the Palace. He might speak more freely away from here.”

“I know a place,” Laria said. “A discrete place that sells food and drink. I can arrange a meeting there.”

“Good. I’ll ask him what he and his father want when it comes to removing Imperial rule from their land. I also need to learn more about Kimethia itself. Regus Othca wanted me to travel there this year, but not until later in the year.”

“We have maps, if that would help,” Soric said. “Accounts of the past as well.”

“They might, Kynin. Let me learn what this young man has to say.”

“What else?”

“I believe that’s what I must do first, Kynin. Speak to him. Get a sense of who he is when the eyes of you and your advisors are not on him. Hear what he has to say. After that I can determine if I believe him or not.”

“What then?”

“Then?” I let out a deep breath. “Then, if he speaks true, Kynin, we must see what can be done to end the Empire’s rule over Kimethia.”
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The meeting ended shortly after, and an officer escorted me to an inn different from the one I had stayed at on my previous visit to Thoramo. This one was as fair as the last one, but farther from the Palace. I wouldn’t know why this was chosen for me until the following day.

I’d arrived in the city in the morning and the meeting ended before midday. After a brief rest at the inn I went to Munin’s shop in the hope of seeing Emna again. He was there but his daughter was not.

“Emna is traveling west,” he told me. “She’s making some fine bargains for foods that I might be able to sell in Luthgenicca.”

 I gave him my good wishes and told him that I wished her well also. That night I had to be happy with my own company.

The next morning after breakfast Laria came to see me. She told me the meeting was arranged and would guide me to where it would happen. As it was, the place was an eating establishment the next street over from where I was staying.

Back in Luthgenicca there were places where one could eat, but they were more for drinking. Food was simple. If one wanted a meal you either made it yourself, was a guest in someone’s home, or went to an inn. In Meuretha, though, there was still the custom of the eating establishment where one could have a cooked meal.

It would be a simple meal of bread, fruit, cheese, and perhaps a bit of meat early in the morning. The only thing to drink was beer. One would sit on cushions on the floor behind a low table. A young woman would bring cloth to clean your hands and a bowl of water to help with washing. There were no musicians present and the conversation was quiet.

The local preference was to have places like this where all classes could get food on their way to their work or during the working day. These places would be open in the evening, but there would be little food and more socializing. I recall the young women serving us thought it odd that we were there for so long just talking.

Because breakfast time had passed, most of the business had ebbed. I would be able to speak with this stranger without notice or interruption.

I’d already eaten so I had no desire to eat more upon arrival. I did partake in the food served as our conversation went along.

Laria was given a quiet spot to one side. We weren’t there long when a young man entered. He spotted Laria and came to sit next to me. It was then that I got a good look at Ettus of Losurnum, son of Kimethia.

He had cropped black hair and flashing dark eyes. His skin was far more brown than mine or Laria’s. He was on the tall side of average and built strongly. His face was on the handsome side and cleanly shaved. He tended to have a serious manner, but he also had quite the infectious laugh when he was amused.

“This is Ettus, son of Consul Scriba Calpius,” Laria said to me. She spoke Imperial, which didn’t surprise me in the least. I suspected that was how he and I would have to communicate. She turned to him. “This is Luva, daughter of Oria and Culca of Luthgenicca.”

“Are those not women’s names?” he asked me in a smooth and even tone.

“Indeed they are,” I answered.

“Were you adopted?”

“I was.”

Laria abruptly rose. “I have duties to attend to around the city. I will check on the two of you from time to time.”

He gave her a curt nod. I bowed my head to her. She gave me a slight smile and left.

He turned back to me. “May I ask why you were taken in?”

I gave him a nod. “My sister is a magus. Our birth family could not care for all their children. As my adopted mothers are important in Nuvus, I was taken in by them.”

“Important? How so?”

I inhaled a breath. Part of me didn’t want to reveal myself too soon. Yet I also knew that I had to gain his trust if I was to learn the truth from him. I could as well hear my mothers inside my mind telling me that in this matter it was better not to keep secrets.

“Oria is the youngest daughter of Hilia of Bacaria,” I said. “Perhaps now you know who she and Culca are.”

His eyes widened with what seemed to be shock. “That cannot be so!”

“Ask Laria. Ask Kynin Soric. I have undergone a truth cantus. There are also records in the Palace attesting to the truth of my claim.”

He calmed, though slowly. “Then you were brought up by the two women of Luthgenicca that brought down the Empire’s pirates.”

“I was.”

He pointed to me. “Was it you that humiliated Sub-Consul Nivarus here?”

“I exposed the bad behavior of another.” I smirked. “If the Sub-Consul was humiliated, it was of his own doing, and that of his Imperator.”

“A fine answer, Luva.” He bowed his head to me.

“Thank you. I suspect you now know why I have come all this way.”

“Know? I do not. I can guess, but I would prefer not to.”

I worked not to be charmed by his words. “Your visit here has surprised Kynin Soric. He and those who advise him are unsure as to whether or not they should trust your words. The Kynin asked his ally, Regus Othca, to send someone to determine the truth.”

“Why ask? He has sources.”

“Some in Meuretha have faith that the people of Kimethia will be as courageous as they were and cast aside Imperial rule. Others believe that Kimethia has too long been under Imperial rule to ever have such courage. To believe in one group might anger the other. There needs to be proof if all are to be convinced.”

He picked up a piece of cheese and ate it. “What more can I give?”

“It’s not what you can give those here. It’s what you can give me. I have no bias for or against Kimethia. I don’t think of your people as possible heroes or doomed to slavery. But I’ve traveled enough around the Great Warm Sea to sense when someone is speaking the truth and when they are not. I will judge you on your manner, your words, and your answers to my questions. Convince me and I can speak for you.”

“And if I fail to convince you, that is it?”

“Unless you return with other proof, or have more to say.” I pointed to him. “So show me respect and speak honestly. Doing so will determine if your people will gain a powerful ally, or will have to work on their liberty on their own.”

He took a piece of bread and ate it, then gave me a bow of his head. “Very well.”

“Thank you. You have spoken of a resistance to Imperial authority. What does that entail? Is there a leader?”

“As to your second question, there is no leader. Father and our friends talk. Messages are sent to others in other cities. What no one is certain of is what we ought to do to remove the Empire from our land.”

“Your father works for the Empire, doesn’t he?”

“He does. Only the officers of the Imperial Army are from elsewhere. Even the Patris is from Kimethia.”

I took a sip of my drink. “How is that possible? The Empire has never granted such an honor to any other province.”

“It’s possible because we are older than the Empire. Older than the Nuvum Empire. When we were ruled from Nuvus, the bargain the Imperators struck with our nobility was that the Dusis of Kimethia would be from Kimethia. The old families of Kimethia had influence in the lands to the east and west of us. The arrangement was good for the Empire as well as for our people.”

“What happened?”

“When the barbarians of the Forest Folk captured much of the old Empire Nuvus was put in danger. It was decided that there would be two Imperators, one of the west and one for the east. The eastern Imperator moved to Tholonica. In time the western part of the Empire fell to the Forest Folk.”

“Not every province fell, Ettus.”

“So I have heard.”

“What then of the arrangement to rule Kimethia?”

He frowned and shook his head. “The records do not exist. At some point the Nuvum Empire became the Novium Empire. There was a last Dusis of Kimethia, then the Patris of Losurnum became Patris of Kimethia. But our new masters did abide by the old bargain.”

“I suppose the change happened slowly, just as the conquest of Nuvia by the Empire happened over several generations.”

“Father and some of our friends believe that is so.”

I took another drink. “If you’re treated to so well by the Empire, why should you want to be free of its rule?”

“Why would you say we are treated fairly?”

“A local man rules your province.”

“Chosen by the Imperator, not by us.”

“Your soldiers are local men.”

“But the officers who command them come largely from Holvoia.”

“You seem to be doing well when it comes to trade.”

“As long as we trade with the Empire, yes. But we must collect taxes on goods from here, much less from your domain and its allies. We’ve had enough merchants coming into Meuretha over the last couple of years to know that you and your allies have goods we want. We also know we have goods you want.”

“Go on.”

“We more than anyone, except perhaps those who study the past in Holvoia and don’t bother the Imperator and his Consuls with the truth, know that this was not how trade worked when we were all under the Nuvum Empire.”

“No?”

“No, Luva. The provinces collected taxes on business that was done within their province. The Empire collected some taxes on trade between the provinces, but the amount was small on each bargain because there was so much trade going on, and the Empire was so vast. Even when goods came into the Empire from the east, from the lands it didn’t rule, the taxes levied on them were modest.

“It was also the way of the Nuvum Empire to collect taxes from their subjects in the form of goods. One could pay their taxes in the form of coins or grain, or livestock, or cloth, or what have you. Those goods kept the Empire going along with all the coins paid.

“That’s not how the Novium Empire operates. All taxes must be paid in coins. All trade from outside the Empire is taxed. No Patris has the authority to determine how taxes are collected or from whom. That authority lies with the Imperator and his Consuls. Any Patris who tries to change the law is removed.”

“Even in Kimethia?” I asked.

He replied with a single nod.

“Is that all?”

“As you are related to Hilia of Bacaria, I will tell you that magic is also a matter of concern to us.”

“How so?”

“At present there are but two magi for all of Kimethia. There’s one in Losurnum and one in Piketis. Under Nuvum Empire we had magi in almost every major city.”

“Why?”

“Do you not know?”

“Why would I ask?”

He finally smiled to me. “Ancient Kimethia was one of the few places where magic was discovered, and where the first magi arose.”

I inhaled a deep breath. I knew through my family connections that the old works suggested that Kimethia was indeed one of the places where magic was first studied. Those works were not at all certain on this. If what Ettus told me was true, and he knew where I could find works to support his claim, that would be crucial in giving us an understanding of the past study and practice of magic.

“I’ll want to read works that state that one day,” I said to him.

“That could be arranged, if all goes well,” he replied.

“Good.” I was curious about the other city he’d named, but I felt I needed to know a little more about what he and his father wanted to do about their masters. “I’ve heard that there’s been violence against the Empire in Kimethia.”

His smile vanished. “None of our friends are behind such acts, I assure you.”

“Do you know who is?”

“Father and a few of our friends think that criminals are behind the attacks on soldiers and others. They believe the attacks are paid for by the Empire.”

“To what end?”

“The worry is that any who speak out against Imperial rule will be jailed for supporting violence. Father and another Consul also worry that the Empire might use these deeds to justify replacing our local Patris with one from elsewhere.”

“Suppress any resistance and overturn the ancient bargain at the same time.”

“Indeed so.”

“I should like to talk more about that. But first I want to know in my mind how one would get around Kimethia. You say you’re from the seat of the province.”

“Losurnum.”

“How would I get there from here?”

“You would go east, across the border to Kapretum. From there you could go overland or by sea to Losurnum.”

“So it’s a port city?”

“It is.”

“And if I continue east?”

“You would pass through one more city, Pirtanum, then leave Kimethia.”

“But that’s not all of Kimethia, is it?”

“No. Most of the population lives along the River Kimnit. From Losurnum you will go south. The first city you reach is Mikratis, then Holpis, Alpris, Thentis, then to the crossroads city of Piketis. From there you can travel southeast by land to the port city of Otepis, or you can follow the river south to Telranis.”

“Then what?”

“We know the River Kimnit continues south from Telranis. No one has traveled that way in ages. The Empire has allowed no journeys, either for exploration or trade.”

“Why not?”

“It’s believed that they fear what we’ll find. There are old tales of fine goods coming from beyond our southern border. Animal parts, strange fruits, gold and fine gems. Such trade might make us rich.”

“And you’d no longer need your masters in Tholonica.”

“Quite so.”

I gave his list of city names a moment or two of thought. That was all the time it took me to notice that not all of them were in Imperial. “Not all the names of the cities fit together,” I said to him. “Why is that?”
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