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“No way.” The four companions were sitting in a seedy tavern in a ratty village somewhere near the UnMod-P’Piar border. It hadn’t been much longer since the incident with the mob, so they were making a genuine effort to keep a low profile, which was saying quite a lot given that one of them carried a halberd, one of them was built like a brawler, and one carried himself like an aristocrat, despite his best efforts to the contrary. 

“What’s wrong with Canara?” Zanz asked. “It’s an autonomous state with peaceful ties to other nations. It’s not likely that DJP would risk upsetting good relations over a few scoundrels like us. We could easily use Canara to lay low, or slip off into other parts of UnMod if DJP asks Maha to extradite us.” 

“Be that as it may…I got history there.” Fenrir said uncomfortably. 

“You said something about that before.” Dew commented offhand. He appeared to have snapped out of the funk that he’d been in back when the brawl had gone down, and was his usual self. “Way back then.” 

“Yeah. There’s a guy there I’m not anxious to see again.” He said. 

“What’s about who what now?” Bale asked. 

“Oh! I remember! Your friend Mitaro, right? That was when he died, wasn’t it?” Zanz said. “I can see why you wouldn’t-“ Dew his hand up. 

“Drop it.” He said quietly, gesturing at Fenrir, who was staring blankly into his mug. 

“Ah. Sorry. I forgot how sensitive that subject is.” 

“Nah, it’s fine.” Fenrir said dully. “You guys really want to go there, I’ll go with. It’s no big deal.” 

“You sure?” Dew asked. 

“Yeah.” 

“I don’t care, just so long as we stay ahead of the mobs of people after us.” Bale put in. “I know we’re in UnMod now, but that won’t stop really determined assassins, especially if they’re from the Guild of Silence.” 

“Speaking of assassins, let’s leave before they find us.” Zanz put in. “If we can get to Canara, we’ll have at least a marginal degree of protection.” 

The four companions stood and gathered their belongings before quickly filing out of the tavern. Dew flicked the barkeeper a coin on the way out. 

From a nearby roof, figure crouched in the shadow of a chimney merely watched as four silhouettes left from a tavern and purposefully went on their way. The figure smirked and hurried down from his perch, eager to pen out his letter to the Guild of Letters. 

“Ah, Canara. It’s not as hot as, say, NuMod, but it’s a lot different from P’Piar.” Zanz said. The crew had taken the time to procure some sort of local clothing in an effort to disguise the attributes that screamed fugitive, although Zanz hadn’t needed anything, since his outfit came from UnMod anyway. Dew and Bale both wore tan cloaks over the darker colors of their regular clothes. Fenrir had reluctantly agreed to leave his halberd and armor back at the Inn where they were staying. He’d opted for plain sandy clothes and a headscarf that wrapped around his head like a turban. Despite the others’ prodding, Fenrir had refused to leave his gauntlets behind. 

It was a nice place, they had to give it credit for that. The locals didn’t seem to be the rowdy, out-of-sorts type, and the constables seemed kind and well-meaning with their groomed appearances and friendly demeanor. It was nice to not have the chance to relax for a change. 

Dew and Zanz were walking slightly ahead of Fenrir and Bale as they traversed a busy thoroughfare filled with venders hawking wares. Everything from live animals to precious jewelry imported from the lands beyond NuMod, to the fine silks and linens of Aimms. As grizzled and jaded as the comrades were, they slowly found themselves taking in the spectacle with barely concealed grins. So distracted were they that when Zanz accidentally bumped into a well-dressed young lady, they remained unaware and continued their slow gait. 

“Ah, forgive me.” Bale said, the instinctive politeness of his upbringing leaving his mouth before he could squelch it. 

“No, think nothing of it.” The young woman turned to face him. Her sun-darkened face was complemented nicely by the subtle whites and blues that adorned her dress. Her hair, also bleached by the sun, was silvery in hue and spilled over the jeweled circlet set upon her forehead. Her expression carried one of calm, and yet there were undercurrents of rebellion and fire. Bale knew a feisty aristo lady when he saw one. 

To make things even more interesting, the lady was accompanied by a golem. A roughly humanoid construct, it made the occasional odd whistle or toot from one of its seemingly ubiquitous valves and pipe endings. The words "Jem Janzen" were stenciled onto its right arm. 

“May I ask your name?’ Bale asked, suddenly intrigued. A tinge of familiarity ran through his brain. 

“Don’t you mean my family’s name?” She asked with an arced eyebrow. Her golem merely watched plaintively and tooted. 

“I’m afraid you misheard me, I-” Bale began. 

“Because if you just want to know which baron to speak to so you may make arrangements to court me, I’m afraid I must politely decline.” There was enough poison in that word to stop an elephant dead in its tracks. She renewed her verbal assault before Bale could get a word in. “Because, good sir, though your clothes are ragged and peasant-like, I can tell that every bit of you is blue-blooded noble. Your posture, your demeanor, your gestures, ye Gods, even your bloody syntax screams of the aristocracy. 
“Now, I can tell you’ve made a rather poor attempt to disguise yourself, and I’m not bloody interested in the reason, but if you intend to lay low, especially in a city as political as this one, you’ll have to do much better than that.” 

Fiery indeed. It had been quite some time since Bale had been blistered like that. Quite some time indeed. She looked him up and down and turned away without another word. 

“Well now, you’ve got quite a lip on you, don’t you? A lady like that doesn’t come along very often, now does she…Jupi Jaz?” She whirled back around to face him, surprise plastered across her features. 

“How do you know my name?” She hissed. 

“It’s been quite a long time, wouldn’t you say?” Bale smirked. 

“You know me?” 

“Perhaps I should call you “Jupiter Jaz” instead?” 

“Eeeee! Bale! Is it really you!?” She squealed ecstatically. “When was the last time you came to Ellsed?” 

“Back when we were still children, remember? ‘Jupiter Jaz’ was the nickname I gave you when we played in the gardens at your estate.” 

“That was so long ago! I’m impressed you remembered!” She grinned appraisingly. “So what brings you to Ca-” 

“BALE!” Dew’s voice cut through the din of the market thoroughfare. He whirled around to see Zanz and Dew push through the crowd. 

“What’s wrong?” Bale’s expression darkened and his hand twitched to the sword hilt beneath his cloak. “Where’s Fenrir?” 

“Right here.” He pushed past a few people and gasped for breath. He looked positively spooked. “There’s trouble. Well, not yet. But there will be soon. There are Judges in Canara.” 

“Judges!” Bale’s eyes narrowed. “You sure?” 

“They were disguised, but there’s no mistaking them. I worked with them once or twice back in my knighthood days, and there’s no way I’d mistake those two anywhere.” Fenrir nodded. “I think it goes without saying that, we’ll be in deep shit if they find us.” 

“I guess we underestimated how much our deaths meant to the Crown.” Zanz muttered. “I mean, if they’re going off and sending Judges after us…” 

“Something doesn’t seem right.” Dew said. “Judges? Seriously. There’s got to be another angle if Judges are involved. Let’s not freak out just yet." 

“Oh dear, Bale. You’ve got Judges after you?” Jazmine said with an interested tone. “I’ve heard they’re the elite commanders of Jendisc. Sounds like you’ve got yourself in a bit of trouble.” 

“Who’s this?” Fenrir frowned. “You know each other?” 

“This is Jupi Jaz.” Bale said. “We knew each other as kids. She’s been so kind as to inform me that I’m not as well disguised as I think I am.” 

“That’s quite right, you certainly aren’t.” Jupi agreed. Her golem whirred quizzically, but remained silent. 

“Could we hide out at her estate, d’you think?” Fenrir asked, eying her golem with a mixed expression. 

“That’d be a bad idea, Fenrir.” Dew interjected. “If her family knows the Baleshadows, then there’s a chance Bale’s family could hear about us and we’ll have unaffiliated assassins after us again.” 

“Well, we do need to lay low.” Zanz mused. “But wouldn’t it also be prudent to keep tabs on those Judges?” 

“I don’t think there’s a way for anyone to tail them without being noticed.” Fenrir shook his head. “They’re Judges; experienced in combat, subterfuge, and arbitration. They’ll know if someone’s watching them; that I can guarantee.” 

“Shit guys. What do we do?” 

“Um, If you guys are really feeling all that out of sorts, there’s a place at our estate where you could stay.” Jupi chimed in. 

“Didn’t we dismiss that option already? Fenrir adjusted his gauntlets a few times, before realizing he was doing it and crossed his arms. Dew frowned; Fenrir only did that when he was genuinely nervous or upset. 

“I have my own building. I’m known for being quite temperamental, so nobody’d suspect anything if I threw a fit and forbade anyone from coming in.” Jupi said coolly with a negotiator’s tact. 

“I remember that.” Bale said mildly. “I had to climb the trellis to get in. Almost broke my arm.” 

“It sounds like a reasonable idea.” Dew glanced at Fenrir. 

“Well, I don’t have any better ideas.” Fenrir shrugged. “Why don’t we split up and wander around town for a bit? I can’t shake the feeling that someone knows we’re here, so it may be best if we stagger our returns to the Inn for our packs.” 

“Sounds good to me.” Bale said. “Jaz, could you tell them the best way for them to get to your part of the estate without being seen?” 

“With pleasure, M’lord?” She said half-mockingly. Quickly detailing a route through the seedier areas of Canara, Jazmine laid out several different routes to her cottage. Her golem chimed in occasionally, suggesting several alternative paths that were actually longer for the most part. 

“Might be best if we weren’t seen traveling in a quartet.” Zanz suggested. “You want we should pair up? Go it solo, maybe?” 

“Perhaps pairs would be best.” Dew said slowly. “The last thing we need is one of us getting knocked off in an ambush.” 

“Well said.” Bale grinned. 

“I’ll catch you later, boys.” Jazmine said with a wink. “I have a busy day ahead of me.” She departed their presence, and joined the throng of people moving through the street. Jem Janzen followed her with an awkward, whirring gait but he did not lose sight of his master. She was immediately joined by two men wearing liveried tunics emblazoned with a House crest with rapiers at their hips. 

“Where’d they come from?” Bale wondered aloud. “I’d thought it strange to run into her alone. But apparently she wasn’t.” 

“Doesn’t matter much to me.” Fenrir said. “It’s about midmorning. When should we plan to meet together at the estate?” 

“Late afternoon?” Zanz suggested. “Before dinner, preferably.” 

“Fine with me.” Dew nodded. 

“Very well. See you guys later.” Bale turned on his heel and vanished into the throng. 

“I’m feelin' a little hawngry. I'm gonna go find some damn food. See ya ‘round.” Zanz followed suit. 

“Well then, I’ll-” Fenrir began. 

“Wait.” Dew interrupted. “You seem a little off. Something bothering you?” 

“Me? Um, not really.” Fenrir replied. 

“You might be able to fool those other guys, but I know you too well. Spill it.” Dew told him. “Is it the Judges?” Fenrir seemed to consider what Dew said for a few moments. He adjusted his gauntlets again. 

“Their presence bothers me, Dew.” He admitted. “All I caught was a passing glance. If it hadn’t thrown up flags right away, I wouldn’t have noticed. I can guarantee you that nobody in this town knows they’re here.” 

“Loki. Get a grip.” Dew punched him on the shoulder. “You said it yourself. We’re small fries. DJP probably couldn’t give two shits about that worthless cousin that Bale stabbed, and I’m having trouble believing he’d occupy two of his most trusted coming after us.” 

“Yeah. Makes sense.” 

“I’ve got a weird feeling about this place. Something’s about to go down here.” Dew said seriously. “The best place for us right now is at Bale’s lady-friend’s house. It's risky, true, but we can lay low and observe anything unusual.” 

“I guess so.” Fenrir dropped his hands away. He grinned. “Well, we’ve got a few hours before we can really do anything. Any ideas?” Dew returned his grin. 

“More beer.”
