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The sound of laughter mingled with music and floated into the cool night air. 

A girl walked around the gardens of an immaculately dressed lawn that surrounded a spacious looking house, an incongruous sight in the middle of the steppe country of the Territory of Canara. She looked aimlessly up into the sky, counting the stars and idly performing calculations on the motion of pendulums at the ends of variable lengths of string in her head. Her dress was well tailored and cut, accentuating her dark frame and accommodating the filling out of her adolescent body most becomingly. She had received so many offers from so many suitors, but only one offer had really caught her interest. 

Her father spoilt her rotten, as fathers are wont to do to their girls, and had let his noble daughter indulge her love affair with engines and pistons and valves, and had let her accept the invitation from Engineer Raenok to become an apprentice journeyman of Geoform Enterprises. The nobles of Elssed certainly thought this was most unusual behaviour, but her father loved his daughter more than he loved his social standing in the community, and Jupi Jaz had realized just how rare and special her dad was for it. 

Her reverie was stopped by the sound of a voice speaking up behind her. She turned around, and there he was, with a tankard of ale in his hand and a rather inebriated looking Dew slumped on the other. 

Bale was as scruffily dressed as he always seemed to be, although the guests inside the building dancing daintily to the strains of music noted the intangible comportment of a nobleman and treated him as an equal- perhaps a down on his luck equal. Jupi didn’t really care, not especially after she had heard her master’s opinion on Nobles in general (Excepting, of course, he had said, Lady Maha and the Jaz family.) He had been invited to this particular party, but he’d preferred to treat his other staff to a feast down at the pub nearest to the workshop. 

“I didn’t know you were invited,” said Jupi, smiling with genuine pleasure and surprise. 

“I didn’t either. But we got the invites from Lady Maha herself, delivered just today. Don’t know why, but everybody wanted to have a good piss up for free.” 

Dew grunted something incomprehensible that sounded something like “shows hush yersh tuhts, dahrlun.” 

“Nice party,” Bale remarked quickly, looking at the man slumped on his shoulder. “Haven’t had a good party like this in ages. Dew here, he’s I think had a bit much and a half to drink.” He smiled as the inebriated man slid to the ground, muttering a mild “oof” when he hit the tiles sunk into the garden as stepping stones. 

Jupi smiled bemusedly at the now snoring man on the garden. “I thought you mercenary types could hold your liquor.” 

“We do!” Bale protested. “He’s had twelve pints! In an hour!” He straightened up. “You, Ma’am, have slurred my companion’s honour! I demand satisfaction!” 

Jupi grinned now, a wide, happy thing that she really only showed to her family and to her boss and her closest friends. “May I substitute Jem as my champion?” she said, the grin changing into a smirk. At the mention of his name, the Golem standing a metre or two away from the girl stood slightly more to attention. Its ruby eyes rotated to take in Bale, and remained that way. To say it was unnerving would have been an understatement. 

“I am authorized to fight for my Mistress’ personal safety and honour,” he said, the rich, educated tone somewhat incongruous with the content of his message. 

Bale maintained his haughty demeanour. “Oh come, woman! I have no quarrel with your Construct…” 

It was at that moment that a loud shattering of glass erupted from the house behind Bale, punctuated by a few gasps from the crowd inside and the sudden silence as the music stopped. A figure flew out of the window which had been shattered and landed with an unceremonious thud on the grass. He rolled over and moaned softly. Numerous cuts and bruises lined his face. 

“What the hell, Zanz?” Bale asked the prone man, but he was answered with the sight of another figure sailing through the window and landing with a slightly more controlled landing. 

Fenrir quickly got to his feet. “Run, boys, Run! The invites were a trap! It’s the Tamer and the Gray!” he yelled. 

Two men appeared at the window. They were dressed as foppishly as the high society of Canara demanded, but their bearing was unmistakably martial. They both had wicked looking long swords in their hands. 

“Oh dear,” Bale said, and then someone inside the mansion screamed. “Jem, pick up Ms Jaz and take her home Now!” The Golem picked up the still rather shocked girl and lumbered away into the night, the steam from its valves whistling softly as it moved with a speed that belied its cumbersome and stolid appearance. 

The two judges looked down at Bale, and the look of recognition came across their eyes. 

“Oh, FUCK!” Bale cried, as two long sword points nearly skewered his chest, held back only by the instinct flowing within his veins and the dueling knife he held in his left wrist. He acted completely on instinct and began to jab and thrust and slash with the blade in his hand, against the two men of the King of Jendisc. He didn’t have a chance in hell, not when two of them were fighting him, but who needs to know the odds? 

Behind him, Fenrir drew his sword and leapt into the fray, the steel in his hand thrusting and jabbing and hoping to draw one of the Judges away from Bale. 

It didn’t work. The Tamer and the Gray knew which one was the dangerous one. With a casual, easy flick, Liontamer caught the former veteran wolf warrior’s temple with the flat of his sword, and sent the man sprawling, unconscious. 

Dew and Zanz either snored or passed out from he pain. 

Bale continued to weave a web of steel around himself, his mind refusing to think consciously. It was an advantage, because his reflexes were quicker, but it did mean that he went for a lunge that his rational mind had told him would merely be a prerequisite for a feint back at him. His mind was not wrong, as Graylightning threw his sword into the air, reversed his hand and caught the sword’s hilt, and brought it back savagely with one movement. 

Before the flat of Graylightning’s blade knocked him senseless, Bale could only wonder at the sheer artistry of that particular move. That was nice. 

*** 

Two voices discuss issues in the night on the Canaran steppe. A warm fire provides them with heat, their ration packs are filled with food, and their four captives lie still soundly unconscious in a dray near them, trussed up with rope like chickens. It will be a long and unfriendly ride back to Jendisc for them. Drays are not well known for their suspensions. 

“Do we kill them?” one asks. 

“No. King’s orders. Mr Bale gets a trial before we hang him, and the rest aren’t capitally indicted.” 

“What a pity. King Virt never relied on such old fashioned wishy washy stuff.” There is companionable silence for a while, with only the crackling of the fire providing any sounds in the night. 

One of the voices speaks up again. “I have to say, our main mark put up a fight.” 

“Did you see the party guests?” The other says, and there is mirth in the voice. “Half the men fainted from shock and wet their pantaloons, let alone the women.” 

Chuckling can be heard, until after a while it fades into nothing. The Companionable silence is back, and the two voices enjoy it before the next morning and the long journey back to Jendisc. 

*** 

Jupi came down to breakfast in a bad mood, which she had been in for a while, ever since that surreal night a day or two ago. She’d written to Lady Maha, asking whether she had given the invitations out. A letter was sitting on the table, addressed to her from Steward Maha herself, and she eagerly tore the seal open, waiting to read just what had gone on that crazy night. 

The paper was soft in her hands, the script flowing and beautiful. 


”Dear Ms Jaz, 

I regret to say that I have consulted with my personal assistants and no one in my office has any knowledge of giving invitations to any people called Zanz, Dew, Fenrir, or Bale. 

I apologize deeply for the terrible invasion of privacy that happened a few nights ago at the Clifferoys’ debutante party, and I appreciate that I have not done my duties as Steward of this State to ensure your Nobility and safety. 

I have contacted the Guild of Letters, and they will come back to me with a contract and a man of Letters. He or she shall be able to investigate fully, and when he or she does, I shall make sure that you know the results. 

Yours in Service, 

Maha” 


Jupi put the letter down and pursed her lips, unsatisfied with Lady Maha’s answer. She turned to her Golem, who was standing to attention at his usual rest station near the kitchen table. “Jem,” she said, softly. 

The ruby eye lights lit up. 

“Did you finish your analysis of the recordings you have of what you saw last night?” Jupi asked. 

“Affirmative.” 

“Any correlations between anyone that you know?” 

The Golem’s answer surprised her deeply. 

“Using current databases imprinted in Engineer Raenok’s persons of note program, there is a 97% probability that assailant one is Judge Liontamer of Jendisc, and 99.4% probability that assailant two is Judge Graylightning of Jendisc.” 

Jupi's brain began to shift into overdrive as she considered the implications. Curiouser and Curiouser.
