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ONE
142nd Year of the Reign of the City
(Thirdday, Waning, 1st Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
 
When the skyship was directly above the center of the courtyard, Mhiskva, without raising his voice above a murmur, ordered Wloblh, "Now."
As the ironsmith concentrated, eyes closed and standing rigidly, Number Three plummeted through the dark, the rush of the air strumming her timbers with the chords of an eerie lament.  Two bulky marines, ready to give physical support if necessary, stood beside him.  Wloblh was the best of the trainees, but the profound depths of concentration required for the thick shouldered man to control the skyship during precise maneuvers left him oblivious to the external world and subject to bouts of vertigo, incoherence, and nausea.
With only minutes lacking till midnight, all of the moons were up -- Father Moon still mostly full -- and anyone looking up would see the skyship come down, but Mhiskva had deemed the potential risk acceptable.  This fortress had not been laid siege in at least a millennium, nor suffered any sort of significant assault or organized attack in more than half that time.  The legionnaires guarding the extensive walls, bastions, and gates would -- if they were alert at all -- be watching for the rare brazen vandal from the city who might be tempted to make an attempt to sneak over the walls.
Number Three dropped the twenty manheight in seconds, decelerating abruptly to stop with her keel mere fingerlengths from the cobblestones.  Wloblh had not had time to practice the maneuver, but he had assured the marine captain that he would accomplish the task without damaging the vessel.  Mhiskva was pleased to see that the man had been as good as his word.   The waiting marines, as previously ordered and led by Vice-Captain Berhl, poured from her open sides as soon as the skyship came to a shivering stop, hopping down lightly with as little noise as possible -- though it was impossible to completely dampen the unavoidable subdued clash of the metal and leather of their armor.  Without verbal orders, the marines raced across the courtyard, forming into files and quads as they went.  The unavoidable rumbling sound of two hundred boots slapping the pavement could not be avoided, but any alarm given now should come too late.
The assault group's primary objectives were the ramps leading up to the allures of the inner courtyard's five manheight high curtain walls and the two blocky gatehouses to the east and west.  Once the courtyard was under control, the marines would move on to the outer fortifications -- the external baileys, the four main compass point bastions, the eight small interleaved ancillary bastions, and the scattered towers.  The one eyes-on scouting report that Mhiskva had had of the fortress had suggested that the fortresses' garrison, no more than a full legion, was demonstrably inadequate to defend it and additionally that the numbers routinely assigned to the night guard detail were so deficient as to be a dereliction of duty.
Mhiskva unshipped his axe and nodded at Wilhm and Lord Hhrahld.  Wilhm hardly twitched an eyelash but the Prince-Protector flashed an anticipatory grin.  The constant association of the two had seemed to provide both with tangible psychological benefit:  the pirate's extreme moods had moderated considerably and the youth's cognizance of the world at large had clarified.  Neither, alone, might still interface with reality with any great success, but together the two had achieved something that almost might be termed normalcy.
Both followed as Mhiskva vaulted the rail and the three of them landed with hardly a sound on the cobbles of the courtyard.  Wilhm took a flanking position to his right and Lord Hhrahld to his left.  Wloblh raised the skyship as soon as they were down, and the vessel shot upward with a rush of roiling air.  Number Three was too valuable -- it was entirely possible that under the current circumstances it might actually be irreplaceable -- to allow it to remain vulnerable to ground attack.  It would be up to Mhiskva, his two shield mates, and the hundred marines to secure the courtyard.  The other circling skyships would land reinforcements only when the surprise night attack succeeded in winning a foothold in the massive stronghold.
No cries arose as the marines headed up the broad ramps, though Mhiskva could quite easily hear the rough chorus of their labored breath and the raucous scuff of their boots on the stone.  He took several strides closer the nearest ramp so that he would be in range to provide support, if needed, and rotated slowly through a complete circle, scanning for any threat.
The courtyard was exactly square, though spun on its axis so that its corners were aligned with the cardinal directions.  The two gatehouses, each adjoined by round, flare-topped towers in the Imperial style, cut angles across their respective corners.  The eastern gate, which led out of the fortress through a small, circular bailey, was shut, but the western remained open.
As the Mhajhkaeirii gained the top of the ramps, half-chocked shouts went up at last from the sentries distributed sparsely atop the allures, but the hapless, occasionally slumbering legionnaires only managed a moment or two of frantic bellowing before the Mhajhkaeirii swarmed over them and pummeled them into silence.  Mhiskva had given orders to use steel only if it were absolutely unavoidable, and the fuglemen and ceannaires leading the quads had been chosen on the basis of their experience in riot control.  This city was not yet an openly declared ally of the Phaelle'n and he had no desire to allow careless slaughter to drive them fully into the arms of the enemy.
When he saw that the allures had been secured, he signaled Wilhm and Lord Hhrahld to follow and made for his own objective, the two long barracks buildings at the northern wedge of the courtyard.  The scouts had believed that the bulk of the garrison was quartered there. The central keep, a square edifice three storeys high, housed the officers and lay at the south end, but he had determined to ignore it initially.  The officers and what few guards might be there could do little if the remainder of the fortress had been captured.   Knowing the severity of the casualties that storming such a fortified building would normally entail, he fully intended to leave the keep invested but unmolested, unless its occupants attempted to cause more trouble than he expected.
As he neared the brick front wall of the eastern barracks, a shirtless armsman, an older man that had the perennially sour look of a veteran fugleman, stepped out bearing a lantern and an annoyed expression.  When he saw the shadowy silhouettes of the charging Mhajhkaeirii, he yelped an obscene curse and dodged back inside, dragging the heavy door closed behind him.
Mhiskva increased his speed, running full tilt at the door.  Feeling an unfamiliar surge of energy, he slammed into the iron-bound portal with his full weight, striving to drive it open before it could be barred.  The plates of his pauldron clanged with a mighty crash and the planks of the door all but disintegrated in a cloud of gyrating splinters.  His charge carried him a dozen of his own long paces down the central aisle of the extended, low-ceilinged room.  Wood post columns supported the low roof and three rows of neatly spaced cots paralleled the open aisle to either side.  The dim light of a scant half dozen lamps hung on chains from the rafters above revealed a suddenly frozen tableau of wild-eyed armsmen half-dressed or in their smallclothes and scrambling for weapons and armor.
Physically conscious of the close presence of Wilhm and Lord Hhrahld behind him, Mhiskva raised his axe in one hand and swung it about in a reproving semi-circle to encompass all the gaping legionnaires.  The poor light seemed to make a red glow flare from its flawlessly sharpened edge.
"Stand easy," he declared, his voice booming down the length of the building with a sound like the tolling of a great bell, "or die!"
Immediately following his words, the swords of the two large men behind him swung in a scything flourish that whispered through the shocked silence with deadly promise.
Scowling faces all around went pale or slack-jawed, and the full complement, close to three full sections, quickly emptied their hands and raised them high.
Mhiskva's marines flooded in and began to drive the captured legionnaires out into the courtyard.  Hearing the clash of arms and ragged shouts, Mhiskva raced back outside and sprinted to the second barracks, where a tight clutch of the enemy were holding the door against the advance of twenty or so marines.  The legionnaires had the advantage in the narrow entrance and two of the marines had already fallen back clutching wounds.
He charged, shouldered his own men aside, and laid into the defenders with the flat of his axe.  As his weapon stunned and flattened first one, then another, the near comical sluggishness of their movements struck him as odd, but he dismissed this as a mere illusion generated by the heat of battle.  With the door now cleared, he crouched and pressed into the building.
One man, wearing a helmet and nothing else but a breechclout, thrust a barbed spear at his midsection. Mhiskva pivoted, flicked the thrust aside with the upper recurve of his axe, and carefully swung a fist to cuff the side of the man's head. The legionnaire's eyes glazed instantly and he dropped without a sound.
Wilhm and Lord Hhrahld came in behind Mhiskva.  The old pirate had sheathed his sword and fell to with his fists, flailing about with an expression of maniacal glee.  Standing at the Prince-Protector's back, Wilhm held his blade at the ready, silent and expressionless, and the sight of him hovering there, ready to strike any that might raise a weapon, seemed to paralyze many of the legionnaires, so that hardly any made further resistance.
As soon as Mhiskva and his spearheading companions had opened a space, a good two dozen marines rushed in behind them and a general melee ensued, but the unprepared defenders had already lost heart and in short order the barracks was also cleared, with the legionnaires driven out to join their captive comrades.
Mhiskva found Vice-Captain Berhl supervising the arraying of the prisoners, who were being compelled with cuffs and prods from cudgels to sit, hands on their heads, at the center of the courtyard.
"Report, Vice-Captain."
Berhl grinned nastily.  "We hold the whole place, Captain!  Most of the guards in the outer works were asleep!"
"Very good.  Signal the reinforcements to land."
"Aye, sir."  Berhl turned and growled sharp orders in tones that betrayed the fact he would always be a fugleman at heart.  Four marines immediately set alight a prepared torch, casting copper dust on the oily flames to flare them green.
Number Five, piloted by Wloblh's daughter Mrye, came down slowly but steadily in front of the now emptied barracks and disgorged another section of marines.  The vice-captain and subaltern's in charge of these moved them immediately toward their pre-assigned positions throughout the fortress.  As soon the marines were clear, Number Five rose gracefully and warped to the east to make room for Number Six. Srye took more time coming down than her sister, but the imperturbable young woman accomplished the task with similar finesse.  Number Five's cargo was one hundred odd militia and volunteers commanded by Subaltern Mhygaeus.  While the skyship disappeared up into the dark night sky, the subaltern doubled his men across the court to report to Mhiskva.
Mhygaeus' salute was precise.  Young, the officer had graduated from the Military Academy only a month before the fall of Mhajhkaei.  "Awaiting orders, sir!"
Mhiskva nodded toward the prisoners.  "Relieve the guards with your men, subaltern.  Begin separating them out one at a time and register their names and ranks.  Fuglemen and ceannaires are to be moved into the east bailey, common legionnaires to the west."
"Aye, sir!  Sir, might I ask if there has been any further news of the King?"
Mhiskva shook his head.  "Not yet, but the Queen is confident that she will be able to discern his location by daybreak."
As the subaltern set his men to their orders, the marine captain turned to Berhl once more.  "Now, let's see what the officers in the keep are minded to do."
Once more, Wilhm and Lord Hhrahld followed unbidden. Mhiskva noted this as odd, but realized that it felt entirely natural that the two should flank him in a formation that allowed the three of them to provide each other with support in any melee.
When he neared the keep, he took his first good look at it and then stopped in surprise.
At some point, some past commander of the fortress had determined that the residence of his staff could forgo certain customary -- and already existing -- defensive features in favor of cosmetic enhancements designed to impress visiting dignitaries, or, at least, that was Mhiskva's supposition when he inspected the front of the three storey edifice.  The main keep's armored entrance gate had been replaced with a resplendent, windowed panel of cherry and beaded glass, her embrasures transformed into roomy bay windows and delicate balconies, and her flanking towers remodeled into open spiral stairways.  Lamps were lit throughout the building and darting shadows passed occasionally across windows.  The occupants had been roused, but likely knew little of what transpired in their fortress.
"They have turned the keep into a summer house," Mhiskva commented to Vice-Captain Berhl.  "Certainly not the most senseless thing that I have seen."
"Aye, sir, but I'd wager it'd be pretty close."
"I do not doubt that you would win that bet. They will try to hold the ground floor with plans to retreat upward, or that is what I might do if I were them. Well, shall we call them out first or just storm the building?"
"Being officers, they should be a bit more dedicated than the odds and sods, Captain.  Might save time just to have at it.  Three sections.  One for each of the stairways and the third through the front door.   Half an hour at the most, I'd say. We'll take casualties, but not more than fifteen percent."
"Crave pardon, commander, but if I may be permitted?"  Lord Hhrahld had stirred and spoken, his normally craggy voice clear and sonorous.  "The lad and I can clear the keep in short order with no risk and no significant casualties to them or us."
Mhiskva took a moment to examine the Prince-Protector.  The old man exuded only confidence, calm, and, quite bizarrely, rationality.  Without stopping to give the idea real consideration, the captain instantly made the decision that felt right.
"By all means."
The pirate nodded once and then he and Wilhm, without further communication and apparently according to some unspoken plan, took off at great speed, far faster than any man should have been able to run.   Each dashed to and into a stairwell and within a split second appeared at the top.  Doors were burst in and then a great racket ensued from the upper floor of the keep:  caterwauling and screeching in the finest pirate fashion, proceeding sounds of unrestrained and entirely intentional wrack and ruin, the crash of unfettered and extravagant destruction, and, presently, the yells and pounding steps of fleeing men.  The aural evidence of Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm's advance moved downward, floor by floor, and presently an armsmen, disarmed, disarrayed, and with arms raised, thrust open and bolted out the front entrance.  Hardly had Berhl dispatched two marines to take the prisoner into custody, when a round dozen officers from legates to a commander in full regalia spilled out, likewise battered and occasionally bleeding, and offered up their surrender.  Behind them strolled the two giants, Wilhm expressionless but Lord Hhrahld with a massive, gleeful smirk.
The enemy commander, disheveled and bruised, glared at Mhiskva as he was led passed.  "What manner of men are these cursed giants?"
Though the question was clearly just a rhetorical complaint, Mhiskva answered the man.  "They are Gaaelfharenii, the Warrior Brethren of Mhajhkaei, sent by the Gods to punish the foes of the True King."
Though his eyes went slightly wider, the officer did not respond.  When he and his men had been led away, Vice-Captain Berhl, offered tentatively, "They'll spread that story through all the prisoners, sir."
"Of course they will," Mhiskva replied.
Berhl nodded in understanding. "Right."
Mhiskva put on a broad, matching smile and told the vice-captain, "Signal Number One. The Blue Fortress is ours."
 



TWO
 
When Telriy infused the smoldering bar that held Mar and caused it to rise, pulling him clear of the fire, some of the Khalarii armsmen, who had been firing ineffectually at the hull of Number One from the shelter of the courtyard's doorways and windows, made to swing their crossbows toward the young magician.
Telriy screamed, "Stop them!"
Quaestor Eishtren's bow sang and Khalarii died.  Aelwyrd stood beside the officer, calmly feeding him arrows until none of the defenders who dared reveal themselves remained standing.
Telriy stood back from the rail as her hands, unaccountably, began to shake.  Feeling her control of the flux weaken, she tightened her concentration, rejecting all else but a singular focus on the wooden bar, and raised it, with Mar dangling limply beneath, over the side of the skyship.  A dozen of the crew rushed near to catch and support him as she lowered the bar to the deck.
When Phehlahm, distraught, gasped out, "They have killed the King!" a visual shudder passed through the waiting Mhajhkaeirii and a virtual shudder vibrated the ether as the intensity of their sudden horror assaulted the background flux.
Telriy sliced through the legionnaires and marines, shoving them out of her way with magic and physical force when necessary, and knelt by Mar's head.  As she looked down upon him, a terrible dread seized her, but she made no move to lay hand to him.
Mar's clothing had burned completely away, but he was not naked; soot and his own charred flesh clothed him.  His feet were mere broiled lumps, with meat bursting away from cracked bone, and his knees and thighs were blistered horribly.  Some errant spurt of flame had also seared his left hand, leaving it twisted and shriveled.  Much of his hair had burned away, and purple and yellow bruises had made his face a hideous caricature.  The beating that had gifted him the bruises had also caused him to lose a number of teeth, some of which had evidently been driven out through his right cheek.  From all outward appearances he indeed appeared dead; she could not see that any part of him stirred.
When tears began to cascade down her cheeks, Telriy made no effort to wipe them away.  She had not cried since the death of her mother and father, not for Gran and certainly not for herself, but she could not deny these tears for the father of her own yet to be born child.
"Make room!" Aunt Whelsi roughly shouldered aside the much bigger armsmen and squatted down opposite Telriy.  With her was a white-faced Yhejia, bearing several of the witch's medicinal satchels.  Ignoring all save her patient, Aunt Whelsi stared at Mar for almost a full moment and then declared sharply, "He's breathing!  Now, Gods damn you all, clear out and make room for me to work!"
Without hesitation, the crewmen drew back respectfully, but Telriy held her place.
When Aunt Whelsi began to sing, her clear melodious voice ringing out a curiously cheerful ballad, Telriy saw the ether stir and flux begin to creep into Mar's violated flesh.  She sensed the spark of his life, reduced to something she had been almost unable to detect, gain in strength.
Tears still flowing, she raised her head to tell Fugleman Truhsg in a dead cold voice, "Bring me a sand sphere."
The fugleman rushed to one of the red painted buckets secured by the rail and then walked back with measured steps and self-conscious care, bearing the sphere as if it were a viper that might choose to strike at any second, and presented her with the deadly globe.
She did not take it from his outstretched hands, but simply stared at it, storing in the already overloaded vessel a lifetime's worth of sublimated grief and hate. When the sphere began to glow a cold, evil blue, the hard-faced Truhsg tensed but did not waver.
"Throw that over the side," Telriy ordered when she was done.  She reached out with her magical senses to drive Number One upwards out of range. "Aim for the center of the courtyard. Do not miss."
Truhsg's tone was vicious. "There is no chance of that, my lady queen."
 



THREE
 
The intense pain brought Mar around.  He moaned and struggled to sit up, but strong hands pressed his shoulders down.  After several frail and failed attempts, he managed to make his eyes open.
Many indistinct faces stared down at him, phasing in and out of a blurred brightness. Some seemed naggingly familiar but he had could not identify them.  After a moment or ten, a strong, determined voice insisted that he focus on a single face.  He concentrated, and when it at last became clear, he saw that it was Aunt Whelsi, her expression drawn and severe.
"Don't move, boy," she told him.  "You were burned almost to death.  There was nothing much left of your feet and I had to take both your legs off above the knees.  It's likely that I'll have to do the same to your left hand here shortly.  If you thrash around much at all, you'll open the stitches and you'll start bleeding again.  If that happens, there will be nothing that I can do to save you.  I've given you all the blood that Wilhm can spare, though he'd willingly give it all."
Mar made some sound, mostly another moan.
The expression on Aunt Whelsi's face became exceedingly grim.  "I've woken you because I can't do anything more for you.  I've never seen anyone survive wounds as bad as this.  It's magic you need and that right now.  You have to save yourself because no one else can."
Mar pushed out words. "What...do?"
"You're badly burned over most of your lower body and your left side and arm.  You must try to strengthen your body's reserves, make more blood if you know how, start your skin on the natural process of repair, and keep the wounds from becoming infected.   That's the most important.  You have to keep all fevers away.  As weak as you are, almost any secondary illness will kill you."
Mar let his eyes close.  For some time he simply languished in his own mind, not thinking, but rather simply existing.  He could not feel any of his body below his waist and the portions above that he was aware of simply hurt.
Presently, struggling to overcome this overwhelming lassitude, he sought out The Knife Fighter's Dirge and clung to the tune, hoping to glean time.  His awareness of the ether had become intermittent and when he could perceive it, the flux was wane and shallow.  After some time, however, the modulation seemed to gain strength and his consciousness sank back into his innermost refuge, the domain of the fundamental and clarified BLACK.
Without the burden of pain or emotion, he took stock.
Indeed, as the witch had said, his body was ravaged, steadily failing and bleeding vital flux into the ether as it slowly died.  Already the fiercely keening purple of some invisible poisoning life had begun to seep into his wounded stumps and started to take root.
He studied the keening purple for a subjective moment and after some experimentation with various sound-colors leached from the BLACK, he discovered a scintillating turquoise that would counteract it.  After this, he expended a considerable effort in attempts to strengthen the natural flux modulations of his body, but only achieved sporadic success.
At one point, he observed in an internalized, emotionless fashion as his left hand and arm below the elbow separated from his awareness, no doubt the result of the forewarned amputation.
After an uncounted length of time, he found that he possessed an increased physical strength and a more profound vital flux.  Venturing out of the BLACK, he awoke.
A single dim lamp lit the room.  Aunt Whelsi was not present, but a not-young woman, whom he did not recognize, was, sitting in a chair nigh his bed.  Also, six marines and legionnaires stood against the walls or sat in chairs within his sight, all of them alert and watchful.  Darning a pair of brown socks in a relaxed, methodical time-passing fashion, the woman looked up and smiled with genuine pleasure when she saw his eyes opened.
"It is good to see you awake, my lord king," she told him warmly as she laid needles and wool in her lap.
He dragged his right arm -- his left was strapped down beneath the covers and part of it was clearly missing -- up to rub his face with a shaking hand.  Dry-mouthed, he asked first, "May I have a drink?"
"Of course, my lord king!" The woman's smile brightened as she sprang up, swept to a side table, poured water from a pitcher, and hurried back to hold the cup to his lips.  Dressed in wool trousers that emphasized her long legs and a loose blue blouse that allowed plenty of room for her full bosom, she was more than tall for a woman, neither thin nor thick, black haired, and had a kind face and slender, delicate hands.
He drank it all and then asked for another.
"Would you like something to eat?  Some bread and broth?"
"No, not right now.  Not to be rude, but who are you?"
"I'm Berhl's sometime companion, Tsyl."
"Sometime?"
Tsyl smiled unapologetically. "I'm a professional kept woman."
"Oh."
"It's better than it sounds. We don't always get along, so when we don't, he goes his way and I go mine.  Right now, we happen to be headed the same way."
That, Mar reflected, was all in all probably not a bad arrangement.  There were certainly much worse situations.
"I don't imagine that he's mentioned me," she went on, "as that's how he is, but we've made a son together. His name's Baeyrl and he's seven."
He looked around the room again, readily identified it as a skyship cabin.  "Where are we?"
"Aboard Number Three, flying at a thousand armlengths above the Blue Fortress of Khalar," she replied succinctly, apparently not feeling any urge to elaborate.
Mar rolled that around in his head for a moment without deriving many conclusions and then asked, "How long have I been out?"
"Five days.  The first three, Aunt Whelsi kept you asleep with potions, but when she saw that you would likely live, she let you sleep on your own."
Mar's thoughts remained sluggish, but one thing he had to know.  "Where is Telriy?"
Tsyl grinned savagely. "The Queen is out fighting, my lord king."
"Fighting? Who is she fighting?"
"Everyone who doesn't get out of her way."
 



FOUR
The 1644th year of the Glorious Empire of the North
Emperor's Highway, two leagues north of Khalar
(Seventhday, Waning, 1st Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
 
Legate Stromhaeldnt screeched, "Scatter!"
As the remaining stalwarts of his command scrambled across the ditches and heaved themselves over the fieldstone walls bordering the adjacent wheat fields, he spurred his horse toward the possible protection of a small, mixed grove of hardwood and evergreen trees just thirty paces down a dirt lane to his right.  The heart-chilling shadow of the demon flying ship passed over him and a second later a huge explosion burst to his rear.  Whipping his head about, he saw yet another line of explosions sprout in the ship's wake, vomiting geysers of shattered granite and red earth as they carved five armlength craters in the pavement of the old highway.  As well as he could see, all of his men had cleared the highway in time.  He snapped his head back around and kicked in his spurs hard.
As soon as he had reached the first of the trees, he flung himself from his saddle and slapped the roan's flank to set it free.  Though trained to battle, the poor animal's nerves had been frayed to the breaking by the aerial attacks.  It would be of no use to him in this battle, which appeared destined, in all honesty, to be a last stand.  The roan obliged him by bolting, rearing and kicking, down the lane.  With sharp thunderclaps hammering the air and heavy jolts shuddering the ground, he sprinted into the grove and hunkered down behind the spreading roots of a red oak, then watched as the stretch of the Imperial Highway, nearly a third of a league in length, was transformed into rubble in no more time than it would take a man to run along it.   This broad furrow of destruction sown, the demon ship, flying no more than ten manheight up, made a slow turn to the west and started back.
During the previous attacks, the demon ship had unleashed no more than half a dozen explosions.  This time it seemed determined to eradicate his command.
Stromhaeldnt got a prolonged look at the ship as it made its turn, his first in the two days that it had harassed his march (most of the time, he had been too busy fleeing to study the apparition.)  Apparently constructed of wood, it appeared to have been built by the hands of men, with the regular lines of board and beam.  Men, or, at least, the semblance of men, moved upon her deck.
Though appearing unhurried, the ship would reach the area where his men sheltered to either side of the highway in no time at all.
Stromhaeldnt would have like to have fled, but he was a legionnaire and an officer and as unpalatable as the prospect was in this circumstance, it was his task to lead.  He sprang up and started running back towards his men, crossing the lane and vaulting the tumbledown fieldstone fence. Heart pounding from exertion and stress, he sprinted through the waist-high golden wheat, cutting a furrow through the sheaves with his pounding boots.
He came across Ceannaire Pedgel first.  The sub-officer had crouched in a trampled patch of wheat near a walkover in the stone fence.  Five or six crossbowmen lay or squatted near him.  Before their departure, Stromhaeldnt had had the entire First and Second Files of the Second Section issued crossbows and full quivers.  Most of the ones who had not deserted had managed to keep them.
Pedgel glanced back and caught sight of Stromhaeldnt, then urgently hissed, "Get down, sir!"
The legate complied, dropping to one knee and diplomatically keeping his thought that there was no way to hide from the flying ship to himself.  "What are you planning?"
The ceannaire was hardly twenty and as far as Stromhaeldnt knew had never fought in anything larger than a tavern scuffle, but he had always performed his duties with proper decorum and industriousness.  Since the attacks began, he had impressed Stromhaeldnt with his steady nerve and common sense.
"There's armsmen aboard that beast, sir," Pedgel replied hoarsely.  "I figure that if we can take some of  'em out with quarrels, they might draw back enough to let a bunch of us get away."
Pondering this, Stromhaeldnt asked him, "Did everyone get clear this time?"
With cryptic orders to assemble all available men and march to the relief of Khalar, Stromhaeldnt had started out with nearly ten score legionnaires summoned from a dozen small guard posts and tax stations throughout his district.  They had only made a league from the muster point at his headquarters in the village of Lhyrdherl when the demon ship, clearly patrolling the outskirts of the city, had crossed their path.   The first attack had killed five legionnaires, wounded twenty, and caused nearly a hundred, including all of the under officers save Pedgel, to take to their heels and never look back.  Over the last day and a half, with respite only during the previous sleepless night, they had suffered three other brief attacks, though no other casualties.  After each attack, the demon ship had continued on in its patrol, allowing Stromhaeldnt to regroup his legionnaires, briefly rest, then return to his march.
"Yes, sir.  There's no bodies out there."  Pedgel jerked a thumb toward where the highway used to be.  "There's forty-nine of us on this side, counting you, and I've seen a few heads peaking over on the other."
"We need to get the men from that side of the highway over to this one," Stromhaeldnt told the ceannaire.  "We have a better chance if we can concentrate our fire."
"Someone'll have to cross to organize them," Pedgel pointed out, his gaze steady.  This was his way of saying that he was not stupid enough to volunteer to try to cross the exposed highway right-of-way.
Stromhaeldnt looked up to judge how fast the flying ship approached.  It was still coming straight on, riding just above the centerline of the highway, but appeared to have slowed.  There might be a minute or two before it attacked again. He nodded.  "You get this lot together.  I'll jaunt across and have the ones on that side regroup over here."
Pedgel's expression remained flat. "Right, sir. Good luck."
Stromhaeldnt took two long breaths, then shot to his feet and leapt up the walkover, running for all he was worth.  Rubble and ejecta covered the dry drainage ditch and the grassy shoulder, but he found his footing easily enough and did not have to slow until he reached the uneven, ruptured ground where the pavement used to be.  He dodged around a large crater and then, goaded by the constricting anticipation of suddenly becoming engulfed in fire, sprinted with reckless abandon to hurl himself across a smaller one.  He skidded upon landing but kept his balance and made long, galloping strides across the opposite shoulder and ditch, hurtling obstacles as necessary.  When the stone fence appeared in front of him, he dove head first over it.
Two long service veterans, Burk and Westlen, rose and caught him as he came down, preventing him from plowing a furrow through the soil with his head. Around two dozen more armsmen were making themselves small behind the fence in widely spaced clusters.  All of the legionnaires stared at him, many with open incredulity. A few were flat out dumbfounded.
Stromhaeldnt untangled himself from Burk and Westlen, and, knowing that the only way to get the legionnaires to obey his next order was to show none of his own fear, stood straight up and took a commanding stance.
"Legionnaires!" he bellowed.  "Over the fence and across the road!  NOW!"  Then without pause he walked to the fence, stepping around a young, blond-haired legionnaire named Thilbus who was missing his helmet, and climbed over.  He marched back across the highway, his back arrow straight and trying desperately not to soil himself.
At a dead run, Thilbus passed him first, not once looking back, then Burk, Westlen, and an older legionnaire named Declytys at better than double-time.  Then all the others -- he was not going back to make sure -- swept by in a gaggle.  One of the laggards, Prestmyn, who always seemed to lag but was as brave as any of the rest, tripped on a jutting piece of pavement and fell into a shallow crater.  With as much calm as he could produce, Stromhaeldnt trotted forward to drag the man back to his feet and urge him onward.  With most of the men having reached the fence, he picked up his own pace finally, herding Prestmyn, and helped boost the fellow over into the wheat field before climbing over himself.
Pedgel, busy sorting the new arrivals into their quads, stopped to tell Stromhaeldnt, "That was right well done, sir."
He did not bother to comment.  "Is everything ready for the attack?"
"Yes, sir, but they've hove to and are standing off out of effective range, at about a hundred and fifty paces."
"They've stopped?"
"You didn't look, sir?"
"It wasn't mission vital."
"Understandable, sir."
Stromhaeldnt swung about.  As the ceannaire had said, the demon vessel had swung broadside, come to a stop, and descended so that her keel was no more than an armlength off the shattered highway.
"Wonder what that's about?" he said, thinking out loud.
"No idea, sir.  Should we try to withdraw?"
"No, they would surely catch us.  Make the men ready.  If they move within range, we'll give two volleys and then break into quads and scatter.  Each quad is to make its own way clear and, if feasible, regroup after nightfall a league due west of this spot." 
He made no attempt to give a more specific location for the fallback point; he expected this last retreat to be the effective end of his command.   Surely, by this time, all of his men must have realized that it would be impossible to reach Khalar and he fully anticipated that all of them would act accordingly.
While the ceannaire began to relay the orders, Stromhaeldnt turned his eyes back on the impossible vessel, trying to discern what it might do next.  Presently, a hatch opened in its lower hull and three armsmen disembarked and moved out toward the Khalarii position.  One of these bore a standard and when he unfurled and raised it, a broad square of white cloth fluttered free to wave feebly in the sparse wind. The other two appeared to be armed only with scabbarded swords.  This trio marched out about twenty paces from the ship and then stopped.
"They must be offering a truce," Ceannaire Pedgel suggested as he crab-walked nearer.
"Obviously," Stromhaeldnt grunted, "but why?  They could have finished us without much effort."
"Only way to find out that is to go out there," the under officer determined.
"I suppose you're right.  You take charge of the men.  I'll go meet them. Ask for two volunteers to accompany me and see if you can find something white to make a flag."
Burk and Westlen either volunteered or were told to do so by Pedgel.  As they joined Stromhaeldnt, both displayed a fatalistic stoicism.  The answering truce flag was made from someone's donated small clothes attached to a halberd.
"Good," Stromhaeldnt approved.  He stood up, gesturing for the two legionnaires to join him and gave one last order.  "Ceannaire, if some treachery should befall us, you are to take such action as you see fit."
"Yes, sir."  Pedgel's face revealed nothing, but Stromhaeldnt had no doubts that if he was not to return that the ceannaire would do his best to escape with as many men as possible.  Stromhaeldnt had had hardly had a dozen words a week with Pedgel before yesterday, but now considered him to be the most competent under officer that he had ever met.
With Burk and Westlen following, he mounted the walkover and began to make his way at a careful pace toward the waiting truce party, staying on the shoulder of the highway to avoid the craters.  Matching his pace exactly, the two legionnaires took flanking positions to mirror those of the other party. As Stromhaeldnt drew near the waiting men, he studied them.  He had half-expected some outlandish dress or fantastic features -- horns or fangs, as in the stories his grandmother used to tell -- to match their supernatural mode of transport, but all appeared thoroughly human.  Each wore a set of armor made of common leather and steel that was near identical to Stromhaeldnt's own, though their helmets were less decorative and more functional than standard Imperial issue, and each bore a plain shortsword sheathed in an abbreviated scabbard of the southern coastal style.  Curiously, the flag bearer wore an obviously new-sewn tabard over his armor.  Made of greenish-blue broadcloth of a sort known in the markets of Khalar as ocean twill, it sported a device embroidered in crimson lisle -- a stylized crown.
As they drew near, the fellow with the tabard, bearing a fugleman's badges on his breastplate, came to attention and saluted smartly.
"Sir, I am Fugleman Truhsg," the emissary offered pleasantly enough.  "On behalf of Queen Telriy of Mhajhkaei, I offer you honorable surrender."
Stromhaeldnt saw no rational reason that he should not be equally civil; he was an educated officer of the Glorious Empire, after all.  Of course, he was little more than a uniformed tax collector, but he might as well rise to the occasion. 
"Legate Stromhaeldt of the House of Penniyl, Commander of the Second and Third Sections, Thirty-Ninth Reserve Exurban Legion," he replied with calm formality.  Then, belatedly, he began to process the particulars of the man's statements.
If these crewmen of the demon ship were Mhajhkaeirii as claimed, then they were a very long way from home.  As far as he knew, no southern prince had taken interest in Khalar in generations.  He wondered what this change portended. Somewhat tentatively, he asked, "Did you say queen?"
"Yes, sir.  Queen Telriy is wife of King Mar."
Mar impressed him as such a common, almost servile-sounding name, but he suspected making mention of the fact might be not just impolite but hazardous. "Mhajhkaei has a king?"
"Yes, sir."
"A living king?"
Truhsg almost laughed. "Yes, sir."
Stromhaeldt rolled that around in his head for a moment without quite comprehending it, then decided that he should ignore this strange development for the moment and concentrate on the business at hand.   "What are the particulars of your offer?"
Not, he reflected, that he was in any position to negotiate.  His small remaining force was overmatched, outdone, and might shortly be scattered to the winds.
"Upon surrender, you and your unit will be confined as prisoners of war, with all rights and protections afforded by the recognized norms of civilized warfare, and transported to Khalar, to be interned there until the final disposition of the city can be determined or other arrangements are negotiated for your release."
Stromhaeldt hesitated to demonstrate his own ignorance, but decided that it hardly mattered under the circumstances. "So ... there is war between Khalar and Mhajhkaei?"  The orders that he had received had provided no explanatory information.
The fugleman did not miss a beat.  "Due to grievous insult done the Person of the King by minions of the self-styled Viceroy of Khalar, as of Fifthday, this fortnight, the aerial and ground forces of the Kingdom have seized the city."
When it was clear that the Mhajhkaeirii would provide no further details concerning this stunning pronouncement, Stromhaeldt figured that it could do his cause no harm to ask the man another, perhaps silly, question.
"Why, if I may be so bold, are you offering us terms now?  There is no doubt that your impressive flying ship and its weaponry could have erased us from the face of the world."
Truhsg did break a smile then.  "Well, sir, part of it was your doggedness in trying to reach the city.  The two other Khalarii columns that we found bolted before we had to use the ship's weapons.  But to hit the nail on the head, the thing that finally swayed the Queen to offer quarter was when you dashed across the highway to rally your armsmen.  She said that you had to be really brave or really stupid and in either case, killing you would be a poor use of ammunition."
Stromhaeldt did not quite see the humor in the observation.  "I see. Well, in that case, we accept terms."
Neither his recent orders nor standing army regulations nor the jingoistic hubris that he did not posses precluded his surrender in the face of undeniably overwhelming strength.  If his superiors chose to judge him harshly later, then so be it.
"Wise choice, sir.  The Queen can be quite unforgiving."
 



FIVE
The 1644th year of the Glorious Empire of the North
Blue Fortress
(Eighthday, Waning, 1st Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
 
Erskh of the House of Dhent had commanded his bondservants to array him in his most resplendent armor.  The armor smiths who had fitted it to his hefty frame had created a unique, artistic masterpiece. The gold inlay, mother-of-pearl styling, and accentuating rubies flashed fancifully in the midmorning sun as he waited with some impatience before the sealed gates of the Blue Fortress.   He was not foolish enough to believe that this grandiose exhibition would make much of an impression on the reportedly severe Mhajhkaeirii'n officers, but, by all the Gods, if he had to attend the surrender of his city, then he would present a figure so grand that he could not fail but be featured prominently in the history of the event!
No precise time had been specified for the meeting with the Mhajhkaeirii representatives, but it could only begin once all of the Khalarii delegation had arrived.  Ostensively, the purpose of this conference was to negotiate an end to hostilities, but Erskh knew that the true purpose was to give him and the others an opportunity to prostrate themselves before their conquerors in hopes of securing guarantees for the Old City's elites.
The Viceroy's allotted contingent was ten, and he had eschewed inviting other senior members of the Viceroy's Personal Guard, choosing instead his closest aide, personal scribe, and household guard.  Those last, all nephews and cousins with assured loyalties, waited in an admirably disciplined formation behind, all similarly magnificent in silvered breast plates, chartreuse high-combed helmets, filigreed greaves, and polished longswords wrapped with blue and gold ribbons.
"Khai," Erskh told his scribe, "make sure to note that the color of my bodyguard's helmet combs is chartreuse, not yellow-green."
"Yes, my lord Commandant."
Standing a short space to Erskh's left, nearer the southern side of the bridge, the contingent from the Assembly of the Patriarchs had elected to dress in frugal, almost plebian, simplicity: unpolished boots, wool trousers, and workmanlike vests or jackets over severe cotton shirts.  From outward appearances alone, he would have identified them as lower echelon minions and not the supremely powerful merchants that they were. Obviously expecting to be presented with demands for reparations, it was equally obvious that, misers that they were, they had no intention of betraying the true size of their purses by an overt display of finery.  The four -- Hwraldek, Erhtrys, Czerag, and Faegniy of the Merchant Houses Korhthenr, Rhesdin, Tgaie, and Buign -- stood together but unspeaking.  Erskh had long known that Hwraldek and Erhtrys shared considerable animosity and were quite often at odds in Assembly debates and fierce competitors in commercial enterprises. The other two, politically and financially junior, represented minor factions and had been instructed (Erskh had had spies in the deliberations) to take pains not to anger either of the senior delegates by inadvertently appearing to lend support to the other.
All of the Patriarchs had limited themselves to two bodyguards each, all plainly accoutered in nondescript leathers with neither tabard nor blazon, and had no other attendants.
Erskh let his eyes rove upward to look beyond the bridge towers at the ships circling -- he still had trouble believing, despite the evidence of his own eyes, that such a thing could be possible -- slowly above.
Was it only three days since his world had changed so incredibly?
It seemed far longer, but it was depressingly true.  It was just three frighteningly rapid days since the thunder of a cataclysm -- which he had latter learned had leveled the House of Justice, leaving a pit fifty paces across in its place -- had drawn him to his balcony to gape, stunned and incapable of speech, at the ships sailing unmolested and unsupported above the Old City.
The news, delivered just moments later, that both fortresses had fallen during the previous night and that Mhajhkaeirii'n banners flew above them had struck him like a blow, almost bringing on a spell with his heart.
Within the hour, though, he had gathered enough of his wits to recover and dispatched orders to muster the entire force of the Guard that were present in the Old City districts, directing them to assemble at the Plaza of the Empire.
His priorities had been clear.  It was the Army's task to deal with the invaders.  His was to insure the protection of the wealth, well-being, and privilege of the Old City's forthright citizens -- the merchants, bureaucrats, and hierarchs.  He had taken it as a given that this invasion would certainly generate unrest in the degenerate inhabitants of the Lower City, and had quickly decided that the district officers there, cut off by the capture of the Blue Fortress, would have to be left to control their areas as best they could in the absence of central authority.  His primary concern had been the considerable numbers of tradesmen and bondsmen who resided within the Old City.  That rabble had been known to join riots in the past, and he had intended to take preemptive action before they could have seized the opportunity to pillage their betters.
Unfortunately, this plan had only compounded the disaster.
The appearance of the threatening shape of one of the flying ships above the plaza and the unmistakable indication that it had been preparing to swoop to attack had scattered the guardsmen like spineless rats.  Better than two thirds of them had yet to report back to duty.  Aside from blood relatives and extended relations, his force was in a complete shambles.
Erskh turned to his aide, Captain Naelsyen, and grumbled, "What is keeping Ghraff?"
While good graces required that the public fiction that the rule of Khalar lay solely in the hands of the Viceroy be maintained, the reality was that the city was governed by a settled triumvirate composed of the Viceroy's bureaucracy and its extension, the Guard, the Assembly of the Patriarchs, and the Imperial Army.   No meaningful action could or would be taken without the concurrence of all three.  The decision to concede the surrender of the city had been accomplished by exchange of messengers, but, as there existed no trust of any sort between the parties, the negotiation of terms would require the physical presence of representatives of each.  With his unusual negligence, the Viceroy had readily agreed to Erskh's suggestion that the Guard Commandant attend, and the Assembly had acted with uncharacteristic haste to entrust the chore to the four Patriarchs present, but High-General-of-Legions Ghraff, hereditary commander of the Imperial Army of the Glorious Empire of the North, had messaged that he personally would attend the meeting. His tardy appearance had resulted in the present delay.
Naelsyen, a tall, balding captain with an athletic frame, was a clerk by training and a metal smith by birth.  In spite of these mean credentials, he was possessed of a studied competence and a keen intelligence and had risen with commendable alacrity through the ranks of the Guard.  Erskh had found him content in his station and unswervingly loyal, and though unrelated by blood or marriage, had made the unaspiring fellow his confidential assistant.
"Would you like me to send another inquiry, sir?" Naelsyen asked.
"No, we have already sent two.  Another might give insult and you know that Ghraff has the tendency to become obstinate at the merest suggestion of a slight.  Have a patrol of guardsmen fall back along the route to his villa with orders to return a runner when he is located."
Strangely, it was only a few moments later, just as Erskh had begun to perspire profusely (and consequently realize yet again why he intensely disliked wearing armor on warm, sunny days) that the specified runner returned to hand Naelsyen a message.
"Sir," Naelsyen announced while reading, "the Imperial Army contingent is approaching the head of the bridge.  The general is not with them."
Erskh scowled. "What does that mean?  He is not coming after all?"
"There is nothing more in the note, sir.  Should I send an order for clarification?"
"No," Erskh replied, pondering this unexpected development.  "They will be here in a few minutes.  We will find out the reason for the change soon enough."
The Army contingent -- a file of legionnaires in field armor led by a young vice-commander -- marched up moments later.  All of the legionnaires were large, humorless veterans, most ceannaires or fuglemen.  For the most part, the Army ranks were filled with malcontents, convicts, and conscripts, and Erskh suspected that the majority of those not confined within the fortresses had deserted.  Clearly, someone had selected the members of this group to insure that proper martial discipline was maintained in the face of the enemy.
When the leader of the file drew near enough for the Commandant to see his face clearly, Erskh readily recognized the imperial officer.  As a matter of policy, the Guard kept dossiers on all of the Army's upper ranks and as a matter of self-preservation, Erskh had personally acquainted himself with any of those whose information suggested a competence that might feed ambition.  This was Relvhm, of the old but modest House of Twyrlh, a junior statistician on Ghraff's headquarters staff.  Aside from an oft noted dependability, Relvhm's service had been characterized most frequently as ordinary, with no incidents of significance.  It had not been reported that the man held any sort of political aspirations and his presence here now was something of a surprise.
 Vice-Commander Relvhm halted the file with a clear command and then walked forward accompanied by only the four lead legionnaires. Though Erskh was outside of his chain-of-command, Relvhm approached him, came to attention, and saluted, giving no indication that he was doing so facetiously or irreverently.  The patriarchs watched with close interest, but otherwise did not betray any reaction.
"Sir," Relvhm told Erskh respectfully," I have the pleasure of representing the command authority of the Imperial Army."
Erskh made a semblance of returning the vice-commander's salute, not worrying with either style or precision.  "I was expecting the general."
"High-General-of-Legions Ghraff has suffered an apoplexy and is not expected to recover."  This was a flat, matter-of-fact statement and Relvhm's face showed no emotion or commentary of any kind.
Erskh raised his eyebrows.  "He was only forty-seven."
Only belatedly did he realize that he had spoken in the past tense, accepting the general's impending demise as a given.
"It came upon him quite suddenly."
Erskh did not bother to try to conceal his frown. "Then General-of-Legions Saehyl will be assuming command?"
Ghraff's son Saehyl was a mere stripling of twenty-nine and appeared at parades only when his father threatened to burn his books and evict his concubines.
Relvhm did not bat an eyelash.  "General Saehyl has decided to retire from active service and enter a life of reflection and study while managing his family's iron mines at Klrynne Dell."
"I see."  Erskh kept his expression neutral.
Klrynne Dell was at the northernmost extent of Khalar's domains, an inhospitable, rocky valley high in the Mheckels that could be approached only by mule caravan.  It was said that the valley was covered by a manheight of snow for half the year and inundated by torrential rains for the rest.  With the hardships of the outpost commonly known, no Khalarii would willingly take employment there and the deep, collapse-prone mines had to be worked by bondsmen and condemned prisoners.  It would no doubt prove to be a mean existence, this "life of reflection and study", but also no doubt preferable to an abrupt onset of "apoplexy."
"One of the cousins will be taking his place?" Erskh prodded the vice-commander.  It might have been more prudent to leave the matter to languish for the nonce and extract the information through normal channels (spying, bribery, and extortion) but he wanted to see if he could crack this apparently imperturbable vice-commander's composure.
"It has been determined that the method for selection of the command authority of the Imperial Army should transition from the traditional scheme and to a more professional and merit oriented system."
Erskh waved a hand negligently to discard this convoluted answer and cut to the heart of the matter.   "Who is currently in command of the Imperial Army?"
Relvhm awarded him a slight bow in acknowledgement.
This was an interesting development indeed.  It suggested that some thirty odd senior officers -- granted that practically all of them held their posts due to familial and political connections -- had been passed over, had retired, or possibly had suffered "apoplexy."  It remained to be seen whether this reorganization would present a challenge to the prerogatives of the Viceroy's Personal Guard and his own position within the ruling structure.  The question of whether it would improve the effectiveness of the Imperial Army was irrelevant to Erskh.
Just for good measure, Erskh raised a curious eyebrow but the legionnaire officer offered nothing further, regarding the Commandant with guileless patience.
"Right.  We should proceed.  Captain Naelsyen, signal the fortress that we are ready to begin the meeting."
As the Viceroy's representative, Erskh could lay theoretical claim to leadership of the delegation and he fully intended to assert this prerogative without soliciting input from either this upstart legionnaire or the brooding patriarchs.
His aide spoke to a waiting guardsman and that fellow unfurled and raised a plain green banner.  A matching banner immediately rose from the upper platform of the right-hand gate tower and within moments the large, well-maintained gates were swung open.  He watched with interest and calculation as the Mhajhkaeirii'n party exited the fortress.
They came armed, of course, but as far as he could tell their weapons were simple swords and not the fantastical armament he had half-expected.  Marching in an ordered square, they numbered exactly the previously agreed two score and ten to match the count of the Khalarii delegation.  Their armor was all well-oiled leather and battle-scarred steel.  None of these warriors were concerned about how history would record their appearance.
And none of them were scribes, bureaucrats, bodyguards, or merchants.  Erskh could readily judge -- by the constantly watchful eyes, the scars, and the well used weapons -- that these were all armsmen that had not only seen numerous battles, but won them.
He had expected no less.  Whatever had drawn the southerners north, it was not some prince's passing fancy, jingoistic impulse, or drink-induced whim.
The Mhajhkaeirii were led by a very large man bearing unfamiliar insignia -- at least it was not derived from the imperial system -- on his armor.  This officer halted his formation about forty paces out from the gate, a distance that was obviously within easy bowshot of the walls of the fortress.  Moving out five paces ahead of his men, he settled to wait without visible sign of impatience or agitation.
Erskh noted with a slight trepidation that the Mhajhkaeirii officer bore as a weapon a huge double-headed axe that was longer than the Commandant was tall.  
Before either Vice-Commander Relvhm or one of the patriarchs could step forward, Erskh signaled Captain Naelsyen and Khai to join him and moved out to meet the man.   With the initiative already taken, the other delegates, Relvhm with his four legionnaires and the four patriarchs and their bodyguards in a clutch, had no choice but to follow passively. 
As he neared the Mhajhkaeirii officer, Erskh found his head tilting backwards of its own accord as he tried to maintain eye contact and began to realize how truly gargantuan the invader was.  Rather than be forced to crane his neck at an uncomfortable angle, he stopped at better than two and a half times a normal conversational distance. On impulse, he discarded his planned lengthy opening speech and chose instead to offer a simple salute.
"I am Erskh of the House of Dhent and I represent Viceroy Ghreghten XI.  These gentlemen are Vice-Commander Relvhm, Imperial Army, and the merchants Hwraldek, Erhtrys, Czerag, and Faegniy of the Assembly of the Patriarchs."
When the Mhajhkaeirii returned his salute, it was crisp, exact, and near awe-inspiring.  "Captain Mhiskva, Mhajhkaeirii'n Royal Marines."
Erskh had considered several ways of approaching the meeting, all of them involving bluster to some degree or other, but something about this gigantic armsman told him that anything but frank discourse would be futile.  Contrary to his habitual manner, he decided to be simple and straightforward.
"Why are you here and what do you want?" he asked baldly.
Vice-Commander Naelsyen looked mildly surprised and Hwraldek and the other patriarchs all tensed, but none of them spoke up or made move to interfere.
The Mhajhkaeirii captain's unreadable expression did not waver.  "We have come to rescue our king and this we have done."
As far as Erskh was concerned, the man might as well have said "we have come to plant white daisies in yellow cheese", for all the sense his actual statement had made.
But was a king any more fantastic than the reality of flying -- dare he think it, magical -- ships?
Assuming that he must accept the statement at face value, who was this Mhajhkaeirii'n king? How and why had he come to be in Khalar?  And from what or from whom had he required rescue?
Asking those questions aloud, however, might cause him to appear comically ignorant and that would certainly reflect badly in the historical record.
There was one obvious question that seemed safe (historically speaking) to broach and for the moment he could think of nothing else to ask. "Will you now depart?"
The large man let his eyes rove dispassionately over the assembled Khalarii.  "The King's wishes regarding the fate of Khalar have yet to be made known."
This statement, sounding very much like a denunciation, brought Erskh up short.  The clear threat was that if they so desired, the Mhajhkaeirii could level the city.  Looking up at the impressive giant, he had no trouble believing that they could do just that.
Projecting a business-minded air and using a reasoning tone, Patriarch Hwraldek stepped forward a pace to speak.  "Were you to detail the nature of your King's grievance against Khalar, then perhaps we might be able to mutually determine a means to repair or alleviate any unintended insult that has been done him."
Erskh sneered.   Hwraldek could quite handily feign the toady when it suited him.
Captain Mhiskva gazed at each of them in turn: Erskh, Hwraldek, and Relvhm.  The Commandant felt both accused and dismissed at the same time.
"Agents of this city," the Mhajhkaeirii officer told them, "have confined our king, subjected him to beatings and other abuse, and attempted to put him to death by crucifixion and burning."
Erskh shrunk inside himself.  This explained the destruction of the House of Justice!  The Viceroy's Personal Guard had suzerainty over civil order and the dispensing of justice within the city.  As a direct consequence, all courts fell under his direct, personal supervision.  But, surely, he would not be held personally responsible for this unauthorized assault on the Mhajhkaeirii king?
He glanced at Hwraldek, saw the man eyeing him appraisingly, and felt a chill crawl up his spine.  Of course, the Patriarchs would not hesitate to cast Erskh up as a sacrifice!
"All perpetrators responsible for this heinous crime will be summarily dealt with!" Erskh blared in sudden panic.  His thoughts began to tumble one after another in a rampaging stampede.  Without plan or purpose, he stumbled on, searching for some way to divert blame and any possible repercussions from his person.
"No villain ... no ... conspirator will escape!  All ... traitors within the Viceroy's Personal Guard will be caught and executed! This plot to ... disrupt ... the ... er ... reunion of Khalar to the south ...to the Empire ... and the ... ascension of ... the lawful and just Emperor ... the rightful heir, the one true ruler --- the Great and Merciful King of Mhajhkaei!"
Carried away by the rush, he dropped awkwardly to one knee and made what he hoped was a passable imitation of the ancient imperial salute, then spat out a more or less quote of something he had read as a child.  "I declare true allegiance to the Splendid Emperor of the Glorious Empire, the Gods Anointed King of Mhajhkaei!"
All of the patriarchs twisted about to look at him, aghast.
"The Imperial Army declares its complete and unconditional support for the new Emperor!" Relvhm roared suddenly, kneeling to mimic Erskh.
Captain Mhiskva just nodded, almost as if he had anticipated this very outcome.
Erskh relaxed slightly and tried to gain control of the rapid tattoo of his heart.
Whatever happened from this moment forward, History, at least, would record that Erskh of the House of Dhent, Commandant of the Viceroy's Personal Guard, knew how to save his own skin.
 



SIX
1634 Before the Founding of the Empire
 
Mar surged into a sprint as the guardsman who chased him stopped bellowing and started blowing his drill pipe to call in assistance.
Dodging around a startled bondswoman clutching a bushel of unshelled peas, he leapt, bounced off the top of a pickle barrel with his left foot to gain more height, caught the edge of the lintel of a sundries shop's door with his right to propel him further upwards, and then sprang with arms outstretched to catch the top rail of a second floor balcony's balustrade.   He used his momentum to carry him up and over, twisting to land upright with nary a bobble.  Grinning broadly, he released the rail and raised both hands to make a particularly vulgar gesture at the upturned, sweating, and anger-flushed face of the Imperial standing impotently better than a manheight and a half below.  Several shoppers and barkers amongst the booths of the neighborhood market smirked, pointed, and began to laugh.
The outraged Guard responded by blowing his pipe all the more strenuously and in the process made his face turn a shade to match the bunch of grapes that Mar had just stolen.
For good measure, Mar pulled the grapes from the billowing cloth at the waist of his ragged shirt and made a production of plucking one to eat.   The grapes were not fresh, having been cut the day before or the day before that, and Old Lady Marimylle would have given them to him just for the asking, but he had snatched them in plain view of the overbearing and arrogant guardsman just so he could tweak the cretin's nose.
Without putting herself in view, a woman of indeterminate age hissed at him from inside the apartment window just behind him.  "Boy!  You'd better get going!  Look down at the corner to the left!"
He hurriedly stowed the grapes and whipped his head about.  Four Imperials were rounding the corner, knocking pedestrians aside in their headlong rush.  Two were carrying crossbows.  Time to disappear!
Sucking a sharp breath, he immediately ran to the far end of the balcony, jumped up to the top of the rail, balanced for a second, them hurled himself along the building wall.  He put out both hands, but only managed to catch a hold on the downspout that was his target with his right, and swung about wildly and smashed into the brick alongside it, nearly jarring himself loose.
Whooping at the sudden flare of excitement that drilled through him, he scrabbled to catch the pipe with his free hand.  Once his hold was secure, he braced his bare feet against the sun-splashed brick and started to work his way upwards.  When a quarrel smashed off the wall to his left, he scurried up so rapidly that he nearly lost his grip several times.  Reaching the sharply gabled roof, he danced along the fascia gutter, with one eye on his route and one on the guardsmen in the street below.  Seeing one of the Imperials throw his crossbow to his shoulder, Mar ducked just in time for the bolt to flash over his head, then ran on to dive over the pigeon spikes of the parapet of the adjacent flat-roofed building.  He tucked into a practiced shoulder roll, came up on his feet without stopping, and took off at a dead run, laughing joyously.
He might be penniless, homeless, and devoid of family, but what he did have was a sure set of hands, an agile pair of speedy legs, and the perfect balance of an acrobat!  As long as he had those, there was no doubt in his mind but that he could overcome any obstacle that life or the Forty-Nine might throw at him.
 



SEVEN
 
For the third time that night, phantom pains in his absent legs woke Mar.
He lay quietly for several moments, thinking of nothing and staring into the darkness above him.  There was very little sound through the ship: occasional distant footsteps, a murmur of a light wind against the hull, the almost imperceptible creak of timbers torqued by magic.
His bed had been requisitioned from some villa in the Old City. With a frame that was a masterpiece of artistically shaped red oak and a mattress that was a sybaritic wonder of goose down, it had to be without a doubt the most lavish and comfortable bed that he had ever slept in.
But that did not mean that he gotten any rest while occupying it.
Reaching out with his right hand and the stub of his left arm, he cast back the thin sheet covering him and rocked around to struggle into sitting position.  The missing weight and leverage of his legs had left once effortless movements difficult.  He massaged his aching right thigh with his hand, feeling the puckered tissue of his scars and the still tender flesh of his stump.  He had learned to accelerate the healing of his skin by manipulating flux, but he had not discovered a magical way to improve the ghastly appearance of his amputated limbs.  He knew rationally that he was lucky to be alive, but he certainly did not feel lucky.
“My lord king,” Chaer spoke in a quiet tone from out of the dark. “Should I call for Phehlahm?”
Mar twitched flux to light the lamp on the table beside his bed and the sudden yellow light revealed both Chaer and E’hve sitting upright in their chairs, fully awake.
“No.  How long till morning, do you imagine?”
“A good hour yet of first light, my lord king.”
“Was there any news while I slept?”
“No, my lord king.  Number One has not returned.”
Meaning that Telriy still patrolled the outskirts of the city.  He had sent her no message.  He would not ask her to come to him.
Balancing with his good arm, he bounced about to move to the edge of the bed.  “Call for Phehlahm.  I'm going out and I’ll need some help getting into my clothes.  And one of you go find me a brigandine.”
Phehlahm came in almost immediately; he was never far away now.  E'hve returned with the brigandine in less than another moment and not unexpectedly brought a crowd along in his wake -- Mhiskva, Wilhm, Lord Hhrahld, Ulor, Berhl, and Aunt Whelsi, with a good dozen marines and legionnaires skulking outside the cabin door.
Though wearing naught but his small clothes, Mar experienced no embarrassment under the older woman's gaze as she straightaway began examining his stumps and scars.  His own mother -- if he had ever had one -- had not seen more of him that the witch had.
Phehlahm, who had been openly instructed by Aunt Whelsi to make sure that he took a meal at every opportunity, had brought a breakfast tray and the marine placed it on a stand in front of Mar as soon as the nurse was done.  The serving dishes were sterling silver and the utensils gold, likewise no doubt tribute from the Old City.  The marine had brought enough milk, tea, eggs, bacon, toast, porridge, and melon to feed three men.
Mar ignored the tray.  "I'll eat later.  I'm going out."
"Your body can't heal without being fed," Aunt Whelsi scolded.
Wilhm, who had taken his customary seat on a sturdy chest in front of the portside windows, a position that relieved him of the need to duck his head constantly, stirred slightly.  "It's best to mind Aunt Whelsi."
"Aye, lad," Lord Hhrahld agreed.  The Lord-Protector, whose improved mental state had apparently become persistent, leaned against the starboard wall, hunched over nearly double.  "The witch knows best."
For his part, Mhiskva, crouched low with his head tilted to clear the ceiling, just offered an encouraging, somewhat sideways, nod.
Mar studied the increasingly strengthening flux fields enwrapping the three Gaaelfharenii, then asked of Mhiskva, "Have you grown taller?"
The marine captain's forehead crinkled. "I would think that highly unlikely, my lord king."
Mar grunted.  "I wouldn't.  Not in the least. Since all of you came to watch me put my clothes on, you might as well help.  Berhl, Ulor, pick me up so I can get my trousers on."
Phehlahm, Chaer, and E'hve actually had to slip his trousers on while the two stout marine officers held him above the bed and then all five whisked him into his shirt and brigandine.  He endured the care in silence.  Baring a miracle of the non-existent Forty-Nine Gods, he would need such assistance for the remainder of his natural life. He spelled the leather quickly and nodded to cause the armsmen to release him.  His control of the ether seemed to have recovered to its full former strength and he hovered effortlessly.
"My lord king," Berhl mentioned.  "If you've a mind to take a stroll -- I mean to say, turn about the deck, I'd like to let all the crew be topside.  It'll do them all good to see their king up and about."
"I'm going to do better than that.  I'm going to take a turn about the whole city."
This ignited a general storm of respectful protest.  Mar just shook his head till the hubbub quieted.
"I'm as fit as I'm going to be," he told them.  "My control of the flux is as strong as it ever was."  He waved the stump of his left arm at them.  "This doesn't affect that."
"My lord king," Captain Mhiskva said quietly, "no man can watch his own back and magic cannot always substitute for an armsman with a sharp sword."  He did not look down at the empty trouser legs hanging loosely below Mar, but he might as well have.
"I've lived my entire life on luck, for the most part," Mar told him without rancor.  "Luck kept me from starving.  Luck kept me from falling into the hands of the fagins or the gangs. I've come within a hair of being caught by the Viceroy's Guard a hundred times and gotten away.  But sooner or later luck runs out for everyone, just as mine did. If it hadn't been here it would have been somewhere else.  If it hadn't been the Guard it would have been the Phaelle'n or some unnamed assassin.  But I survived and I'm not going to stop living my life the way I want to live it or doing the things I need to do. The Brotherhood won't stop just because I have no legs and just one hand."
Without waiting for a response, he flew across the cabin and out the door.  The marines and legionnaires, most of them known to him by name, came to attention and saluted as he whisked by.  He acknowledged them with a wave and moved down the central corridor and out onto the deck.
By this time, the day had come full on, but instead of the crisp early sun that he had hoped for, a soothing warmth to ease the aches in his body, the sky was heavily overcast. A thick wave of darker clouds, red-tinged by the climbing sun and peppered with the frequent flash of lightning, intruded from the northwest.  A light but steady cold cool wind came from that direction.  Having watched from rooftops as weather blew into Khalar a thousand times, he had a well-trained sense of the progression of storms across the Imperial City, and by his estimate the rain would close in little over half an hour. 
Wloblh was at the bow, sitting in what appeared to be a rocking chair and reading a book held on his knees.  He looked up and nodded as Mar emerged, but did not get up.  A young legate and an older ceannaire were on the steerage platform with him, keeping close watch to port and starboard.  Mar stopped in the middle of the open deck.  With inclement weather approaching, his tour of the city -- just an excuse to escape the confines of his sick room -- would have to wait.
Mhiskva, Ulor, and Berhl followed him out.  Whether by command or choice, Aunt Whelsi, the other Gaaelfharenii, and the armsmen had all dispersed below decks.  Berhl's suggestion of a parade for the sake of the morale of the crew had clearly been abandoned.
"We should probably ground the skyships ahead of the weather," Mar mentioned.  He rotated slowly, climbing a manheight or so to get a better view as he picked out the other skyships and sorted out their locations.  Below him and Number Three lay the Blue Fortress.  To the east across the river, another vessel held station over the opposite fortress.  One trolled above the Old City and three more were making wide circuits above the Lower City.
He settled back to the Mhajhkaeirii'n officers. "Five skyships?"
"Aye, my lord king." Mhiskva replied.  "The others are Five, Six, Seven, and Eight.  Number One continues to sail a picket, screening the city from the north, east, and west."
"Is there any danger that the Imperials might retake the city?"
"No, my lord king.  Just after we occupied the fortresses, the Khalarii made some half-hearted and more or less uncoordinated moves, but as of the transfer of power on yesterday, all Imperial forces are under our direct command.  In your name, I have instructed both the Viceroy's Guard and the Imperial Army units to remain in barracks at their posts."
"In my name?" Mar questioned.
"With the unanimous consent of the Assembly of Patriarchs, the Guard and the Army have proclaimed you Emperor."
Mar thought he should have felt surprised, but he did not.  "So I'm now the emperor of Khalar?"
"Of all the Glorious Empire, my lord king."
"Which is Khalar."
"Khalar and Mhajhkaei, my lord king, and by extension all the lands of the Principate.  The hill tribes of Bhrisnia will support you as their Chieftain, a title I have held by right of my mother's line and which I submit to you as my own liege lord.  I also believe a strong legal argument can be made that the Treaty of Plyyst places an aegis on the Princes of the Sister Cities requiring their obeisance to any lawful liege of the Prince of Mhajhkaei.  While Lord Ghorn is confident that the Princes will accept you as King, it seems likely that many of them might be more comfortable with you as Emperor.  This would also obviate the need for you to visit each of them personally to receive the Blood Oath. The reconstitution of the Empire of the North, albeit speaking with the benefit of hindsight, is a logical and perhaps essential step in the defeat of the Brotherhood."
Mar barked a short, unenthusiastic laugh. "You and Lord Ghorn have it all figured out, don't you?"
"The Prince-Commander has confided in me on numerous occasions, my lord king."  Mhiskva gave no indication that he saw any humor in the situation.
"So where is Lord Ghorn?  At the Monolith?"
"Lord Ghorn departed in the Prince Davfydd -- the former Number Nine -- the day before your capture.  We do not expect to hear from him until a scheduled rendezvous near Mhevyr in a month's time.  The Monolith is under command of Lord Purhlea with Commander Aerlon acting as his adjutant. We are in direct daily communication with them by means of one of the magical rowboats, piloted by the trainee magicians in rotation.  As of yesterday evening, Lord Purhlea reports no contacts with enemy forces or any other significant problems."
Mar shrugged.  King or emperor, it mattered little.  He was not a ruler, he was a symbol.  When the Phaelle'n were defeated and the Blood Oaths dissipated, the Mhajhkaeirii, the Khalarii, and everyone else would have to find some other fool to play at command.
He pointed at the pair of brass and wood apparatus bolted to heavy frames at the port and starboard rail and asked Berhl, "Those are your polybolos?"
"Aye, my lord king."
"They work?"
"Aye, my lord king.  We test fired one before we departed the Monolith. There is a problem, though."
"What's that?"
"If the spheres don't strike something, they still explode when they hit the ground.  That would be tough going for any of our armsmen or noncombatants that happened to be near."
"I'll look into it.  How much ammunition do you have?"
"Enough to fire one of them for almost a minute."
Mar sighed. "I need to drill some of the others in making spheres."
"That might be advisable, my lord king."
"With the all the skyships and pilots here, how is the Monolith being supplied?"
"The Revenge, Barge Number Three, and both galleys have been reconfigured for sail," the vice-captain responded.  "Those four have regular crews and have taken up regular transport missions."
"What about Barge Number Two?"
Berhl's lips flattened into a tight line.  "Two days after we took the fortresses, we had word that the keel on Barge Number Two broke on its maiden voyage under sail.   Master Khlosb'ihs suspects that there was unseen rot in the heart of its center section which gave way under the additional stress.  Wloblh's daughter Mrye happened to be watching and has said that she thinks that the fracture allowed some of the magic to escape.  The ship lost altitude and steerage, drifted abeam of the wind, and crashed into the side of the Monolith.  There was a not large explosion and she caught fire.  The wreckage fell to the base of the plateau.  There were no survivors."
For several ponderous moments, Mar looked at the three men.  He had a lot more questions, but was not sure that he wanted to ask all of them.  He singled out Ulor.
"Were you able to finish the repairs on Number One?"
"Aye, my lord king.  As soon as the Queen told us that you had been taken --"
Mar cocked his head in surprise. "How did she know that?"
"She said she had a vision, my lord king."
It took Mar a moment to digest that. "Alright. Tell me the whole story."
With succinct statements, Ulor -- at least from his perspective -- described the course of events.
After Mar had left the warehouse, Ulor had returned to his normal duties: inspecting the guard details, calculating the progress on the repairs, climbing to the roof to take a look at the city, then making the same rounds again.  About midday, he had lunched with his wife and extended family, then sought out Master Thyrael to secure an update.  Approximately mid-afternoon, Ulor had been discussing the order of their defense with Quaestor Eishtren and Legate Rhel, when the Queen approached and calmly informed them that she had had a vision and that the King had been arrested by the Viceroy's Guard.
"Just like that?" Mar queried, frowning as his puzzlement grew.  "'I have had a vision and the King has been arrested by the Viceroy's Guard?'"
Telriy had not spoken to him of any capacity to divine the future and he wondered if this were some newly acquired magical ability or one that she had possessed all along, being reminded once again that the woman whose bed he shared still kept secrets.
"Aye, my lord king.  Her exact words were, 'I have seen in a dream that the Guard has caught Mar finally.  They'll kill him if we don't get him free.'"
Immediately, Ulor and the other Mhajhkaeirii officers had set to, preparing to evacuate the warehouse.  Master Thyrael, apprised of the abrupt need for urgency without being told the details, inspired his crew to redoubled efforts and the skyship had been deemed skyworthy only an hour after sunset. While the Queen and Number One had canvassed the city to determine the King's location, Ulor and Legate Rhel had been dispatched in the rowboat to summon aide from the Monolith.
"Was there much commotion when Telriy took Number One out of the warehouse?" Mar questioned, imagining a general panic in the neighborhood.
"No, my lord king.  We made no lights and the plaza was clear save for a few strolling couples and urchins playing tag.  We climbed immediately as we cleared the doors.  All of those about fled or took shelter, but otherwise there was no alarm.  By the time we made cruising altitude, it was full dark and I'd say that the skyship was effectively concealed."
Mhiskva intervened then to supply a brief summary of his diversion of his raiding force to Khalar, mentioning that Ulor and Rhel had arrived just moments before his own scheduled departure.
"How did Telriy find me?"
"That I don't know, my lord king," Ulor replied.  "After Legate Rhel and I returned, she continued to weave a search pattern above Khalar, but it didn't seem to me that she could detect you.   But early the next day, without any warning at all, she drove Number One at speed directly to the execution yard."
Feeling suddenly that he had more than enough information to process for one day, Mar told Mhiskva, "The wind has picked up.  The rain will be here in half an hour or less.  Let's signal the other skyships to moor."
Mhiskva saluted. "Aye, my lord king."
As Ulor doubled to fetch signal flags, Mar wandered to the starboard rail.  Mhiskva and Berhl, apparently correctly interpreting his mood, did not follow.
His memories of his crucifixion were fuzzy and incomplete, and the days immediately after more or less blank.  While Mhiskva, Berhl, and Ulor's explanations had covered what seemed to be all the key facts, he still had profound questions.
One thing, though, was indisputably clear:  whether by dumb luck or simple stupidity, he had succeeded in changing his future. 
The vision of the Moon Pool had not shown him a cripple.
 



EIGHT
142nd Year of the Reign of the City
(Fourteenthday, Waning, 1st Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
Above Gealkaei, capital of the Princedom of
Gealollh
 
Heldhaen watched Lord Ghorn, his marines, and the Gealkaeirii functionaries descend into the tower.  Her left elbow, the one that always twanged when someone was lying to her, prodded her with a stabbing pain.
Scrunching up her face, she told the two young sailors, Nogrlaen and Hyregn, "Something i'n' right about all this,"
"How's that Grandmother Heldhaen?" Hyregn asked.  The crew of the Prince Davfydd had taken up "Grandmother" as her official title and none of them ever referred to her as anything else.
"My elbow's a hurtin'."
The two Mhajhkaeirii exchanged glances.
"Mm not drunk," Heldhaen grumbled.  "Leastways, not drunk enough to be seein' things that arn't there."
"The Princedom of Gealollh had been a staunch ally of Mhajhkaei since the foundation of the Principate," Nogrlaen stated.
Heldhaen examined the young man with her good eye.  "That's what they teach you in school, I'd imagine, but life ought've taught you that staunch allies're the first ones to stab you in the back."
Hyregn looked thoughtful, showing some doubt.  The words of a magician, even one of such insignificant accomplishments, carried considerable weight.  "Grandmother Heldhaen, do you think I should go speak to the Prince-Commander?"
Rubbing her elbow, Heldhaen looked around.  Two Gealkaeirii sentries remained atop the tower, but had the glazed looks indicative of mind-numbing boredom.   The rest of the palace looked equally unthreatening, a centuries old stone fortress remodeled in modern times with spacious windows, extensive galleries, and decorative frills to the point where it was likely indefensible.  Holding station two hundred armlengths out and a score manheight higher over the modest urbanity of Gealkaei, the Prince Davfydd appeared thoroughly secure and unassailable.  The skyship was well out of bowshot range and she knew that no ordinary war machine could launch high enough to strike it.
She slowly shook her head.  "No, I suppose not. Might just be a change of weather coming, makin' m'ol bones swell.  What with this bein' all diplomatic and all, we'd best just do as we've been given orders and wait."
Puttering about the launch for several moments as she fretted internally, still nagged by her elbow, Heldhaen finally settled on a bench to wait.  The two sailors took to debating where might be the best place to have a mug in Gealkaei and tried to pick out likely ale houses and inns.  Hyregn professed to prefer a dedicated establishment for drinking while Nogrlaen contended that a man could get a better brew where he could also purchase a meal.
Listening to their idle chatter, she allowed herself to relax somewhat, taking comfort in the thought that her elbow had been wrong at least a couple of times in the past.  The sun was bright in a clear sky and though a cooling breeze pushed out of the west, she found the contrast quite pleasant. She closed her eyes, tilted her head back, and let the light sink into her skin, the warmth helping to make her forget all the years and trouble that she had seen.
A good while later, her elbow jumped as if she had been stabbed, and she bounded up from a half-doze, making a raw, gasping sound.
"Are you ill, Grandmother Heldhaen?" Nogrlaen asked with concern.
The first blare of light and sound accompanied a cerulean bolt of magic that even Heldhaen could sense.  It surged from a gallery on the side of the palace's main building and chopped the Prince Davfydd in half.  The bow and stern of the ruptured ship spiraled in opposite directions, sails, masts, and timbers burning.  Another bolt, coming barely an instant later, destroyed the stern section and scattered its smoldering fragments all across the town.
Heldhaen screamed a startled curse just as a third bolt disintegrated the bow section.
"Hold on!" she shouted, focusing inward in panicked haste to drive the launch up and away from the tower.  The sailors hurled themselves to the deck as the launch began to jump and lurch, shuddering as her control of its driving flux came and went erratically.
A bolt flashed across the launch's bow, and she banked to port to avoid it.  Two more seared the air in rapid succession, both barely missing.  She hooked the launch sharply and succeeded in evading the next bolt but when she whipped her head about to try to identify the perpetrator of the attack, she saw that the maneuver had thrown the craft directly into the path of the following one.
"Fornicatin' Gods," she mumbled dispassionately.
A blast engulfed the launch.
 



NINE
 
Quaestor Eishtren read the signal flags.  "The King has taken possession of the Viceroy's New Palace."
Telriy considered that. "Ask for directions."
"Directions to where, my lady queen?"  After half a fortnight of long watches, the quaestor was as slow-thinking and exhausted as she was.
"To the palace.  I heard of it when I was here before, but never had the need or chance to see it.  We have to know how to get there, or, at the very least, ask what it looks like from the air.   I want to go directly to it."
The officer nodded at Truhsg and the fugleman waved the message with red and green flags.  The answer came within seconds from the main north tower of the Blue Fortress, no more than a hundred armlengths off their starboard bow.
Eishtren announced the message as it flashed.  "Head of Avenue of Parades ... northern end of Old City ... large central building with dome ... four slender towers at corners."
Right away, Telriy turned Number One east toward the Old City and the gathering dark, cruising slowly through the nearly still air at four hundred armlengths altitude.   Overhead, the high, rub board like cloudscape glowed crimson from the setting sun aft.  Below, dim yellow lights began to appear in the windows of the city.
Screening the limited Mhajhkaeirii forces in the city from attack by outlying elements of the Khalarii'n Imperial Army had obviously been a mission that required adroit maneuver and therefore the most accomplished skyship helmsman available.  With Mar incapacitated, there had been no doubt that that helmsman was her.  After Mar's rescue, High-Captain Mhiskva had reported to her on the disposition of his forces, and, while he had not specifically requested that she take up the mission, the implication had been clear enough and she had readily volunteered.  Knowing that she could do nothing more to help Mar and having no desire to sit uselessly at his bedside, she had welcomed the opportunity to put her still burning anger to use.
That anger had lost most of its heat but was not gone.  Her Gran had once told her that forgiveness was a waste; like as not the offender would offend again, and most often in a more egregious fashion.   Telriy had never found reason to doubt that adage, and thus had added this newest offense to the store of anger that she kept locked in the center of her soul.
Yhejia, in full mother hen mode, bustled out of the cabin corridor, crossed the deck through the crowd of sleeping and reclining Khalarii prisoners of war and their Mhajhkaeirii guards, and mounted the stairs to the steerage.  With a no nonsense expression, she pressed a hot mug of broth into Telriy's hands. 
"You missed supper again!" she scolded.  "Now, drink this, and I mean every single drop!"
Famished, Telriy smiled and complied.   The broth had been made from dried beef and had more salt than her liking, but the hot liquid settled into her stomach and quieted a nascent nausea.  "I'll get something to eat once we're docked. I promise."
"And some sleep too.  You've hardly slept two hours a night for days."
"I will."  Telriy drained the last swallow and handed the mug back.  "Thank you, Yhejia."  Impulsively, she shared a hug with the older woman.
"Well, I need to get back," Yhejia told her, smiling.  "I've got to make sure the Auxiliaries get the galley cleaned and secured, then get all the children bedded down so that they'll be good and asleep when we dock.  I expect Ulor will be coming aboard for the night and he tends to be quite affectionate when we've been apart."
Telriy grinned. "Oh."
Yhejia grinned back.  "Yes!"
After she had gone, Quaestor Eishtren dispatched Fugleman Truhsg to make his rounds of the crew and see that the skyship was secured for the night.  The legion officer had never displayed much propensity for idle chatter, a quality that Telriy had often appreciated, and he stood quietly nearby as she guided Number One across the river.
Number Three had moored above the Plaza of the Empire, and Telriy aimed for the vessel, planning to use the familiar landmark as a waypoint.  After she swung Number One about and headed north, she passed broadside of the other skyship, a hundred fifty armlengths to the east.  Four marine sentries were visible above decks, but none of her other crew, though some lights showed from her ports and windows.  Telriy and the armsmen guarding the prisoners exchanged waves with the sentries and then she focused ahead, trying to make out the specified Avenue of Parades and her destination, the New Palace. 
As they passed overhead, with some curiosity she examined the mass of the Viceroy's Library for evidence of the fire that she had ignited.  That act, though unforeseen and spontaneous, had certainly enabled the fated progression of her odyssey.  She felt some regret for the destruction of the books, some of them perhaps irreplaceable, but was still convinced that her gain was far worthy of the cost.   From what she could tell in the lowering light, all exterior repairs had evidently been completed.  Three of the domed and windowed chambers evidently had been untouched.  Only the Chamber of History and Geography, the northwest, showed the lighter shades of fresh paint on window frames, newly set stone in its dome, and a scattering of bright, clear glass amongst duskier panes.   With Khalar pacified, it should be possible for her to visit the Library, and she made a mental note to try to find the time to see the state of the interior.  Of course, it went without saying that there was no especial need to make mention to the staff of her own roll in the calamity.   
A broad and straight thoroughfare with spacious promenades began in a modest circular plaza just the other side of the Library. As the neck of land between the two branches of the river widened it sloped into a hilly upland and the avenue mirrored this, rising as it ran straight north through civic buildings and garden shrouded villas.   The north end of the Old City was distinguished by the original imperial wall and, backed up against this limit, a tree bordered complex of single-storey, simply-styled white marble buildings.  The centermost of these elegant constructions was not exceedingly large, though it extended into several wings, and did have, as described, four slender, ten-manheight towers topped with conical slate roofs.
"That must be it," she told the quaestor.
"Yes, my lady queen," Eishtren agreed.  "It can be nothing else.  Where do you intend to moor?  One of the towers?"
"No, they don't look very substantial to me.  We'll just set down at the front door.  Seems as good a place as any."
As Number One settled to earth, a crowd, mostly marines bearing lanterns, collected in the wide, flowerbed incised esplanade adjoining the palace's main entrance.  With no delay, Telriy lowered the skyship's keel until she felt it touch ground, then eased off a bit more to lodge it firmly in place.  This also unavoidably crushed part of a trimmed hedge and buckled the pavement of a promenade, but that did not concern her.
"Quaestor, don't put out any lines," she told Eishtren.  "I want to be able to launch immediately, if there's a need."
"Yes, my lady queen."
Vice-Captain Berhl and some of his marines came on board and Telriy left him and Eishtren in charge of the disposition of the Khalarii prisoners, then exited the skyship and walked briskly toward the palace.  Her regular guards, Bear and Scahll, followed, and within a few paces were joined, without any overt direction, by a quad of marines.
The entrance to the Viceroy's New Palace was a set of massive white-painted doors more than two manheight tall, only one of which stood open.  A quad of militia and one of marines were on duty and all eight came to attention as she approached.  She had easily grown accustomed to her artificial and temporary status among these Mhajhkaeirii, but it did annoy her slightly and she would be happy when the time came when she did not have to put up with the foolishness any longer.
Notably, Aunt Whelsi was standing just inside the brightly lit entrance hall, clearly waiting for her.  
"Good evening, my lady queen," the nurse offered when Telriy came near.
"Good evening, Aunt Whelsi."  Suspecting bad news, Telriy wondered what the woman wanted.    
"May I walk with you?"
"Certainly.  In fact, if you don't mind, you can show me where Mar is."
"He's in this wing."  Aunt Whelsi started down the entrance hall, passing by a series of larger than life portraits of former viceroys, most of them depicted in fanciful, supernatural, and occasionally ludicrous situations.
"It's not far.  He's taken one of the concubines' rooms."
Bear, Scahll, and the other guards faded to a polite but not significant distance, giving their conversation an illusion of privacy.
Walking alongside the other woman, Telriy put on a face and raised an eyebrow. "Concubines?"
The nurse smiled wryly.  "All the Khalarii were evacuated when the King moved in."  Then she let her smile drop.  "I thought it'd be best if I spoke to you before you saw him."
Telriy did not say anything for several steps.  "The messages I received said that Mar had recovered."
"He has, for the most part.  His magic has healed him far faster I thought possible. It's just..."
"Yes?"
The nurse's frown deepened.  "I might as well say it flat out.  He's lost both legs above the knee and his left hand."
Telriy betrayed no reaction. "Anything else?"
"No. There's a lot of scaring, though, and it's not pretty."
"Can he still sire children?"
Aunt Whelsi looked slightly taken aback, but not shocked.  She was a plain spoken woman herself.  "Physically, he's undamaged, but sometimes when a man's been cut down like he has, especially a young man, they get to feeling that they're less than a man.  Occasionally, that translates into difficulty in fulfilling their husbandly duties."
Telriy slowly shook her head.  "Mar isn't the sort to wallow in self-pity.   He's harder than steel and always will be."
"I guess that you would know, but even the strongest steel can only bend so far before it breaks."
"He won't break."  That was one thing that she was sure of.  Mar would die before he broke.  Gran's prophecies had been clear on that.
Aunt Whelsi stopped at a cross corridor marked by patterned azure floor tiles.  "He's just down there at the room at the end.  If you don't mind, I'm headed off to find my own bed."
Telriy thanked her and set off down the indicated passage.
Outside the door, there was a literal host.  The near motionless bulk of Wilhm occupied a reinforced stool directly in front of the door, and, either side of him along the corridor walls, were Chaer, E'hve, Phehlahm, Nehl, all the rest of the Hangers-On, and an extra quad of legionnaires for good measure.  There were even a couple of large fellows in the armor of Khalarii'n legionnaires.
All of the marines and legionnaires came to attention and saluted. Wilhm just offered a twitch of his lips that might have been a smile and an almost childlike wave.
"Good evenin', my lady queen," Phehlahm greeted.  "It's good to see you back."  Without prompting, he stepped around Wilhm to open the door just wide enough to admit her and then, his expression carefully neutral, pulled it closed behind her.
 Only one lamp was lit inside, and its wick had been crimped so that there was barely any flame.  With no windows or other exits, the corners and sides of the large room were almost completely obscured in the dim light.  The furnishings were sparse: a freestanding cupboard, a few padded chairs, a round serving table supporting the lamp, the wide bed occupied by Mar, and a wheeled serving cart alongside that.
He was lying back with his right arm draped over his eyes and unclothed except for a towel across his midsection.     The still steaming wash pan, damp clothes, and water bucket on the cart indicated that he had not long bathed.  She almost smiled at that.
She eyed him appraisingly.  Despite her resolve, she felt some alarm at seeing his missing limbs and the still pink scars that had replaced them.  He had some new scars on his face as well, but they seemed to be fading.  When she had seen him for the very first time, he had almost seemed young, little more than a boy.  Now he was very much a man.
She walked quietly across to the bed.  "Mar?  Are you asleep?"
He made an inarticulate disagreeable sound, dragged his arm from his eyes, and looked at her through half closed lids.  "No, just resting.  The brigandine binds after a while and wearing it makes me tired, especially since I can't take my weight off of it by standing occasionally." 
It was obvious that he had known that it was she who had entered.
A yawn that she had been stifling for over an hour finally overtook her.  "Sorry.  I could use some rest myself."
"I had them set aside an apartment for you."  He told her without expression, watching her face.
"Don't be ridiculous."  She approached his bed, shed her clothes and boots without fanfare, and removed the clasps that held up her hair, shaking it loose and spreading it across her shoulders.  Her hair -- and all the rest of her too -- needed a good wash, but that would have to wait. 
"Move over.  You don’t think that I would let you avoid your husbandly duties, do you?  Aunt Whelsi has already told me that the pertinent bits still work and the rest is just technique.”
She slid close to him, gave him a gentle hug that he grudgingly returned, and rested her head on his shoulder so that she could nuzzle his neck.  After a moment, she warned, "If you do manage to finally get yourself killed, though, don’t expect me to play the weeping widow.”
Sometime later, as she held his diminished, violated form wrapped up in her arms and legs, a little girl fantasy stole its way into her thoughts.  She would ask him to go away with her and they would escape to some isolated and idyllic mountain valley.  She would willingly abandon all of her plans and the single dominating goal that had consumed much of her life.  Together, they would leave it all behind -- the Phaelle'n, the Mhajhkaeirii, the magic, the conspiracies, and the horror to come.  They would raise their daughter in peace far from the cares of the world.  They would be happy, as happy as she remembered that her mother and father had been so long ago.
But she knew that he would not -- could not -- leave.  The magic of the Blood Oaths had changed him in ways that he could hardly suspect.  But more than that, he had already chosen to take the kingdom that he had so often rejected; the decision was writ large in his every word and deed.  She knew that he had it within him to be a great king, but also that his fate could only be that of all kings.
And she would not stay to see that.
Even if she abandoned her own objectives, she would not -- could not -- remain with him, for she would not do it again.
She would not stay to see the death of someone she loved.
 



TEN
 
Phehlahm held the scissors as if it were something that one normally found in the bottom of a horse stall.  "Are you sure, my lord king?  Seems a pity to ruin such a good pair o' trousers.  Maybe I could just pin them up?"
Mar shook his head.  "No, the trouser legs just flop uselessly when I move and tangle up when I sit.  And they make my scars itch.  Chop them off just below the stubs of my legs."
"Aye, my lord king."
Pricked by impatience, Mar nevertheless floated perfectly still while the marine cut through one leg and then the other.  Then, as he had gotten the right longer than the left, Phehlahm had to make an adjustment, but somehow still did not manage to get both the same length.
Mar blew out a puff of air.  "That's fine, Phehlahm.  Any more alterations and I'll be standing here in my small clothes."
The legionnaire offered half of an apologetic grin.  "Maybe we can find a tailor here in the city."
"I'm sure of it, but I'll probably just make do until we return to the Monolith."
"You've decided not to continue your search for the magic texts, my lord king?"
"No, I still intend to go after them, but I'm going to wait a few months, maybe as much as a year.  We need to settle what's to be done with Khalar.  And we need more skyships.  And more spheres for Berhl's polybolos.  And probably a thousand other things.  Until I find the other texts, I'm going to try to research and expand the magic I already know.  I've also been thinking that I might go south with Captain Mhiskva and his raiders, take back some of the provincial areas.  Perhaps slip into the city again."
 Telriy, sitting at the table spread with their breakfast, made an exasperated, half-warning noise.
"It's just a thought," he amended with a placating smile tossed in her direction.
She gave an exaggerated roll of her eyes and took another bite of toast smothered in jam. She had been ravenous this morning, eating more than double what he had and lingering at the table while Mar tried to get his trousers sorted to his liking. 
Though the door to their room stood open (Mar disliked the fact that Phehlahm insisted that there was a certain protocol that must be followed when someone asked to be admitted into the royal bedchamber and had finally ordered the marine to just wedge the door open during the day) when Mhiskva, with Ulor and Berhl accompanying him, appeared at it, the captain stopped and knocked politely on the frame. 
"The door's open, Mhiskva," Mar mentioned pointedly.
Twisting slightly sideways for clearance and swinging his head under the frame, the marine officer advanced into the room.  Ulor and Berhl crossed the portal in his wake, though without the gymnastics required of their commander.
Mhiskva saluted. "Good morning, my lady queen, my lord king."
Mar floated over to meet the group.  "Morning, Mhiskva, Ulor, Berhl.  Phehlahm, make a note to hire Master Thyrael to enlarge that door."  He was only being half facetious when he said the last.
Telriy, chewing a large mouthful of melon, just waved cheerfully.
"My lord king," Mhiskva began.  "The Privy Council has requested an audience to discuss the coronation."
"Mine, I suppose? As emperor?"
Mhiskva merely nodded.
"I don't see how that's really necessary."
"In practical terms, the ceremony is simply a technicality," the large captain admitted.  "We control the city completely and the Guard and Army have submitted to your command.  However, there remains the fact that you are not legally emperor -- legally, that is, according to the Succession Law of the old Glorious Empire -- until you have been crowned.  I am told it has to do with extinguishing rival claims.  Furthermore, I believe that the spectacle of an Imperial coronation would work to our advantage by stoking the loyalty of the general Khalarii populace and providing authenticity to your imperial reign in foreign eyes."
"Mhiskva is right, Mar," Telriy declared after swallowing.  "As he said, dropping a crown on your head is just symbolic insofar as your political and military power is concerned, but people live by symbols every day. Symbols allow them to delude themselves that the way things are is the way things are supposed to be."
"Khalar is rich, my lord king, and our war needs that wealth," Berhl contributed.  "Not as rich as Mhajhkaei or any of other coastal cities, but still rich in its own right. It can provide gold, men, and the wherewithal to build skyships.  They have drydocks on the river and it shouldn't take much to convert them to our needs.  They have manufactories that can easily turn out parts for the polybolos and other weapons.  They also have large stocks of seasoned wood, plus considerable reserves of iron, steel, and other metals, and the experienced workforce that we'll have to have to put those to use.  If you don't mind me saying, my lord king, we need Khalar and, if not the whole hearted support of all its citizens, at least the acquiescence of the Imperials.  A lot of the Army officers have embraced the idea of an emperor.  They've gone for centuries without real leadership and if it's one thing an armsman respects, it's someone who can take charge and get things done.  I think making it official would go a long way to swaying a lot of the upper ranks as well as the common armsmen."
Ulor opened his mouth to add his own argument, but Mar, with the suspicion that the three Mhajhkaeirii officers had conspired to arrange the performance in advance, cut him off. 
"I didn't say I wouldn't do it.  I said I didn't see how it would be necessary and I still don't.  What Khalar has is ours by right of conquest and I have absolutely no problem in just taking everything we need.  There's no doubt in my mind that they owe me more than they could ever possibly pay."
He held up his sole remaining hand to silence Mhiskva when the big man looked as if he were going to speak.  "But I also don't see how a coronation could do any harm -- as long as we can get it done within the next day or two.  I intend to return to the Monolith and get to work.  Spheres for the polybolos have to be made. Other magicians have to be found and trained.  Skyships have to be raised.  These are things that must be done."
Ready to have the matter settled and with the initial intention to rush the coronation through that very afternoon, Mar dictated a summons to Phehlahm, ordering the Privy Council to appear within the hour.  Ignoring the fact that the Khalarii'n officials had requested the meeting, he took some small pleasure in making the summons as perfunctory as possible, disdaining even the most remotely civil phrase.
One thing he did do was to submit to Captain Mhiskva's suggestion that he meet with the Khalarii in the audience chamber of the Palace.  Knowing it to be thoroughly spiteful and not caring at all, he expected to gain a considerable amount of satisfaction from lording it over those who had once been the bane of his existence.   
After the officers had gone, he tried to convince Telriy to attend the audience also, but she flatly and resolutely declined, telling him that she was going to go to Number One to check on her crew.
"I'll show up for the ceremony, but I have better things to do than play nice with a bunch of tyrannical aristocrats, gouging merchants, and toadying sycophants."'
Mar just laughed.
However, he made no other concessions to the pageantry of the occasion -- his first official function as Emperor of the Glorious Empire of the North -- arriving in the audience chamber in the same clothes in which he had dressed in that morning: sleeveless shirt, battered brigandine, and abbreviated and already fraying trousers.  Phehlahm had hinted that a sash or overtunic might give him a more imperious appearance but Mar had just ignored him.
He found that the Resplendent Hall of August Audiences was neither as opulent nor as awe-inspiring as it name had implied.  It proved to be a long, narrow room somewhat like a temple nave with near featureless, plastered walls painted eggshell white.  Beneath overarching domed skylights four manheight above, two parallel rows of arches framed azure-tinted windows that added a soft blue highlight to everything within.  The entrance gave onto a green-carpeted aisle that advanced through a few rows of uncomfortable looking chairs and then across a long expanse of empty floor.  At the business end, a round dais only one step high supported a frilled rug stitched in the modern Mhevyrii'n style.  At the center of the rug sat an, from all appearances, ordinary ladder-backed white oak chair with a red plush cushion.
"That's the Viceroy's throne?" he asked Phehlahm.
"Accordin' to the palace staff, the Viceroy never used the hall and the chair was sort o' a joke.   Said the Privy Council handled most o' the day to day affairs.   I was told that he spent most o' his time with his toys."
Mar had seen the "toys" of Ghreghten XI.  The former Viceroy had had a room the size of a small plaza filled with all manner of intricate scale models: working siege engines, mechanical devices both real and fanciful, ships, boats, and all manner of barges, and replicas of temples, monuments, and significant edifices.  That last category had predominated, including elaborate recreations of the New Palace, the Blue and Red Fortresses, and the Library.  Interestingly, the Viceroy himself was reputed to have built most of them with only minor assistance.
"Would you like me to have it taken away, my lord king?"
"No, I think I can make use of it."  He stopped, studied the front row of spectator chairs for a few moments and then floated on. Just as he reached the dais, he heard the echoing tramp of many boots and turned to see Captain Mhiskva enter, leading at least a half troop of marines in full armor, including helmets.  Each also wore over his armor a sea blue tabard with an embroidered blood red crown at center. 
The big captain gestured and the armsmen split into two columns that flared left and right to march down the walls, stopping when the first man reached the end and then adjusting to be equally spaced, one hundred to each side. The first file of each column was armed with crossbows and these they immediately cocked and loaded.
"Trying to make an impression?" Mar asked with half a smile when Mhiskva arrived at the dais.
"Aye, my lord king.  I wish to reinforce the conception in the minds of the members of the Privy Council that they continue to draw breath only at your whim."
 "The ones I know much about are too arrogant to be greatly moved by the threat of armed men."
"No doubt, my lord king, but no amount of arrogance is powerful enough to deflect an armlength of seasoned wood and half a fingerlength of razor steel."
Mar could not argue with that. "So, are we already then?  Where's the Privy Council?"
"I've had them held at the Palace entrance until everyone is in place, my lord king."
Mar started to ask who else was coming, when the answer to the question arrived nearly on the heels of the last of the marines: Lord Hhrahld, Wilhm, and the thirteen most fit of the surviving pirates.   The Lord-Protector marched with an almost regal calm down the carpeted aisle with Wilhm, as always, his silent shadow, but the corsairs swaggered with conspicuous disdain for the supposed dignity of the occasion, each one festooned with all manner of knives, daggers, axes, swords, and polearms.  Lord Hhrahld approached the dais, stopped to bow low, then he and Wilhm advanced to take places alongside Mhiskva.  The pirates scattered out to either side of the throne, taking positions that would allow them to overwhelm anyone who might approach the dais.
Mar swung over to the chair, rotated above it, then lowered himself into it, letting it bear a portion of his weight.  Sitting caused his abbreviated trouser legs to hike up, making the raw ends of his amputated legs clearly visible.  As if to make himself more comfortable, he tucked the frayed wool up a little more, carefully insuring that the most hideous scars showed.  Then, quickly spelling the chair, he levitated it to half an armlength the rug.
Mhiskva watched all this without comment, but Mar, still having to look up at the Gaaelfharenii, grinned and said, "I'm going to make my own impression."
"You always do, my lord king."
"If you'll send for the Privy Council, I'd like to get this over with."
"The Queen sent me a missive indicating that she had decided to send representatives, my lord king."
Mar grunted. "I suppose that we'll have to wait for them."
The delay proved not long.  Less than ten minutes later, Quaestor Eishtren appeared, bearing his strung bow, whose store of ethereal flux had not diminished one dram, along with Recruit Aelwyrd, who bore four full quivers, two back and two front.
Mar sucked in a sharp breath, not at all pleased.  There was enough flux compressed into Eishtren's deadly bow to destroy the entire palace, if not half of the Old City.
At the foot of the dais, the quaestor bowed from the waist, then moved up to Mar's right, displacing a cooperative Phehlahm.  Aelwyrd immediately handed him an arrow and he laid it to string, though he did not draw.
"The Queen has commanded me to stand at your elbow, my lord king," he explained, "with arrow nocked." 
"What if I were to countermand that order?"
The quaestor's expression did not waver and he did not move.  "The Queen has commanded me not to hear any such order, my lord king."
"I see. Well, you try not to get in my line of fire and I'll make good and sure not to get in yours."
"Of course, my lord king."
Mar turned back to Mhiskva.  "Is that all or do we have to wait for Lord Purhlea and the entire population of the Monolith?"
The big officer did not crack a smile.  "I can dispatch Ulor to summon them, if you feel it necessary, my lord king?"
"No, if this host doesn't put the fear of the Gods into the Privy Council, then we might as well just execute them all and have done with it."
"I have contingency plans in place for just that possibility, my lord king."
"I'm sure you do.  Send for the Privy Council, Captain Mhiskva."
"Aye, my lord king."
The Viceroy's Privy Council, by some counts, numbered as many as a hundred, including honorary members, ancillary members, retired members, alternate members, and even -- it would not have surprised Mar at all -- imaginary members, but real power was exercised by only six and it was this elect group that he had commanded to attend him.
He knew them all by sight, of course, having often observed them in public spaces, frequently spied upon them from rooftops, and occasionally stolen from them or their auxiliaries.  Ushered in by Vice-Captain Berhl, the six came unaccompanied, without guards, attendants, or scribes, as Mar had specified.
Patriarch Erhtrys led them.  The Chairman of the Privy Council was a black-haired bull of a man whose family fortune rested in timber lands, the barge trade, and extensive farms in the upper river valley.  His face was closely guarded but his quickened pace suggested a man that felt palpable fear for his own safety.  Mar had not once seen him outside of his villa with less than a dozen guards, and no doubt the presence of all the armed Mhajhkaeirii did nothing to contribute to his comfort.
Second came Patriarch Hwraldek, and Mar felt his expression harden when he recognized the man.  Hwraldek had apparently decided that his best course of action was to present himself as the obedient servant of the Emperor, and wore a confident smile upon his face, sincerity in his eyes, and a cooperative, non-confrontational demeanor in the swing of his shoulders and hands.  It was a good performance, but only a performance nonetheless. 
Commandant Erskh, reportedly the first to proclaim Mar as emperor and on the face of it his ardent and loyal subject, made a good show of appearing confident and relaxed, but Mar could see the sweat starting to coat his brow.
Urban Praefect Mwyrlzhre, of the House of Ser, was a thin man of advanced age but an incongruously full head of flowing auburn hair.  The common joke on the streets of the Lower City claimed that the hair had originally grown on the tail of a horse rather than his own pinched scalp.  Mwyrlzhre was a bureaucrat pure and simple, with no significant authority beyond his own hierarchy, but was the prime implementer of the Viceroy's -- the Privy Council's -- civil decrees.
Supreme High Priestess Seoralye of the Temple of Miyra, Goddess of Love, and representative of the Forty-Nine by means of an annual vote of their chief priests, priestesses, heralds, scions, advocates, and sundry servants, probably held the least sway in the council.  She was well beyond middle age, conspicuously overweight in her skimpy odalisque robes of office, and though reputed to have begun her service to Miyra as an unclothed Moon Dancer in the bacchanalian bi-monthly observances, tended to waddle as she made her unconcerned way down the green-carpeted aisle. 
Lhyt, an ore and metals trader, spoke for the smaller factors and manufactories of the Lower City, a collection of mine owners, and several metal working guilds.  He was the first and only inhabitant of the Lower City to hold a seat on the Council, and gossip ascribed his appointment to a dedicated campaign of bribery and extortion.  A tall, neatly bearded man, he had dressed in a fine suit of tailored clothes cut in a severe, modern style and well made white leather shoes.  
Mar knew that Lhyt had begun life as a bondswoman's son, had taken bond himself before his sixth birthday, and had slaved for almost a decade in a copper mine before repurchasing his freedom.  Driven by insatiable ambition, he had soon afterwards fought his way into an education, ownership of properties and mines, and eventually relative affluence.  Not satisfied with mere wealth, he had aggressively leveraged his considerable assets to purchase interests in numerous large metals operations and was now reputed to heavily influence or control more than seventy percent of the production of the Lower City.   
One thing Mar did know for certain: Lhyt's meager beginnings had not predisposed him to be charitable or compassionate toward the poor or downtrodden.  He was famously known for spurning beggars and evicting invalids from his rental properties.
Berhl waved the councilors to a place a few paces shy of the dais and retreated -- notably without turning his back on them -- to a station directly to the rear of the group, his hand placed at the ready on the hilt of his sword.
Mar floated his chair forward slightly, raising the stump of his left arm, and made a complex, purposefully theatrical, though entirely meaningless, gesture. The six chairs that he had prepared flew toward the dais and positioned themselves precisely behind the members of Privy Council.
Only Seoralye, Mwyrlzhre, and Lhyt showed any reaction, being, respectively, startled, curious, and bothered.  Hwraldek, Erhtrys, and Erskh simply took their seats as if flying furniture were an everyday occurrence, though Erskh betrayed an almost unnoticeable quiver in his hands as he lowered himself down.
Patriarch Hwraldek, usurping Erhtrys' prerogative of primacy, opened his mouth to speak.  "Emperor, it is my  --"
"Quaestor," Mar said without heat to Eishtren.  It would be gratifyingly necessary to demonstrate exactly who was in charge.
The marksman's bow gave off a moderate sound of restrained tension as he drew, aiming precisely at the patriarch's chest.  The skritch echoed loudly through the quiet hall.  A ghost of quick anger evaporating before it fully formed, Hwraldek snapped his mouth closed immediately, his jaw clenching and unclenching repeatedly.
"The coronation will be tomorrow afternoon," Mar told the other suddenly very attentive and tightlipped members of the Privy Council.  Having acknowledged to himself that it was unrealistic to insist that the affair be arranged in only a few hours, he had relented of his earlier decision to push it forward it immediately.
"There will be no unapproved embellishments and it will be held in the Plaza of the Empire on the portico of the Library.  The bridges will be opened and all the inhabitants of the city invited to attend."
If any of the councilors had objections, they did not feel strongly enough about them to put them to voice.
Having planned no further than this, Mar leaned down and rubbed one of his stubs as if it pained him, contemplating the six in turn while he did so and considering their possible motivations.
Patriarch Erhtrys was fundamentally a merchant.  His participation in the Council and the Assembly were a means to ensure that the Merchant House Rhesdin continued to prosper and he had never been known to deeply concern himself with matters that did not involve coin.  Mar knew little else about him, save that he had once kept a particularly fine set of silverware in an unlocked cabinet on the second floor of his riverside summer house.
"Patriarch Erhtrys, the drydocks, barges, and facilities of the House of Rhesdin will be placed at the convenience of the Empire."  The Mhajhkaeirii needed a much larger skyship fleet. As Berhl had suggested, the barge works would accelerate its creation.
Erhtrys bowed his head. "You honor us, Great Emperor." 
The councilor was no doubt pleased of two things:  one, that Mar had not outright seized his family's properties, and, two, that the declaration was not accompanied by sharp steel placed at his jugular.
Patriarch Hwraldek, staring intently at the point of Eishtren's arrow, which still pointed unerringly at the center of his chest, was not pleased at all, and, in fact, had started to pale.  The quaestor had the immobility and intent stare of a statue.  Strong ties of flux bound the bow to the marksman, and spontaneous modulations had been created by the interaction.  Mar did not understand how or why these chance spells could generate targeted beneficial effects  --  it smacked too much of the intervention of some unseen influence -- but he had no doubt but that the magic would permit Eishtren to hold his aim indefinitely. 
The thought occurred to Mar that he should just have Hwraldek killed there and then.  The Patriarch had had Sihmal slaughtered, had caused the Guard to drive Mar into the Waste, and was in league with, if not an outright supporter of, the Brotherhood of Phaelle.  As long as he retained commercial and political power in Khalar, he would be a potential danger, and Mar could not simply strip him of his wealth and positions by fiat.  In the Old City, both sorts of power were conveyed not by merit or achievement, but by heredity and marriage.  Convoluted, interdependent obligations, both financial and familial, would insure that Hwraldek remained Patriarch of Korhthenr in point of fact, regardless of any enforced public demotion. 
However, his elimination was unlikely to make any actual improvement in the situation, as the unavoidable process of succession would only bring another of similar ilk to the patriarchate.   Moreover, it was possible that Hwraldek's death could make things worse.  The new Patriarch might feel compelled to exact revenge for the insult done his House.
And, as deserving as Hwraldek might be of death, Mar was not yet ready to coldly order an execution.  Eishtren and his bow -- at least as far as Mar was concerned -- was just an intimidation tactic.
Still, Mar found he had nothing constructive to say to Hwraldek and was half-afraid that if he did open his mouth to speak that the words would be an order directing Eishtren to fire.  Dismissing Hwraldek, both mentally and physically, Mar turned his eyes to the Urban Praefect.
Mwyrlzhre might be of use.  The efficient administration of civil functions was something that no large city could neglect and by all accounts Khalar's bureaucracy functioned well, if in normal times slowly.  The man himself was innocuous.  Having practically no direct interaction with the common citizenry, he had no reputation for either largess or despotism.
"Praefect Mwyrlzhre," Mar announced, "I will appoint one of my staff to monitor your performance on a daily basis." 
The official squirmed minutely for a moment as if repressing an outcry, but then smiled agreeably and said, "Of course, Great Emperor.  I welcome the assistance."
"The Praefecture will immediately undertake engineering projects in the slums of the Lower City.  Drainage, sewage, water, and the like.  The local inhabitants will be employed to do the work.  The tenements and ruins between the Concourse of Imperial Glory and Mud Street will be cleared and proper housing constructed.  You will prepare plans and specifications to bring the entirety of the Lower City up to Imperial standards."
Mwyrlzhre continued to smile, but his eyes smoldered.
Mar moved on.  "Commandant Erskh."
The leader of the Viceroy's Guard dropped to one knee and saluted.  He obviously had been practicing.  "I live to serve, Great Emperor!"
"The retraining of the Emperor's Own Guard will begin today.  Vice-Captain Berhl from my staff will supervise.  You will obey his orders as if they were mine."
"Yes, Great Emperor!"  Erskh's reaction to the name change and de facto demotion was entirely positive.  He, likewise, was obviously happy with any arrangement that would allow him to not have an arrow pointed at his chest.
Berhl, behind the group of councilors, frowned at Mar's impromptu decision, then gave a slight shrug.   Mar knew that the ex-fugleman would pound the Guard into shape, promote the capable, jettison the untrainable, and impose proper military discipline on the rest.
"Trader Lhyt, you will prepare accounts and inventory lists of all metal and wood working concerns in Khalar and its environs."
Whatever else the trader was, he was a highly intelligent man.  With his commercial connections and administrative acumen, he was the obvious choice to manage the reorganization of Khalar's manufactories and smelters for the effort against the Brotherhood.
"Yes, Great Emperor." 
Lhyt's response was respectful and sincere, at least on the surface.  It was clear that he had already adapted to the change in Khalar's political structure and fully intended to utilize it to his own benefit.  What he said next indicated that he had already begun to anticipate the consequences of that change. 
"I will of course begin the task immediately. May it please the Great Emperor, I would like to mention that any levy of material of more than ten per cent would impose an onerous burden on the smaller factors and jobbers."
"At this time, there will be no levy of finished goods or raw materials," Mar told him.  "All imperial requisitions will be purchased from the Imperial Treasury."   
Lhyt looked pleased.
"At cost."
The trader's smile slipped but did not disappear.  "That goes without saying, Great Emperor."
Mar shifted his attention back to Priestess Seoralye.  Aside from the traditional and practically enshrined corruption of the Khalarii'n religious establishment, he had no reason to find fault with the former dancer.   Under her generally perceived to be benign leadership, the Temple of Miyra ministered indiscriminately to all in its Thirdday rituals, but also made sincere efforts to feed the hungry, care for the sick, and provide pensions for retired harlots.
"I will expect full ecclesiastical sanction at the coronation," Mar told her.
Seoralye rose to make something resembling a curtsey, revealing all too much overly abundant cleavage in the process.
"We have already -- that is to say, we had hoped that that would be your desire, Great Emperor.  We have held a lottery to choose the primary officiating ecclesiarch and the winner was the Prime Curate of the Temple of N'm.  He will perform the actual lowering of the crown, with the concurring presence, of course, of a large fraction of the upper priests and chief advocates of the main temples."
N'm was one of the ones that Mar knew. "N'm is the God of Seafood?"
"I believe the official designation is Patron of the Bounty of the Waters, Great Emperor."
"Right.  In any event, that's acceptable."
"There was the question of the crown, Great Emperor.  May I presume that the Viceroy's circlet will not be suitable?
Mar thought a moment.  "I'll have one made that we'll use."
"The blessings of the Forty-Nine will embrace your choice, Great Emperor."
Mar looked at them all again, sitting immobile on their chairs awaiting his next word, and knew by some whisper out of the ether that they all would obey the commands that he had given them and that none of them, at least for now, would plot rebellion.  Then he looked around at the Mhajhkaeirii and in the same wise knew that they would all face death at his command.
Half a man he might be, but he had to admit that he was also, truly, finally, and perhaps permanently an emperor and a king.
He told Eishtren to relax his shot, then swung his head back to the Privy Council and said with a wide, predatory smile, "Now that we have that out of the way, we need to discuss overdue retroactive taxes and licensing fees on merchant transactions, inventories, and property, as well as the associated penalties and interests." 
The Imperial Treasury that he had created just moments ago would have to be filled, and he could think of no more satisfying a way to do so than to openly and legally steal it.
 



ELEVEN
The 1644th year of the Glorious Empire of the North
Portico of the Emperor's Library
 (Thirteenthday, Waning, 1st Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
 
"Great Emperor, I have just been informed that we have apprehended the felon formerly known as the Viceroy."  Erskh made the announcement with feigned confidence and manufactured pride, plastering a broad smile on his face.
For his purposes, a live Viceroy skulking in the hinterlands would have been vastly more useful than a dead one in Khalar.  While the fugitive remained free, it would have been a simple matter to cast all blame for any misfeasance that may have occurred during the former regime onto his defenseless head -- but with the Mhajhkaeirii now directly controlling the Guard, Erskh had not dared overlook the unfortunate man's inopportune capture.
The young, commonly dressed, meanly outfitted, legless, one-armed, magician (never sorcerer, for the use of that term in reference to the Emperor had caused Vice-Captain Berhl to draw steel on one of Erskh's underlings and only an abject apology had convinced him to sheath his blade unbloodied) floated nearer, trailed by the dread-inspiring mystical giants, the Gaaelfharenii, and the marines and ruffians -- some whispered that the latter were brigands -- that were never far from the new ruler of Khalar.  That description was the extent of Erskh's knowledge of Emperor Mar I. 
The Commandant had made no attempts of any kind to learn of the Emperor's history, personal or magical, of his connection to Khalar, or of the circumstances that had resulted in the loss of his limbs.  He had even gone so far as to avoid any conversation that might inadvertently reveal particulars of the emperor's existence. Only in total ignorance, he had reasoned, especially of that final event, lay safety during these perilous times.
The emperor's hard gaze washed over Erskh and once again he felt as if the magician were looking inside of him.  It was also still disconcerting to see him move about with nothing to hold him up, almost like a phantom.
"Produce him, Commandant."
"Pardon, Great Emperor," Erskh hedged, "but would an execution not detract from the auspiciousness of the ceremony?  Perhaps--"
"That would be now, Commandant."
"Of course, Great Emperor."   Erskh saluted and retired to his former station amidst the non-ecclesiastical dignitaries and there gave a curt order to Captain Naelsyen, who in turn spoke to the waiting guardsman.  The runner departed back into the Library, weaving through the assembled colorfully robed corps of the earthly representatives of the Forty-Nine.  With the Plaza of the Empire filled to overcapacity with the hordes from the Lower City, the only way to reach the portico now was through the building itself.
While his neighboring patriarchs, bureaucrats, and self-appointed functionaries chatted or fussed with their official attire, Erskh cast his eyes over the sea of boisterous, dancing, singing, and often drunk rabble, barely contained from flooding up the stairs to the portico by a six deep line of the Emperor's Own backed up by both Mhajhkaeirii'n marines and Khalarii'n legionnaires.  Just as they would on high festival days, some of the spectators had come early and brought chairs, tables, and lunch, congregating in family and neighborhood groups.
The Emperor had proclaimed a general holiday, sending criers to publish it from every street corner, and had even gone so far as to release bondsmen from their duties for the three days of the celebration.  The entire city had shut down for the coronation and as far as Erskh knew no lawful work was being done anywhere.  Mar the First had also proclaimed a fortnight forgiveness from all rents, payments, fees, interests, taxes, overages, and surcharges, and had absolved a full five years from the term of every bondsman and bondswoman in the city, effectively manumitting a goodly number. For the moment at least, the Emperor was the most popular man in the city.
Most of the merchants and factors had taken the attitude that they must grin and bear the costs, having faith that commerce, and therefore their profits, must continue regardless of who ruled Khalar.  The priests of the temples all acted as if the fall of the Viceroy and the rise of the Emperor were the inviolate collective will of the Forty-Nine and therefore perfectly acceptable. All of the not forcibly retired officers and many of the armsmen of the Imperial Army seemed to have thrown their wholehearted support to the Emperor, and there was already talk of raising new legions to reclaim the glory of the Empire.
With the specter of execution whispering constantly in his ear, Erskh simply wanted to continue to live, and do so, if at all possible, in moderate comfort and peace.
He had cheerfully relinquished all of his practical authority to Vice-Commander Berhl, who could bark a command like the best veteran fugleman, and already -- it was hard to believe that it was just one day since the Emperor's summons of the Privy Council -- the guardsmen were standing straighter, walking taller, accepting orders with better grace, and rapidly shedding all vestiges of the mendacity and cruelty that had characterized the Viceroy's Personal Guard under Erskh's supervision. 
Additionally, to forestall the possibility that the Emperor should deem him no longer necessary, Erskh had also gathered his scribes, aides, informants, and spies and worked them through the night to produce a written report of the state of Khalar and her citizenry, both low and high.  He had presented the folio to the Emperor that very morning and was happily commanded to continue to supply the reports on a daily basis.
Thus, Erskh had believed that his place in the new regime was secured, but with this unexpected turn of events, a doubt had formed.  Could the doomed former Viceroy somehow manage to implicate Erskh as an accomplice in his crimes?
In only a few moments, four guardsmen and a Mhajhkaeirii'n Marine ceannaire returned with the disgraced and bedraggled Ghreghten.  The former viceroy, abandoned by his guards and servants, had fled his palace moments before its seizure by the Mhajhkaeirii.  Where he had gone and what he had been doing for the last several days was unknown to Erskh and would remain so, if he at all could avoid finding out. 
From the looks of the man, though, it was clear that he had been hiding under a manure pile.  Always when Erskh had seen him previously a neat, well-accoutered if archaically dressed representative of Imperial Glory, Ghreghten now had straw in his long, unbound dark hair, black and green grime smeared on his clothes, which were not his own tailored, fine cloth garments but the cheap trousers and sleeveless tunic of a bondsman, and a nose cringingly pungent sour reek that followed him about.  Instead of his normal exquisite boots, his feet were bare, scratched, and filthy.  Normally fanatically clean shaven, he how had several days' growth of reddish beard.   His hawk nose, the distinguishing feature of his otherwise unimpressive face and a persistent family heirloom, had been smashed and the resultant blood left to dry on his face.
However, the most striking feature of Ghreghten's new appearance was the shackles on his wrists and ankles and the broad iron collar with linking chain about his neck.
Much as he tried not to, Erskh found himself imagining what it would feel like to have that cold metal ring around his own neck. He also began to picture the various, terrible and no doubt magical punishments that the Emperor would exact on the hapless Ghreghten XI.  Hopefully, the former ruler of Khalar would expire before he could mention that he had routinely delegated to Erskh all important decisions concerning the daily operation of the city.
The Commandant watched with some trepidation as the guardsmen dragged Ghreghten before the emperor, who now stood in the broad, sunlit opening between the central pair of the front row of supporting columns, in clear view of the throngs of spectators in the Plaza.    All of he other high ranked celebrants beneath the shadowy portico observed with an intensity equal to Erskh's, standing silent and expectant.
The chief Gaaelfharenii, Captain Mhiskva, moved forward into the light to face the prisoner.  Erskh realized just then that the Emperor had been informed of Ghreghten's capture long before he had announced the news, and was suddenly very glad that he had not been tempted to try to conceal the fact.  It was also clear that the Emperor had decided to make a public spectacle of the poor fool's trial and execution.
"Ghreghten of Khalar," the giant said, his voice booming out to silence the rumbling mummer of the crowd, "once styled Viceroy, you stand before the justice of His Imperial Highness, Mar, Lord of the Great Waste, Prince of the Monolith Expanse, King of the Mhajhkaeirii, and Restored Emperor of the Glorious Empire.  You are accused of the crime of malfeasance and treason.  Have you any plea to make?"
Ghreghten coughed to clear his throat, then asked in his unimpressively soft voice, "Could you, that is, I mean to say, I beg mercy that my death not be exceedingly painful."
The Emperor had a dark expression on his face. He floated near to confront Ghreghten.  When he spoke, his words were also cast to carry to the crowd.  "Under your rule, Khalar was oppressive, corrupt, and dishonorable.  In another time and place, you would be rent in twain by horses and your body left for the crows."
A great cheer went up from the people in the Plaza, a raw animal sound that howled in expectation of the death of one of the despised nobles.
Ghreghten, compelled to wait for the roar to subside before speaking, replied in a manner that revealed that he had entirely no feel for the theatre of the moment.  "If it is all the same, I would rather not."
Though he had again spoken softly, the acoustics of the portico amplified and projected Ghreghten's response across the Plaza, igniting a storm of rambunctious protests and vulgar denunciations.  The emperor was giving Khalar a show, and the people were enjoying it whole-heartedly.
Mar the First started slowly to rise, lofting his right hand in a righteous fist.  "If there are none to speak for this man ..."
The Empress, who, up until this moment, had been sitting on a camp stool in the shade of a column and chatting with another woman, sprang up and advanced into the opening.  A quite comely and decidedly fit young woman, the emperor's wife walked to a point near the edge of the platform and then twirled about so that her unbound hair swirled about in a manner that Erskh, self-appointed rake that he was, found quite attractive.  Evidently also pleased by her performance, the audience sent up a calamitous hurrah for several minutes, then quieted abruptly to permit her to present her lines.
"Stay your hand, Husband.  On this day of your triumph, let there not be justice from the hand of Emperor of the Glorious Empire, but mercy!"
After a short dramatic pause, the emperor bowed, took a pose, and declared, "I bow to your wisdom, Wife.  Ghreghten, I grant you freedom and exile.  Be gone from Khalar and never return!"
 The magician waved his hand in a flamboyant arcane gesture.  With a loud crack, olive fire flashed from the riveted clasps on Ghreghten's chains and the shackles and collar fell to the platform.
The crowd clapped and hooted for a full quarter of an hour.  Blood they had seen often enough, but clemency was something entirely new. 
As he was led away, Erskh heard the somewhat dazed former viceroy ask, "Have you broken my models? I would like to take them with me."
The coronation itself was anticlimactic, but equally entertaining as far as the spectators were concerned.
The chief official, Lhoart, the Prime Curate of the Temple of N'm, was a tall, stocky man with a complexion the color of old walnut who was normally employed as a trot line fisher.  Like many of the chief priests of gods with modest followings, he only assumed his spiritual duties on Thirdday, scheduled festival days, and special occasions.  His robes of office were an oyster diver's breechclout, bare hairy chest, and short-handled rake.  Perhaps in recognition of the gravity of the occasion, he had oiled his shaven skull so that it shown like teak.
As instructed, there were no extraneous frills or embellishments -- no incense burning, flag-waving, frond scattering, or petal dropping -- Lhoart simply slow marched up to the emperor accompanied by an attendant bearing the new imperial crown on a crimson cushion.  The attendant, one of the devotees of Oos'ghlsiana (also chosen by lot) and a buxom young woman who wore two strategically placed oak leaves, a brief girdle of fresh fern leaves that left most of her long legs bare, a garland of white and yellow wildflowers to restrain a mass of ebony curls, and little else, was perhaps the highlight of the ceremony (Erskh certainly believed this to be true) and received significant attention from the male segment of the audience, both in the Plaza and on the portico.
Erskh had taken a look at the crown beforehand, and had found it curiously understated to the point of being mundane, being a plain bronze circlet with thirteen intertwined loops, but no engraving, jewels, precious metals, or filigree.
When he reached the emperor's side, Lhoart paused and, in a low voice that the spectators could not likely hear, mentioned, "Great Emperor, I believe it is customary in these sorts of functions for the receiver of the crown to kneel -- er, that is to say, uh, drift, uh, lower, as it were, in honor of the Forty-Nine."
The Emperor's response was all but inaudible to anyone more than a few paces away, but Erskh was near enough to barely make out what had been said.  It sounded like the kind of thing a man would shout in a tavern to ignite a brawl.
In any event, the emperor maintained what must have been his standing height when he had legs, and Lhoart, with a smothered chuckle and no ostentatious arcane gestures or contrived blessings, simply whisked the crown from the cushion and up onto the young man's head.
This brought the most enthusiastic demonstration from the crowd yet.  The wave of sound washed over Erskh with near physical force.  Struck by a thought, he looked over at Patriarch Hwraldek to see the man's reaction to this outpouring of support.
The merchant had proposed the coronation ceremony to the Privy Council on the basis of asserting some influence over the process of transition of power and thereby repairing in some measure the damage done to the governing authority of the Merchant Houses, the Temples, the Guard, and the bureaucracy.  Of course, Erskh had no doubt that the patriarch's primary motivation had been to curry favor with the new ruler of the city.
It was clear from the sour expression on Hwraldek's face that he knew that he had failed in the second endeavor (there had been no question of his failure in the first after the disastrous first encounter of the Privy Council with the emperor) and perhaps even done additional damage to his cause.  The common citizenry had become thoroughly enraptured with the new emperor.
After a few moments, the newly crowned Emperor of the Glorious Empire of the North moved to take his wife's hand and the couple rose and flew out above the Plaza.  A resoundingly approving uproar exploded, and the echo under the portico roof became deafening.
As the imperial couple continued to circle, playing to the adulation of the crowd, Erskh, with a grudging smile, had to admit that the entire show, though clearly produced to appeal to the plebian sensibilities of the population of the Lower City, had been genuinely entertaining and likely had gone a long way towards cementing the loyalty of the common people.
He stopped smiling, however, when he recalled that Ghreghten's survival meant that, at literally any moment, the former viceroy could reveal information that would see Erskh face his own trial and unlikely-to-be-so-easily-pardoned punishment.
 



TWELVE
 
His lips pressed together, Mar watched as Priestess Seoralye and a gaggle of pastoral associates departed his day room. The only member of the Privy Council that had not come to see him this morning to ask his guidance on some more or less important but otherwise routine matter was Patriarch Hwraldek. By all accounts, the head of the House of Korhthenr had decided to maintain a low profile lest Quaestor Eishtren's draw fingers grow weak.
"We need a new Viceroy," Mar declared to the group sitting around the long table.
Mhiskva, to Mar's left, asked, "Who have you chosen, my lord king?"
"I can't spend all day sorting out things like who should take charge of the renovation of the abandoned temples and shrines in the Lower City.   These people act like they have to know what I want them to do before they can move one fingerlength and that's just not a viable situation.   I'm not going to stay in Khalar beyond the end of the fortnight.  I can't stay in Khalar.  It can't be said enough -- the fight against the Brotherhood can't wait any longer.  We must take the war to the enemy."
His unease had begun to create a low level, constant annoyance in the back of his mind.  The ether was trying to nudge him to some action, but he had yet to figure out exactly what the premonition expected him to do.  There seemed little doubt that the decision to go in search of the second of Oyraebos' texts had been a mistake -- the disastrous failure of that attempt seemed proof enough of that.
"He must be someone of unquestionable loyalty," Mhiskva suggested.  "Someone who has the scar of the Blood Oath."
"I'm leaving the city as soon as possible, and that's all there is to it."
"No one is arguing with you, Mar," Telriy told him.  She was eating again, a large brunch of milk, bread, fresh berries, walnuts, and citrus. "Just appoint someone.  You are the Emperor.  That means that you get to act arbitrarily."
For one illicit moment, Mar wondered what she would look like if she had the same heft as Priestess Seoralye.
Dispensing with the smile that this vision prompted, he pinned Berhl with his gaze.  "You can be Viceroy.  You're going to stay in Khalar anyway."
The Vice-Captain looked pained.  "Aye, my lord king, I'd be glad to do it, except you can't appoint a common armsman as Viceroy.  It'll have to be a noble.  The merchants and the bureaucrats won't show respect to anyone else.  Besides, to tell you the truth, I'll have my hands full training the Khalarii armsmen and organizing the construction of the new skyships."
"Military governor then."
"I'm used to managing two jobs, my lord king, but if I had three, I'm not sure I could get any of them done properly."
Mar scanned the other faces.   Berhl's reasoning would also exclude Ulor and Yhejia, though Mar would have liked to have seen Yhejia attempt to mother an entire city.  Wilhm would be out of his element, mental as well as physical, and a possible danger to himself and others without the pacifying influence of the ethereal bond of the Gaaelfharenii magic.
"Lord Hhrahld?"  The Lord-Protector, by all appearances, had re-attained full rationality, another direct result of the same weird, probably hereditary, flux modulations.
The ancient pirate stirred to slowly shake his head.  He had braided his long snowy locks into a single ponytail, and without half of his ragged, scarred, and honesty brutal face concealed by a shock of hair, he seemed even more threatening.
"My duty resides elsewhere, my lord king.  And I am too old by a half century to guard more than two children." Meaning, he had charge of Wilhm and Pip and wanted no more.  "With your permission, I must decline the honor."
"Mhiskva?"
"While I would readily fulfill the duty if you should command it, my lord king, I believe that my axe would be put to more effective use in the battles to come."
"I suppose you're right.  The magic would not be as powerful with just two giants."
The marine captain looked blank.  "What magic is that, my lord king?"
Mar grunted depreciatingly.   "It'll have to be someone from the Monolith, then."  He thought a moment.  "Lord Purhlea.  He fits Berhl's requirement of an aristocrat and yours of the scar.  Aerlon can take command of the Monolith."
Mhiskva nodded.  "Excellent choice, my lord king.  Shall I send a dispatch?"
Mar had the sudden suspicion that the large captain had already discussed and arranged the appointment with the new viceroy.  "No, I'll tell him myself. Ulor, make Number One ready.  We leave within the hour."
Mar smiled.  Lord Purhlea's humorless discipline and rock steady competence should be just the potion that Khalar needed.
What Mar needed was to get away from Khalar, to subsume himself in his magic, and to find a target on which to vent the burning anger that he felt every time he looked down at his missing legs and hand.
 



THIRTEEN
The 2,126 year of the True Cadre of the Great Seer
(Firstday, Waxing, 2nd Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
The Hidden Monastery at Zhos in Gealollh
 
"Brother Fhsuyl. I have had a vision."
Fhsuyl's heart leapt within him.  "Great Seer!  Pray you reveal this vision!"
The man otherwise known as Waleck placed a hand on Fhsuyl's shoulder and looked directly into his eyes.
"You must warn the Supreme Cadre.  Archdeacon Traeleon has been tempted by arrogance and pride and has betrayed the Work.  Unless he is stopped, he will kill the man who will reveal the Restorer."
Aghast, Fhsuyl, begged, "What shall we do to prevent this abomination, Great Seer?"
"The time has come for those of the true faith to be unmasked.  Our fraternity must be cleansed with the righteous fist of magic.  Those who would hinder the Day of the Restorer to garner earthly comforts must be set aside."
"We are ready, Great Seer, you have but to command us!"
Waleck smiled somewhat sadly.  "My visions shall guide you.  This that I shall tell you is exactly what you must do."
 



FOURTEEN
Secondday, Waxing, 2nd Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire
The Seat of Government, Mhajhkaei
 
"Greetings, Martial Director."
Lhevatr did not rise from his desk or make move for the sword that lay across one corner.  His visitor had appeared from thin air.  Neither his barred door nor the Salient guards who waited without had stirred.  Such magic was unknown to him, but he suspected that his visitor was capable of much greater.
"Greetings, Brother Waleck."
"Martial Director, I have come to you now as I believe that our paths presently coincide."
"Meaning?"
"You know that I can perceive futures."
"I have heard the rumor, yes."
"I have foreseen yours."
"And?"
"You are in contact with the Society of the Duty."
"You say that with confidence."
"Because I know it to be true."
Lhevatr shrugged.  "What is it that you want of me?"
"I require the full support of the Society."
"That might be a difficult thing to obtain.  Surely you must know that the Society is an organization only in the most ephemeral sense.  It has no leaders, committees, or regular communication."
"Perhaps.  However, it does have influence and information."
 Lhevatr contemplated this for a moment, then asked, "What do you offer in return?"
"A greater understanding of magic.  Before the last great magical war, there existed a city in the land that is now called Bhrisnia. In that city, a renowned university of magic created a vast library that held every treatise on magic known at that time.  That city was covered by ash and brimstone in the course of the cataclysm and now sits a hundred armlengths beneath the surface."
Lhevatr frowned.  "What use could we make of that?  Brimstone and ash do not preserve.  They destroy.  No doubt all of the cities of the ancient world had libraries.  All of them were destroyed likewise."
"This one was not. By some odd swing of chance, the ward on the central archive did not fail.  All of the books within have survived to this day in perfect condition.  I can lead you to them."
"Were I to convey your offer to those I know, what are the particulars that would be required of us?"
"My visions shall guide you.  This that I shall tell you is exactly what you must do."
 



FIFTEEN
Thirteenth Decade of the True Path
(Secondday, Waxing, 2nd Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
 
Senior Brother Mhlaon shifted slightly along the row to the next squash plant and stooped to pinch the weed and grass sprouts from around it.  Some of the sturdier weeds could be uprooted whole, but many of the grasses left roots that would sprout again.  He liked to do his weeding in the afternoon since the warm sun salved the pains in his back and made him forget that he was too old to stoop.  One of the younger brethren could have been assigned the tedious task, of course, but Mhlaon enjoyed the solitude and used it to meditate on his understanding of the True Path.
When he straightened to move on, he caught sight of an older man, a stranger, walking up the trail that went across to the hamlet of Chytwae.  As it would take the stranger some minutes more to come alongside the vegetable patch, Mhlaon continued with his work.
When the stranger drew near, he raised a hand in greeting.  "Good day to you, Brother Mhlaon." 
Mhlaon was not surprised.  Individual brethren often traveled in common clothes.  Even though the fraternity had taken control of these Mhajhkaeirii'n lands, there were still many who would upbraid or scandalously assault one who wore the hood of the Duty openly.
"Good day, brother.  Have you need of victuals or rest?"
"No. My name is Waleck and I have been sent to speak with you."  He made a certain sign.
“There are no gods," Mhlaon responded.  "There is only magic.”
"And the Restorer has come.  I am the Herald of his coming."
For a moment, Mhlaon could not breathe.  Stunned, he realized that he stood before the Herald of the Restorer spoken of in the Fifth Prophecy!  He, Mhlaon, had been chosen to receive the Final Instructions!
"There will be a winnowing of the chaff," the Herald told him.  "Many of the Cadre shall be cut down and others who adhere strictly to the True Path must rise up."
As he knew he must, Mhlaon spoke the Question of the Fifth Prophecy.  "What must the faithful do, o herald?"
"My visions shall guide you.  This that I shall tell you is exactly what you must do."
 



SIXTEEN
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 130th Day of Glorious Work
Year One, Day One of the New Age of Magic
(Thirdday, Waxing, 2nd Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
The Citadel
 
"Once the conscripts have been in training for three fortnights," Lhevatr judged in regulated tones, "they can be used to replace garrisons at various posts in the pacified areas of Archipelago.  Preeminence, this will free significant numbers of veteran armsmen for a spring operation against the rebelling cities of the far eastern coast.  Over the course of the next year and a half, we should be able to raise a full twenty legions from within the urban limits of the city.  Once the continental domains of Mhajhkaei are subdued, I estimate that a further one hundred legions can be organized."
Traeleon nodded absently as he surveyed the smartly marching formations.  He possessed an inherent suspicion of conscripts and presupposed them to be undependable.   Every Salient knew that marching was easily learned, especially since the Brotherhood's instructors tended to flog and occasionally execute the irredeemably clumsy, but whether these neophyte armsmen would stand and fight in battle was a question that remained to be answered.  Even if they surprised him by proving that they could face common steel, how would they react to the Apostate's magic?
There was no point in denying the fact -- for the Brotherhood, war had changed.  Before the advent of the Apostate, their unchallenged monopoly on magic and its brutal application had made swift victory assured.  Like a wildfire, the Holy Trio backed fraternal legions and magically armed special units had swept through the Bronze Archipelago, crushing every force turned out against them.  Now, a few hundred renegades with flying boats and practically no magical offensive weaponry had effectively halted their advance.    It was time for a new strategy, one that discarded conventional tactics and obsolete military axioms.
The Archdeacon turned his eyes to a sight much more interesting than the conscripts, the ground upon which the marchers tramped.  Covered with compacted gravel and cleared in but a single night, this level field was an unambiguous demonstration of the glory and power of magic and an irrefutable declaration of the fact that that the Brotherhood of the Great Phaelle was the preeminent steward of that glory and power.
Where once had stood several temples and shrines to counterfeit gods and a number of villas, apartments, and sundry buildings, now resided a two hundred paces square parade ground.  Occupying the area at the northwest corner of the plaza that sat at the intersection of the Transverse and Transept, this location placed it along the path and thus in clear view of practically all of the great many Mhajhkaeirii that daily had to make their way to the Municipal Seat of Government, as the former Palace of the Princedom was now known. 
An hour-long, pinpoint barrage from the Duty had transformed the area into high mounds of cracked stone and shattered timber.  From many reports, the calamitous racket of the bombardment had sewn near panic among the citizens, with hysterical rumors circulating of renewed fighting. After the last catapult cylinder fell, a thousand prisoners guarded by twice their number of keen eyed Salients had labored without rest from dusk to dawn to haul rubble to the Archivist tended Holy Relic known as the Obliterator.   Anything tossed within the armlength-square hopper-like device's scarred blue metal maw simply ceased to be, leaving neither dust, nor smoke, nor other residue.
Having spent sufficient time at the exercise to comply with habitual practice and ready to depart before the dust raised by the conscripts' boots became noxious, Traeleon turned from the rail of the review stand to look at Bhrucherra.  "Make certain that loyal brethren are insinuated into the ranks of these conscript legions in order that any plots or rebellions might be instantly made known."
The First Inquisitor inclined his head. "As you say, Preeminence. May I presume that decimation is the punishment that should be meted for any such traitorous acts?"
"Without question. However, in egregious cases, let the entire roster of any legion that dares to transgress against Holy Magic and her chosen guardians be put to the sword.  I grant you the discretion to entice an unfit legion into revolt in order to create an example."
Bhrucherra's eyes widened almost imperceptibly at the phrase, "Holy Magic."  While personification of magic in this manner was not unheard of in the community halls of the Brotherhood -- the Brohivii in particular seemed enamored of the term -- this was the first time that Traeleon had employed it, and he had done so with deliberation aforethought.
The Archdeacon had prepared his next declaration with considerable care over the course of the previous three days, expanding on the theme that had come to him at the funeral for the dead of the Work. Traeleon rotated to make sure that he had the full attention of the other members of the Conclave, of the associated scribes, assistants, and functionaries, and of the other brethren, mostly rank and file Salients, within hearing distance.
"I have received inspiration from Holy Magic. Let these words be recorded."  He paused a moment as scribes scratched the date on fresh vellum.
"Brethren, we live in the dawn of a new era," he declared, speaking deep from within his diaphragm to project his voice in full oratorical form.  "We, a chosen few, have the elite privilege of existing on the cusp of the flowering of the great paradise that magic will usher into our world.  It has been given to us as a sacred Duty to foster the birth of the glorious and longed for Restoration with the blood of all deniers, apostates, and renegades."
He now believed firmly that he could no longer wait for his standard methods -- intimidation, conspiracy, and terror -- to achieve his aims.   Though he had not made the fact known to any of the brethren, Traeleon was now persuaded that all of his previous suppositions concerning the Apostate were woefully incorrect.  This youthful Mhajhkaeirii was not simply a fortunate discover of some previously unknown cache of ancient weaponry, but a true magic smith with an unheard of Ability, a fabricator who could create entirely new magics from the ether itself.  To have accomplished what he had, he could be nothing else. 
That made him potentially the most powerful being alive.
And, consequently, the greatest threat to the Brotherhood -- and to Traeleon -- in existence.
The time for schemes, spies, and assassin's knives was passed.  Traeleon must use the hammer blow of the Brotherhood's military might to crush all opposition and immediately establish his reign over the entire Principate.  The Mhajhkaeirii must not be given time to gather their strength. Bhrucherra's Inquisitors believed that in as little as a year, the Apostate's allies could create an armada of flying boats that would swamp the Brotherhood like a flood.
Traeleon knew that this was the critical moment.  While some were in open rebellion, many of the Princes of the Sister Cities were vacillating, neither declaring openly for the Apostate's renegades nor for The Greatest City in All the World's new rulers. There must be a war, a holy war, a war dressed in ideological trappings that would stoke the fanaticism of the Brotherhood's lower ranks and insure the immediate annihilation of all opposition.
"The Work requires that those who serve the cause of the Restoration eradicate all who declare opposition to Holy Magic. 
This shall henceforth be known to be the Duty of All Men.”
Traeleon made the sign of the Tripartite to drive home the pronouncement.  Death to all Unbelievers! would now be an official article of faith among the brethren.
"Martial Director, you will make immediate provision for an operation to conquer the princedoms of the eastern coast.  This operation shall have the highest priority.  Allocate all resources and Relics accordingly.  I will provide you with written schema detailing the scope and magnitude of the tactical movements this afternoon. This operation shall begin within the fortnight.
Lhevatr, his face impassive, made the imperial salute. "As you say, Preeminence."
"Brother Bhrucherra, you will coordinate with the Martial Director to insure that all segments of our fraternity act in concert."
The First Inquisitor bowed his head. "It shall be done, brother."
"Deacon Zheltraw."
"You have only to say it, Preeminence."   The First Promulgator had returned to the Conclave subdued but unswerving in his reprehensible conviction that magic, and its prophet Phaelle, should be worshipped.
"The coming battles shall burn off the dross and reveal the purity of Holy Magic.  I deem it fit that you, as first among the College of Promulgators, should go before our armies to demonstrate the fearlessness of those who have submitted themselves to the Duty of All Men."
This manufactured honor, Traeleon expected, would finally rid the Conclave of the Deacon's irrational interjections and create a fresh martyr to enervate the Salients.  Traeleon's new course had rendered Zheltraw's other possible uses irrelevant.  The Archdeacon had already made plans to have Vice-Deacon Kleghaier succumb to a sudden, unexplained illness and further begun maneuvers to usher his own candidate, a brother with a more realistic attitude and demonstrated obedience, into the deaconate of the Promulgators.
Zheltraw, enraptured by the great privilege that had been bestowed upon him, expressed his joy by means of his customary -- and thoroughly ridiculous to Traeleon -- practice.  The dolt fell to his knees and began to pray.
Disregarding the deacon, Traeleon turned with imperious grace and swept down from the review stand, making directly for his waiting carriage and the mounted Salient guards.  He left the members of the Conclave and the rest of his entourage to follow in his wake.   The Seat of Government was within easy walking distance, no more than twelve hundred paces north up the Transverse March, but the use of the carriage lent a greater stateliness to the process of the movement of the person of the Archdeacon.  Of late, Traeleon had made a point of emphasizing the dignity of his position in order to enhance the conception, both to any Mhajhkaeirii witnesses and to the members of his own fraternity, that although he was technically first among equals, he possessed and deserved the status of a prince among the Phaelle'n.
The open carriage, drawn by matched ebony geldings, had belonged to some absconded noble and was a marvel of silver inlaid white woods and red leather upholstery.  While entirely too ostentatious for his taste, the carriage had precisely balanced springs and made for a most comfortable ride.  Ascertainer Plehvis, bearing a satchel containing the morning's far talking dispatches and martial reports, waited alongside the carriage step and opened the low door when he arrived.  As soon as Traeleon had climbed aboard, the secretary mounted the coach and took the opposite seat.
The members of the Conclave and the remaining brethren would march in procession behind the carriage in strict order of rank.  This was another recent innovation. He knew that the common populace of the city would not readily relinquish their superstitious conceptions and had instituted such pretentious displays as this in order to cater to their illogical myths.  While the teachings of the Great Phaelle concerning the Restoration of Magic were clearly not, regardless of the perversions of the Brohivii and their ilk, categorically religious in nature, he had come to the conclusion that some semblance of religious practice would be required to supplant the existing religious structure.  A secondary benefit would be the fostering of the conception that the brethren -- and in particular the Archdeacon -- should be revered as priests.
Leaning back into the well padded seat, Traeleon spoke to the black-armored driver. "Veteran Brother Trhai, let's be off."
"Yes, Preeminence."
The burly Salient flipped the reins and the geldings moved forward at a slow walk, flanked by the score mounted Salients in commendable form.  Horsemanship not being a prime focus of Salient drills, Traeleon was pleased at the exhibition of proficiency and made a mental note to compliment the Coordinator in charge.
The carriage made a slow circle around the near empty plaza and then glided north up the Transverse, passing shuttered villas, looted shops, and deserted apartments.  Any faster would have required the procession to scurry, and, while Traeleon could envision that some internal political benefit might be derived from such a humiliation of his entourage, it would not do to allow the Mhajhkaeirii to observe senior members of the Brotherhood of Phaelle being so denigrated.
The scant passers-by, mostly merchants, factors, advocates and similar menial persons scurrying about their businesses, quickly moved aside to make way. A few put on smiles and waved in a subdued fashion at the carriage, but most simply ducked their heads to avoid the Archdeacon's gaze.  The First Inquisitor had informed Traeleon that rumors abounded that he was a proficient sorcerer -- and thus a demon of the Outerworld made flesh -- and many Mhajhkaeirii feared that direct eye contact would subject them to a hexing.  In time, this misconception would need to be dissuaded, but for now it would enhance their apprehension and thus their obedience.
With the carriage in motion, Plehvis opened his satchel and retrieved the sheaf of pages inside.
After the fiasco with the conflicting orders given to Whorlyr and the Shrike force pursuing the Apostate, Traeleon had mandated that succinct daily status reports be communicated directly to him from all military units.  He replied to those reports with his own direct orders, and this process had had the effect of marginalizing the Martial Director's authority.   While Lhevatr continued to exercise routine direction of logistics and training, Traeleon had assumed the core duties of the post of Martial Director and taken personal tactical control of all Phaelle'n land, air, and naval forces.
If the Archdeacon had simply replaced Lhevatr, as had been his original impulse, he would have had to contend with the problem of promoting one of the competent legion commanders, which might present a new set of difficulties as competent men also tended to be ambitious, or one of the incompetent ones, in which case he would have been compelled to closely oversee the entirety of the new Director's duties to prevent that incompetence from disrupting operations.
The solution that Traeleon had chosen, while not elegant, would insure that the next time he ordered an attack, it would actually take place.
Following standing instructions, Plehvis had sorted the pages in ascending order of importance, so that missives pertaining to the most routine matters were on top. Traeleon had established this system to insure that no situation, however minor, would suffer neglect due to the urgency of the more significant.
 "From Brother Zheigmh, Subdeacon, College of Coordinators," Plehvis read, summarizing, "in charge of grain tithe in the Plydyrii'n province of Bryehdhael.  Final tally: seventy-six thousandweight of corn. Expected contribution: one hundred six thousandweight."
"Subject random land owners to Scrutiny, the Question being the source of the discrepancy, no more than one in six to suffer death," Traeleon decreed.
Plehvis made a note.  The next half dozen sheaves came from other scattered locales across the subjugated princedoms of the Bronze Archipelago and were similar mundane concerns that local Phaelle'n bureaucrats had deemed of sufficient importance as to require the specific attention of Archdeacon.  In general, these bureaucrats were capable, realistic, and sensible -- at least in so far as their instinct of self-preservation was concerned -- and it was seldom necessary that Traeleon send a rebuke for something that did not fit his criteria of "important."  He dealt with each of the referenced issues according to his customary fashion, ordering executions in only two other cases.
"The Holy Trio has anchored in Charcoal Bay and repairs on The Work are nearing completion" Plehvis read.
In preparation for the offensive against the recalcitrant Sister Cities, Traeleon had ordered the magical ships to sail east to a secured harbor at the periphery of the Archipelago.  Their further usefulness at Mhajhkaei was insignificant and their extreme vulnerability to air attack made them more of a liability than an asset in the current situation.
"Knight-Commander L'Ghevh requests a posting to a forward command."
"He is the Mhajhkaeirii turncoat who gave us access to the Citadel?"
"As you say, Preeminence."
Traeleon thought a moment.  His impulse was to discard the traitor, but that might discourage future beneficial betrayals.  "Send him out to the forces suppressing the provinces.  Let Lazssri and his cohorts deal with him."
The next ten were status updates from various security commands within the city and from a number of the recently established outposts in the province that immediately surrounded it.  None of these required action.
Plehvis reached the next to last missive.  "From Brother Lazssri.  'As instructed, have finalized investment of the line of the Lower Gray with secondary forces and completed all entrenchments and strong points.  All bandit activity south of the line has been completely suppressed.  Only minor bandit activity detected north of line in more than a month. Request permission to detach the 6th, 13th, 18th and 19th Fraternal Legions along with entirety of Fifth Battlegroup and advance north once more into the province of Llorhm with the objective of seizing and holding Elboern.  This town should be considered the key to capture of all the northern provinces.'"
Brother Lazssri's requested force represented all of the Salient Combatants in the advance force and three quarters of those stationed at Mhajhkaei, a considerable risk of Traeleon's only unquestioningly dependable armsmen, but it was clear that Lazssri had no desire to attempt the assault with doubtful conscripts.
"Veteran Brother Trhai, halt the coach," Traeleon directed in instant decision.  "Brother Plehvis, inform the First Inquisitor that I wish him to ride in the carriage for the remainder of the journey."
Brother Bhrucherra showed no reaction to the summons.  Traeleon knew that his fellow Salient had begun to take umbrage at the peremptory manner in which he was ordered about, but the First Inquisitor never revealed this ire.  It was possible that Bhrucherra was simply dedicated to the fundamental objective of the Brotherhood and willing to endure indignities in order to maintain peace within the fraternity, but Traeleon rather believed that his underling submitted to these minor insults now because he intended to recompense them all later in one fell swoop -- by removing the Archdeacon with the point of a blade.
"First Inquisitor," Traeleon inquired, "Why was I not informed that the Mhajhkaeirii raiders had withdrawn?"
"We have only received confirmation this morning from our agents at the renegades' camp that Captain Mhiskva and his armsmen had returned."  Bhrucherra's expression remained unapologetic.  "Communication with the brethren at the 'Monolith' is erratic and slow, given that messages must be smuggled out physically.  You will recall, Preeminence, that you declined my request to allocate a set of far talking disks to the task."
Traeleon made no reply to this implied rebuke.  Disks with sufficient range to reach the northern camp of the renegades were especially rare and all sets that the Brotherhood currently possessed were dedicated to a fixed network that linked all of the lands currently under Phaelle'n control.  This, of course, Bhrucherra new full well.
"What information do you have of the Mhajhkaeirii'n defenses above the fortified line held by Commander-of-Legions Lazssri's expedition?" Traeleon asked.
"Local commanders have begun to concentrate their limited forces at Elboern and intend to defend the town.  There does not appear to be regular communication between these and the renegades, though there has been some contact."
The Archdeacon turned to speak to Plehvis.  "Signal Lazssri that his request is approved, issue orders to the affected legions, and command him to advance within three days time.  Detach a flight of Shrikes in support."  He swung his gaze back to Bhrucherra.  "Infiltrate a Congregation of Advance Scouts into the town and have them make preparations to sabotage the defense.  You are authorized to make use of the Emerald Gate for the initial transport."
"It shall be done as you command, Preeminence."
"What progress has been made in the suborning of the renegade leadership?"
"The Senior Coordinator in charge of our spies within the renegade camp does not believe that any of the regular officers can be approached successfully.  However, a person with potential influence has made overtures to one of our operatives."
"The identity of this new turn coat?"
"Lady Rhavaelei nhi’ Burgh."
Traeleon though a moment.  "Senator, head of the Merchant House of Trajhen, possible paramour of Lord Ghorn?"
"As you say, Preeminence."
"Pursue the connection, but take steps to limit damage if Lady Rhavaelei chooses to betray us instead."
Bhrucherra inclined his head.
Brother Plehvis quickly scanned the next item.  "Senior Brother Fhsuyl and his party have returned from the western expedition.  He waits in the Senate Hall to present his report."
"Excellent."
Traeleon had dispatched a Shrike, newly modified with the addition of a wooden and leather passenger compartment slung underneath, to retrieve the expedition.  He was eager to hear of its results.
The remainder of the ride passed in silent reflection.  Traeleon felt no need to discuss anything further with Bhrucherra and the other two passengers were constrained from sharing a conversation in the Archdeacon's presence by accepted convention.  At the main entrance of the Seat of Government, Traeleon descended the carriage without any further word to either, was quickly surrounded by his guards, and proceeded without stopping to the Senate Hall.  Plehvis would automatically detour to the far talking station in the northwestern tower and send the Archdeacon's latest batch of orders.
Fhsuyl had taken a seat in the row of chairs in front of Traeleon's desk (the Senate podium and platform had been removed until such time as the Archdeacon felt it should meet again) that served as a waiting area.  The scholar had long been known to Traeleon as a rational follower of the teachings of Phaelle, meaning that the man had demonstrated a clear recognition of the inherently non-supernatural nature of magic.  It had been his readily accepted suggestion to employ the special convert to attempt to navigate the previously impenetrable maze protecting the underground tomb of Maastruul.
Gealollhaerii'n legend described Maastruul as a great and hideous sorcerer, guilty of truly horrendous and magnificent feats of magic.  The Gealollhaerii also believed that the extensive labyrinth of quarried chambers and corridors that interdicted his burial chamber had been constructed and continuously added to over some centuries not to deter grave robbers but rather to prevent the escape of the sorcerer's vengeful spirit.
While his guards deployed to their unobtrusive posts, he went to his desk and waved Fhsuyl forward.
"Was the special convert able to lead you to the primary sepulcher?" Traeleon asked as he took his seat.
"Yes, Preeminence," Fhsuyl confirmed.  "His foresight guided us through the maze without fault.  There were two ingeniously concealed levers, one in the northeast Spiral and one at the start of the Second Inner Tract.  These released a hidden door in the Enfolding Flower of the First Inner Tract.  Even then we had to excavate a dozen paces of backfill from the access tunnel."
"And the state of the burial chamber?"
"Unfortunately, Preeminence, the tomb contained only ancient bones and some useless pottery.  If the stories of Maastruul's magic are indeed true, then none of his devices were interred with him."
Traeleon allowed a shrug.  "If naught else, the exercise has proved the utility of the special convert's limited prophetic abilities.  We must simply determine how best to apply them.  Make a study of the Archives and compile a list of any other conundrums that he might unravel for us."
"Yes, Preeminence.  By your leave, there is one other matter that may be of interest to you."
"That being?"
"During our return, the special convert produced a prophecy."
"Indeed? Very well, let me see it."
Brother Fhsuyl frowned slightly.  "He has not put it to paper, Preeminence.  He has stated that it is for the ears of the Archdeacon only.  As you have forbidden him Scrutiny, we have been unable to convince him to divulge it."
Traeleon considered this for a moment, then made a sweeping gesture with one hand.  "Clear the room. Send for the special convert."
While he waited alone, for the sake of caution he touched the ring with the large peridot on his right hand that activated his personal ward.
The special convert had not been far, and arrived within moments.  When the large doors closed behind him, Traeleon pulled his feet up under his chair and settled his weight on the balls of his feet, preparing to maneuver if necessary.
As he approached Traeleon's desk, the special convert raised both hands to remove his hood.  His appearance was some changed since the Archdeacon had seen him last.  Originally, Traeleon had thought him of advanced years, but now he would have said that the man was no more than middle-aged.  His face, though weathered, no longer had the texture of worn parchment and his thick hair now had more dark strands among the gray.
"Greetings, Archdeacon Traeleon, son of Estren, son of Maerloughe, son of Kaeriy, son of Triyiy who was born on Gh'emhoa," the special convert declared.  "I am Waleck of Gh'emhoa and we have much to discuss."
 



SEVENTEEN
 
Mar watched with bemusement as Telriy attacked another bowl of porridge.  "I can't see how you can stomach that without salt or butter.  It tastes like sawdust to me."
She grinned.  "I've developed a taste for it this way."
"There's some nice, juicy bacon left. Do you want it?"
"No, I --"  Telriy stopped, made the beginning of a retching sound, snatched up a glass of water, and proceeded to drain it.
"Something go down the wrong way?"
Still washing water down her throat, she gave a quick, short nod.
"I'm going to see Aunt Whelsi in a bit.  She wants to make sure everything is healing up properly.  Want to come along?"
Still not seeming to have regained her equilibrium, Telriy put the glass down with exaggerated care and shook her head.  "No, Yhejia and I are going to do laundry.  Then I'm going to run Number One down to the lumber camp to pick up a load of green timbers for Master Khlosb'ihs.  He's built a kiln and wants to try a method of fast drying the wood that Lord Chelsfyor told him about."
"After Aunt Whelsi, I told Subaltern Mhygaeus that I'd take a look at his larger polybolos prototype.  It weighs almost ten hundredweight and doesn't spin well on the wheels he designed.  When I done with that, I've set aside the remainder of the day to manufacture sand spheres.  I'll see you for supper?"
"If I get done in time."
On their return to the Monolith, he and Telriy had reoccupied her room, mooring Number One to a mast raised on the collapsed western wing.  Likewise, the rest of the crew had taken up their places.  Ulor, Yhejia and their extended family occupied a suite of rooms near Telriy's.  Aelwyrd had established a dormitory for his Auxiliaries in an eastern wing.  Eishtren and his legionnaires kept a large dayroom at the north end of the villa, but slept aboard the skyship.
Phehlahm, Chaer, E'hve and the Hangers-On had immediately begun work on a barracks in previously excavated, but bare, rooms on the ground floor.  When Mar floated over the balcony and down to the courtyard level, they were all waiting for him.  Without irritation, he had accepted the fact that he must travel at ground level to accommodate his guards, since they would sprint flat out to catch up if he flew directly. With the ever present threat of Phaelle'n attack remaining uppermost in everyone's mind, the sight of the fully armored, running armsmen tended to disturb the civilians.
Aunt Whelsi had established her clinic and residence on the remnant of a leisurely promenade that had originally run for almost a third league along one section of the wandering southern edge of the escarpment.  Most of its western half and environs had suffered considerable collapse, but at the eastern terminus many of the buildings were in good shape.  The witch's choice had been one particular standout, a compact, tower-like building adjacent to a rough scrabble area that in better times had been a garden.
Obliquely square, with sharp, out-thrust corners, the fifteen manheight structure possessed formidable walls formed of huge, finely chiseled blocks.  Various empty anchor wells in its walls and base suggested that it may have been a smithy or manufactory.  Hollow when found and judged structurally sound by the engineers, Master Khlosb'ihs and his neighbors along with a large number of marine and legionnaire volunteers had cleared debris and added three interior floors to the nurse's specifications.  The former group had taken up lodging in nearby structures and many assisted as needed in the clinic.
When Mar left the villa, he had to head south toward the skyship dock, turn west at a cross street still burdened with collected piles of rubble, and then follow a well-trod path over a mound covered in briar and bramble to reach the promenade.  A jutting thrust of the plateau allowed the walkway to make a looping curve, forming a wide terrace in front of the clinic, and this is where he and his band found the witch.
She had only a few patients this morning, a number of elderly men and women sitting around on reclining chairs and one small boy who had a large splinter stuck in his thumb.  While she attended these, Mar idled near the chest-high wall at the edge, turning his face up toward the sun and letting its baking warmth soothe some of his aches.  Phehlahm and the others waited on wooden benches nearer the arched entrance of the clinic.
"I picked it because of this terrace," Aunt Whelsi told him a little while later when she finished with her other ministrations.  "Facing south, it will get good sun year round.  If nothing else, the sun warms the bones.  Best thing for someone that has come down with the chills or has bad joints."
"Well, it certainly makes me feel better, at least for a little while."
"If you were a regular patient, I'd say that you need several months of recuperation."
"There's no time for that."
Aunt Whelsi shrugged.  "How is the Queen this morning? Is she eating well?"
As he had expected, the nurse obviously knew about Telriy's progressing motherhood.  His awareness of the ether had revealed the secret to him before they had left Khalar. Having sometime ago discovered that the flux fields generated by a human being were unique to the individual, he had known for almost a fortnight that Telriy's had changed.
"How did you know?" he asked her.
"I don't have a song for that, if that's what you're wondering.  Just lots of experience.  I'm called to be midwife as often as to tend the sick.   Of course, a lot of women just blab to everyone as if having a baby were something extraordinary, but I can usually tell even with the ones that are closemouthed. A woman has a different manner about her when she first knows she's with child.  It depends on the woman, true enough, and her circumstance.  A woman that already has a house full tends to be a little put out.  A woman that has lost babies will be anxious in a certain way and given to being very careful about certain things.  A new mother will be excited and scared.  An older woman might be surprised.  Your Queen, she's all kinds of happy and skittish, like she's liable to bolt in any direction at the first noise."
"She seems to be eating a lot more, but I didn't think the signs would come on this quick."
"Well, let's see.  The way it looks to me, you and she started to get along much better just before you left in Number One?"
"I guess you could say that."  He wondered if it were common knowledge that they had not consummated their makeshift marriage until recently.
"So, that was the first half of Waning in Harvestmoon?"
"Yes.  Fourthday."
"Today is Fifthday, Waxing, Second Autumnmoon.  That's forty-four days.  So, no, it's not too soon.  A lot of young people don't seem to realize how easy it is to get with child.  I don't doubt that she took the very first time you were together after your reconciliation.  She won't start showing for another month or so, but it's not unusual for her to start feeling the effects of the growing baby.  You're lucky she hasn't been struck by morning sickness. For the first few months anyway, some women seem to vomit all over everything. Why, my first child, I --"
"I didn't know you had a family."
"Two daughters and a son, mostly grown now.   My oldest, the girls, are married off now and one's expecting and the other's trying to be.  What with the war, waiting didn't seem like a good idea.  One son-in-law's a legionnaire and the other works with Master Khlosb'ihs though he's angling to be taken on as crew on one of the new skyships.  My boy just joined the militia."
"What about your husband?"
"He was a sailor.  Three years ago he took a berth on a galley bound for Mhevyr.  It was a stormy spring.  The galley never made port again and neither did he."
"I'm sorry."
"No need to be.  We had eighteen mostly good years.  If there's one thing that I've learned from being a nurse, it's that there are no guarantees.  Well, I can't stand here all day chatting.  I've got visitations to make.  Let's have a look at those stubs."
The emplacement for the new polybolos was a five minute hike further west along the uncleared area of the promenade and then a short trek through variegated ruins to a headland jutting from the edge of the plateau.  At the top of a small hillock that had an unobstructed view of the sky, Mhajhkaeirii masons had built a solid stone platform ringed by a sloping, armlength-thick brick defensive wall, more or less in the shape of a berm, that reached up to the launch rail of the machine.  The position had been chosen to give protection to the south and west, and plans called for a ring of such emplacements all about the settlement area.  Eventually, the aerial defense ring would be expanded to cover the entire Monolith.
Subaltern Mhygaeus, a number of his carpenters and ironmongers, and an operating crew of legionnaires were waiting when Mar and his guards arrived. 
The new model was bigger, standing better than a manheight tall, and clearly much heavier, with steel struts supporting the laminated wood bow, brass gears, and a large hopper.  The long crank handles sticking out to either side indicated that it took four men to operate the mechanism.
"Well, what's the problem with it, Mhygaeus?"  Mar asked, circling about it.
"It's the weight, my lord king.  The bearings in the casters aren't sufficient.  They jam and seize when we try to rotate it for aiming purposes.  It seemed to me that instead of tearing it down to recast the bearings, it would be simpler to levitate the polybolos like the skyships.  That would make it very easy for the crew to rotate it."
"I can," Mar replied, "but I don't think that there's enough wood in this version to support the weight.  The levitation magic, that is, the specific flux modulation -- the spell -- prefers wood to all other materials.  Metals make particularly poor vessels for this sort of magic.  You'll have to put it on a solid wood undercarriage.  I also think that you'll need some sort of fixed pivot to keep the thing from sliding around when you fire."
The subaltern looked slightly deflated.   "I suppose then that we'll have to break it down after all.  But --"
One of the legionnaires, who had been idling atop the defensive wall, interrupted him.  "Subaltern, there's something coming in from the south-west!"
"Man the polybolos!" Mhygaeus ordered, sending the workmen running for cover and the crew and Mar's guards scrambling to obey.
Mar grabbed Phehlahm's arm.  "Alert Commander Aerlon!"
Without any further delay, Mar shot straight up in the air and moved out to face the possible attack.  Expecting a force of Phaelle'n skyships, it took him a moment to detect the small, dark object flying slowing and unsteadily toward the Monolith.  It was about a thousand armlengths out and looked nothing like the sleek flying craft that belonged to the Brotherhood.  Accelerating, he flew out to see what it was.  At twenty-five armlengths, he recognized the handiwork of his own flux modulations and identified the object as a fragment of the launch from the Prince Davfydd.  It was a section of two scorched deck planks no more than a manheight long, held together by ruptured thwarts.  Sprawled atop it and apparently guiding it was Grandmother Heldhaen.
As he drew near, he called out to her but she hardly stirred.  Her clothing was blackened and her exposed skin blistered, either by the sun and wind or the fire that had destroyed the launch.   Taking control of the wrack, he guided it gently back to the polybolos emplacement and lowered it and its insensate passenger to the pavement.
"Chaer, try to catch Phehlahm before he gets to Commander Aerlon," he called out as he descended.  "E'hve, the rest of you, run back to the settlement and find Aunt Whelsi. She's visiting patients.  Bring her back here as fast as you can. Subaltern Mhygaeus, I'll need some water."
Mar had to settle to the ground and required Mhygaeus' help to move the woman from her raft to an improvised pallet of jackets donated by the craftsmen and a canvas tarp that had covered the machine.  One of the operating crew produced a canteen and one of the carpenters a small tin cup. Though she did not open her eyes, Mar managed to get her to take a few sips while the subaltern held up her shoulders and head.  Her breathing hardly fluttered her shrunken frame.
As they crowded around, another of the workmen said, "That's Grandmother Heldhaen. Didn't she leave with Lord Ghorn?  I wonder what happened?"
None of the others speculated an answer, but it was clear from their expressions that all of them suspected the worst.
As the wait for the witch lengthened, Mar began to despair her quick arrival and decided to try to delve the ether to help Heldhaen.  Almost immediately, he abandoned his plan.  He had never heard-seen the flux in a living person so weak and he feared that any adjustments he might make would simply dissipate its fading strength.
Eventually, Aunt Whelsi appeared, flushed and winded from running.  Fugleman Pherlun, one the Hangers-On, had found and returned with her, carrying one of her satchels.  She immediately knelt to examine Heldhaen, first taking her pulse at her throat, then rolling back one eyelid to examine the pupil.  Finally, she took two smooth, reddish-brown polished stones from her satchel, held one in each hand, and hummed a single phrase with an irregular beat.  After a moment, she looked over at Mar and shook her head.
"She doesn't have long.  Did you know that she was eighty-two?  She should never have gone off with Lord Ghorn."
"I need to ask her what happened.  Can you wake her?"
The nurse pursed her lips.  "I would advise against that.  To me, it'd be a cruelty."
"We need to know and she's the only one that can tell us."
Aunt Whelsi awarded him a disapproving frown, but searched in her satchel and produced a small blue-glass bottle with a stone stopper wired in place.  She upended it once, freed the stopper and held the stone cylinder under Heldhaen's nose.  The old woman took a sharp breath, turned her head to the side away from the bottle, and moaned.
"Grandmother," Mar asked with some force, "can you understand me?"
Heldhaen's eyes flickered.  "...must be dreaming...never make it back..."
"You're at the Monolith, Grandmother.  What happened to the Prince Davfydd?"
"...gone...destroyed by magic...Gealkaei..."
"Everyone else was killed?"
"...Ghorn and...guards...were ashore..."
Then her breath went out with a long gentle sigh and it did not go back in.  Her entire body relaxed.
Aunt Whelsi bent down to place an ear on the old woman's frail chest then raised up and shook her head.  "Her heart's given out.  I can only imagine what she went through to get here, but it took everything she had left."
Mar turned to Mhygaeus.  "Subaltern, have messages carried as fast as possible.  Tell Captain Mhiskva that I want to see him immediately.  Inform Wloblh and the other magicians to ready their skyships.  Call out all the marines and every legionnaire that the Monolith defense can spare.  We're going south."
 



EIGHTEEN
 
When the flotilla arrived at Elboern, much of the town was burning.
Mar cursed.  "Chaer!  Tell the others to land and deploy their armsmen on the eastern side of town!"
Mar's unease had flared a warning a league away, and he had ordered all of the magician piloted skyships to release their tows -- the sail equipped galleys and barges, half-completed hulls, and rafts that carried the bulk of the Mhajhkaeirii'n and Khalarii'n armsmen, and prepare for action.
Standing ready with the signal flags, the freshly promoted ceannaire instantly flashed the message to the accompanying vessels, Five and Six to port and Seven and Eight to starboard, and they began to peal away with smooth efficiency and descend.  Having clusters of modest houses intermingled with small farms, the outskirts of the town offered plenty of space to muster the legions and marine troops into their formations.
Mar had brought only the best pilots, Mrye, Srye, Ulor, and Wloblh, forward to scout the situation.   The hastily completed Numbers Ten, renamed Grandmother and piloted by Trea, and Eleven, piloted by Ihlvoh, and the mostly completed Twelve and Thirteen, both piloted by cooperative teams of novice magicians, had not been able to keep up and Mar had ordered them to fall back.
"Phehlahm, pipe Stand to All Weapons!"
When Phehlahm's shrill notes began to screech, marines poured up from the lower deck, rushing to their positions on the upper deck and on the roof of the aft section.  In a display of greater proficiency than might have been expected from the fact that the crews, more than half of which had been enlisted for less than a fortnight, had had only a few days of dry-fire practice, the operation to arm the polybolos proceeded without a hitch.  In less than a moment, the armsmen ripped tarps from the pivot mounted machines, gingerly loaded hoppers, and swung aiming spikes about to line up with their designated quadrants.  With tasks completed and forewarned that the skyship would maneuver abruptly in battle, all of them strapped themselves to seats or locked arms around supporting struts.
All of the completed skyships had at least one of the yet-to-be-battle-tested weapons.  His skyship, Number Three, had six and was potentially the most powerful vessel in the flotilla.
He took a firm grip on a vertical strut in the forward bulwark, warned Chaer and Phehlahm to likewise brace themselves, and accelerated with an abrupt surge toward the swarm of Phaelle'n skyships that swirled above the old fort like angry hornets, continuously raining fire into the rubble of its shattered walls and collapsed tower.
The town itself was fully invested, with columns of Phaelle'n legionnaires moving inward through deserted, smoke shrouded streets toward the approaches to the fort.  The fires had already burned broad swaths through the timber framed houses of the outer boroughs, though the stone villas and commercial buildings near the center of the town looked mostly whole and the grain silos and warehouses north of the guildhall plaza were untouched.  From the looks of things, it appeared that the town's inhabitants had all sensibly fled ahead of the attack. He hoped that that was true, for any that had not were likely dead.
At seven hundred armlengths, the port forward polybolos crew opened up at a Phaelle'n skyship that made an sudden dart toward Number Three's bow, the mechanism's launch rail spewing spheres at better than twenty-five per minute.  Though within the weapon's range, the agile, weaving silvery craft easily avoided the comparatively slow-moving spheres and it seemed impossible that the polybolos could score any hits.  In bare seconds more, the other crews had followed suit, spewing streams of glinting tan orbs in all directions.
The cloud of projectiles pressed the nearest Phaelle'n back, but once they expended their momentum and began to fall toward the town, a final modulation triggered, transforming them once more into only scattering sand.  This solution was not perfect, but at least it would prevent some of the inadvertent damage.
Before the polybolos could exhaust their ammunition hoppers to no effect, Mar accelerated again, driving Number Three pell-mell into the center of the swooping Phaelle'n skyships and using its defensive buffer to force the attackers to give way. He brought Number Three to a sudden, lurching halt above the foundations of the center tower, seizing a position that would permit him to cover the entire fort.  Most of the opposing vessels managed to dodge out of the path of the infused projectiles, banking away with flashes of their underbellies and pitching up to gain altitude, but a single brave or foolish Phaelle'n banked back and wove through the speeding spheres.  The skyship zoomed directly over Mar's head, rocking him with the force of its passage as it strafed down the centerline of the deck, blasting parallel lines of splintered holes.  One quick acting crew at the starboard stern elevated their machine and fired into the air in front of the attacker.
Hardly before Mar could blink, the Phaelle'n craft exploded in a tremendous ball of flame, shards, and ethereal flux punctuated by repeated sphere detonations.  The accompanying down blast rocked the skyship with a stunning wave of heated air and a number of the crew lost their footing and fell.  The red-hot wreckage rained down, spurring everyone to dodge and crouch under any shelter they could.  One piece of twirling metal passed so quickly between Mar and Chaer that they hardly had time to flinch.  It took off the top of the bowsprit and a large section of the forward bulwark, leaving the front of the steerage platform open to the sky.
The polybolos crews were up again and firing, but almost immediately several of the machines began to clatter uselessly on empty hoppers.  Seeing that all of the remaining Phaelle'n had climbed out of range, Mar shouted for the crews to cease fire, but immediately realized that the men would never hear him over the raucous ratcheting sounds of the machines.  He floated over to where Phehlahm crouched near the stub of the starboard bulwark, grabbed the young marine's shoulder, and told him urgently to run to each crew with the order.  Phehlahm bolted from the steerage platform, jumping over the rear bulwark in one leap that carried him out beyond the steps, and made the circuit to the stern and back in half a minute.
All of the machines stopped firing, but none of the crews relaxed. While the aimers and crankmen sat or stood tensely at their posts, the reloaders dropped down hatches and began to drag buckets of spheres up from below.
Fires had begun where parts of the destroyed Phaelle'n skyship had punched into the deck and the port stern polybolos and its crew had taken cylinder hits and casualties.  Seeing that legionnaires were emerging from the lower deck and to attend to both --  stamping out the smaller fires, throwing sand on the larger, and tending the injured -- Mar turned his attention outward.
Not all of the sand spheres had dissipated before falling on the town below, a good number detonating among the blazing buildings of the town's outer neighborhoods and perhaps doing as much damage as had the fires.
With a grimace, he looked farther up, seeking the arrowhead shapes of the enemy skyships.  At first he could not detect them, but then he heard-saw them, diving in from out of the afternoon sun.  Counting five, he realized that they would be on top of Number Three in seconds. He soared over the bulwark and raced to a position above the center of the skyship, preparing to deflect the black projectiles.
Having a thought, he called down to the polybolos crews, "Don't fire continuously!  Stagger your shots and fire only when you have a good target!"
The Phaelle'n formation passed over Mar at better than three hundred armlengths, traveling too fast for any of the crews to get a bead on any of the skyships, but this time no black cylinders showered down to rip through wood and flesh.
Mar whipped his head around to follow their path and then back again in shock as five objects falling from above entered his awareness.  Instinctively, he tried to twist the ether to thrust the objects away, but found he had no power to affect their trajectories in any way.
The five objects -- which he identified an instant before they struck as solid metal cubes driven only by the pull of the earth -- bashed into and through the deck of Number Three, smashing heavy planks and main balks as if they were straw.  Three of the cubes made a tight, irregular pattern of huge holes at the cabin end of the upper deck, one collapsed the entrance to the corridor, and the fifth landed on the starboard center polybolos, disintegrating the machine and horrifically crushing most of its crew right in front of Mar.
He felt the flux draining from the skyship, saw the deck slope sharply, and then concentrated in a desperate effort to keep the wounded craft aflight.  One of the cubes had severed her keel and the sudden loss of structural support made the vessel try to tear herself apart.  Number Three gave a great shudder, throwing a number of the marines and legionnaires from their feet, and Mar grew afraid that he could not keep her in one piece.
Phaelle'n cylinders chewed through the bow of the skyship as a pair passed over and zipped away.  Tardily, several of the polybolos fired impotently at their diminishing forms.
Mar saw another pair closing over the sternpost and diverted his attention long enough to try to shield the skyship from their attack, but in doing so he let slip his containment efforts and more of the lifting flux bled away.  The enemy skyships raked Number Three from stern to bow, but he succeeded in keeping her from taking any more hits.  Suddenly, the deck dropped away beneath him and he caught the skyship only seconds before it plummeted out his range, forced to flood her few sound timbers with an overload of the rhythmic brown modulation.
While he tried to divide his attention between keeping Number Three aloft and watching for another attack, someone amidships shouted, "Six and Eight are coming in!"
Those were the two best other pilots, Ulor and Wloblh, and their vessels had the most mounted polybolos after Number Three, five and four, respectively.  Mar rotated to his left and looked east across the town to find them.  The skyships were still over a thousand armlengths out, but coming on at a good clip.
Hearing two of the starboard side machines clatter up to speed, he turned in time to see the unlucky fifth Phaelle'n detonate a sphere with a glancing blow, shredding a section of its metal skin and blasting away part of the understructure.  The remaining chunk made a sharp dip from its previous path and corkscrewed through the hull of Number Three under the aft cabin section. The wreckage blasted out the opposite side, trailing a flood of abused flux but no smoke or flame, and spun into the ground just beyond the grassy outer ditch of the fort, smashing several buildings and throwing up an outblast of debris and earth.
The enemy had been going so fast that there was hardly a lurch from Number Three and many of the crew on the upper deck did not appear to know what happened, few showing any reaction.
Then, with a loud squeal of fracturing timbers, Number Three broke in half.  Frantic marines and legionnaires leapt to grab on as the halves pitched in opposite directions and started to fall away.
Swooping to follow the descending pieces, Mar raced to weave flux, managed to arrest their fall, juggled them briefly to find a balance that he could maintain, then held them together and compelled the shattered skyship to rise back to its former altitude.  The marines and legionnaires watched him from their crouched and braced positions, some showing fear on their faces but none showing panic.  He would have to bring what was left of Number Three down soon, but for now, he needed height to give any still functioning polybolos a chance to return fire.  Without the shielding sand spheres, the surviving crew would be helpless.
Before he could order the men to try to reload and aim their machines, he saw two of the Phaelle'n approaching from the west and lining up to attack.  Almost certain that he could not both keep the bits of Number Three flying and deflect the black cylinders, he just waited as the enemy skyships grew large.
Moving at top speed, Number Eight cut across his view to starboard, throwing up a curtain of leaping spheres.  Without much ado, both enemy skyships ran into the curtain and exploded.
Number Seven came in to port, likewise flaring a defensive screen of infused spheres and a third approaching Phaelle'n skyship that Mar had not been aware of met its end, blossoming into a bright globe of multicolored ethereal fire.
He rotated slowly, seeking the final enemy craft, and found it when it popped up abruptly from below his eye line, jinking from side to side as it threaded the four sand sphere streams pumped out by Number Eight. 
Appearing to be aimed directly at Mar, it was not firing.  The Phaelle'n pilot's intent seemed clear -- to ram his skyship directly into Number Three, sacrificing himself in an attempt to kill all on board.  For an instant, it looked as if he would achieve his goal and pass through the broadside unscathed, hurdling Number Eight's steerage by a space of no more than armlengths.
Only one polybolos remained undamaged on the starboard side of Number Three.  When its crew began cranking it up to speed, it jammed with a splintering sound.
Mar braced himself.  He would not abandon the skyship or its crew.  The sour thought sped through his mind that the magic of the Moon Pool had proved grievously inaccurate.
Then, astoundingly, the bow of Number Eight breached upward, catching the enemy skyship full on.  No explosion ensued, but the collision carried away the entire forward end of Wloblh's skyship in a huge outburst of wood and debris.  The orphaned stern and midships hung limply for a few seconds, then pivoted downward, taking on a wobbling spin as it fell, and crashed into a rubble strewn outlying field on the western side of the fort.  On impact, it disintegrated, flashing spasmodically with incidental flux detonations.
After a moment or two, Mar shook off his shock and stalked the fractured length of the pieces of Number Three, scattering flux to stifle persistent fires and push smoke away, and came across his aide in the shattered cabin section helping to raise a crossbeam from a trapped marine's leg.
Mar infused the beam to assist, and once the injured man's comrades had pulled him free, asked Phehlahm, "Where's Chaer?  I need to send an order to Number Seven."
The young marine's expression turned dark. "Chaer is dead, my lord king.  He took a black slug in the chest right at the beginning."
 



NINETEEN
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(Twelfthday, Waxing, 2nd Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
The Citadel
 
"The kinetic cubes have proven effective."
The far talking disks came in a limited set of basic forms and a variety of primary colors, not all of which Traeleon had seen.  The one sitting on a small wooden stand on his desk happened to be a flat, palm-sized, glossy black oval that broadcast Flight Commander Kehmrehl's voice with occasional static and infrequent skips.
A young Archivist working for Abbot Jzeoosl had come up with the idea to place a disk operator in the control compartment of a parked Shrike and to slave his disk to its communications magic in order to permit the Conclave to monitor the battle in real time without needing to be physically next to the flying ship.  Traeleon had judged the allocation of the disk in this manner suitable for the limited time that it would be required and had rewarded the Archivist with an immediate promotion and public congratulations.  The Archdeacon had also made arrangements to have the archivist closely watched; men who tended to have ideas most often proved disruptive to the proper order.
As the disk required his constant input to function, the operator, a magically talented but otherwise sub-par novitiate, sat on a stool just in front of Traeleon's desk, but had been cautioned that he would be considered non-existent and should behave accordingly.  To allow all of the members of the Full Conclave and their assistants and scribes to hear clearly, the volume of the disk had been adjusted to its highest setting.
For this, the first of many military operations to be planned and directed solely by him, Traeleon had taken the rare step, at least during his tenure, of assembling the entire membership of the advisory body.  It had been his plan that the Firsts of all ten ancillary Colleges, summoned from their distant communities, would give first hand testimony of his immaculate victory when they returned home.  He had been elected to the archdeaconate by virtue of political maneuvering, but had intended that this day would demonstrate his eminent fitness for command.
He had conceived the battle for the barely defended town of Elboern as a straightforward frontal assault by Lazssri's legions supported by the six Shrikes and the Forward Scouts.  As Bhrucherra's reports stated that the defenders numbered no more than four hundred and fifty, he had determined that no larger force was required.  The swift capture and sack of the town had seemed assured.
When the Apostate and his renegades had appeared from the north, wielding magic weapons that had allowed one of the Mhajhkaeirii flying boats to immediately destroy a Shrike, the mood of the observers, assembled around his desk in concentric arcs of chairs, had turned from relaxed joviality to near full on panic.
"My lord, I propose that the surviving Shrikes be withdrawn."  Lhevatr's tentativeness had progressed to the point where it had begun to exude the raw stench of cowardice, and Traeleon had yet to fathom the cause of the change in the Brotherhood's chief military officer.  The Martial Director's previous service to the Brotherhood as a legion commander had been exemplary, and he had had a deserved reputation as a daring, consistently fearless tactician and insightful strategist.
The First Archivist, Deacon Trhalsta, nodded in quick agreement. "I concur, Preeminence. The loss of more of the Holy Relics is insupportable."
Traeleon ignored both.  "Skryer Paltyr, can you determine the condition of the renegades' flying boat?"
Paltyr, a spare and shaven-headed quinquagenarian, consulted his stone.  "No, Preeminence.  The ether is clouded and clear visions only intermittent."
The death of the Chief Skryer had left the Skryer service much diminished.  None of the current senior adepts had Abilities even remotely comparable and Traeleon had found their performance lacking in every respect.  He had begun to suspect that the Chief Skryer's uniquely outstanding Ability had in some wise enhanced those of his underlings.  Without him, they were next to useless.
He considered his situation.  Were he to accede to Lhevatr's s proposal, he would be admitting defeat before the battle was fully joined.  The withdrawal of the Shrikes would subject the Salients on the ground to unfettered aerial bombardment and almost certainly result in their complete sacrifice.
And his own reputation would likewise suffer.  Having widely broadcast that he had taken full personal control, there would be no way that he could avoid the stigma that would accrue to another expensive retreat in the face of the Apostate.
It had been centuries since an Archdeacon had been unseated, but it remained possible under the ordinances of the Brotherhood and even likely under certain circumstances.
It was a maxim of the Salient Order: A bold commander may survive defeat, but an incompetent one must be replaced.
No matter what the cost, he could not afford to appear inept or ineffectual.
"Brother Kehmrehl, can you hear me clearly?"
There was a barely perceptible delay.  "Yes, my lord."
"Press the attack.  Under no circumstances withdraw.  Acknowledge."
"Order acknowledged, Preeminence."
A stir passed amongst the ancillary Firsts.  A number of them were no more than bookish scholars who, like the First Archivist, possessed a fundamental and unwavering reverence for the ancient magic devices.  For them, placing the Shrikes at risk was akin to sacrilege.
For a few seconds, Traeleon studied their pale faces and sedentary frames, considering which ones might be efficiently replaced with trustworthy Salients.
With an abruptness bordering on rudeness, Lhevatr rose.  "Preeminence, I beg pardon, but I must attend an urgent call of nature.  I believe that I ate some bad fish for supper yestereve."
Traeleon waved a hand negligently and the Martial Director glided down the dais and exited through the open doors.  Hardly had Lhevatr gone out of sight, but Brother Fhsuyl entered followed by five other brethren, all wearing their hoods up to place their faces in shadow.  Curious as to why the proctors at the entrance had permitted the party to enter and experiencing some anger at the interruption, Traeleon rose to award a stinging rebuke.
His Salient training, beaten into his adolescent hide by the swagger stick of a cruel Veteran until it had become an instinct, saved him.  Reacting without thought to the barest unusual sound and the half-felt weight of a presence to his rear, he twisted at the hip and threw up an automatic left forearm block, deflecting Plehvis' plunging knife.   Sidestepping as quickly as the viper that had been his dorm totem, Traeleon slid his block into a wrist hook, catching his secretary's arm, then pulled sharply to open up the younger man's side.  He jabbed three short, lightning punches into his assistant's ribs, snapping two cleanly, then drew back and followed immediately with a whip-around, chopping the knife edge of his hand to the back of Plehvis' neck.  The secretary pitched forward across the desk, stunned.
Then an unseen force slammed the novitiate, his stool, the far talking disk, the desk, and Plehvis, all in one confused, tumbling mass, into Traeleon.  Driven backwards, he managed to activate his personal ward just before the force slammed him into the stone wall behind the dais.
The ward kept him from injury, but the force -- his own sense of the ether suggested that it was a broad wave of flux -- pinned the ethereal bubble against the wall, trapping him in place.  The interaction of the pressure magic and the ward splattered purple sparks in erratic showers that snapped and cracked as they burned, causing an acrid smell to stain the air.  Plehvis, the novitiate, the stool, the chair, and the desk were crushed.  If the two men did not die instantly, they lasted only seconds.  Their ruptured flesh went pasty as a flood of blood spewed from their compacted bodies.
Traeleon flashed a look beyond the sparks and immediately identified the source of the attack.
Brother Fhsuyl stood just shy of the dais, waving his arms repeatedly in the same two sweeping gestures.  He had locked his gaze on Traeleon and neither the enervated bolts blasting from the hand held throwers of his adjacent comrades, the cloth ripping, ear splitting sounds of those bolts, or the screams of the dying and dodging members of the Conclave distracted him.
Traeleon did not let the possibility that he faced a true sorcerer, the first that he had ever seen up close, unsettle him.  With a smooth, much practiced motion, he rotated the gear-shaped mount of the silver signet on his right hand.  Instantly, he fell into shadow, as if someone had thrown a gauze curtain over him.  Unless the magic had malfunctioned, he had just become invisible to everyone in the hall.  Traeleon watched Fhsuyl for a reaction and grinned when his assailant looked startled, the slight hesitation disrupting the rhythm of his gestures.
Abruptly, the pressure field relaxed and Traeleon rocked forward as the freed ward righted itself.  Knowing that the charge on the invisibility shroud would last only another ten to thirteen seconds, he deactivated his protective ward and dove out to his right, rolling off his shoulder to a crouch.  Without pause, he raised his left hand, making a fist, aimed the gold and emerald ring on his forefinger at Fhsuyl, and pressed the firing stud with his thumb.
No sound or physical display accompanied the activation of the spell, but Fhsuyl stiffened, gaped in shock, and then burst into black flame.  In another second the cretin was dead, charred from the inside out.
As Fhsuyl's body crumpled, Traeleon launched himself again, scrambling along the right hand wall of the chamber.  The emerald ring had only one shot and took half a year to recharge. The ward would last upwards of an hour, but left him immobile and otherwise helpless.  None of his other ancient rings produced an effect that was even remotely offensive in nature. With no cover in the denuded hall and the only exit behind the assassins -- who had not allowed the fall of their leader to interrupt their slaughter -- his only chance was to keep moving.
Focused entirely on his own survival, he leapt over one body, then another, then flattened as an enervated bolt sizzled over his head.  He activated his ward one heartbeat before another struck him dead on.  More bolts slammed against his ward, splattering incidental eruptions of red and purple light.
Then, the most astonishing thing happened.
Zheltraw, crawling along the floor like an insect trying to escape a boot, saw Traeleon and froze, his eyes flaring as if he had been struck by an epiphany. Then, to Traeleon's utter surprise, the First Promulgator jumped to his feet and rushed at the nearest assassin.
"For the Duty and the Archdeacon!" the Brohivii cried.
The First Promulgator's act of insanity placed his body directly between the enervated bolts and Traeleon.  Seizing the opportunity, he dropped his ward and sprang up to follow Zheltraw.
Perhaps given some superhuman resilience by his fanatic belief, the First Promulgator took three bolts full in the chest before he fell.  By that time Traeleon had closed with the assassin.
A sweeping kick knocked the bolt thrower aside, and a hard right punch to the throat took its wielder down.  Traeleon leapt for the man's weapon, came up with it, wrapping his fingers around its unfamiliar stock, and spun around to bring it to bear.
And found himself facing only Bhrucherra, who also held one of the small weapons in his right hand and a stiletto in his left.  The other four assassins were dead on the floor, three with stab wounds and one decapitated by an enervated bolt.
Traeleon had no idea how to activate the bolt thrower, but he trained it on the First Inquisitor nonetheless.  Bhrucherra's weapon was likewise pointed squarely at the Archdeacon.
For a tense few seconds, nothing was said, then Traeleon extended his left hand and said, "The Work."
Bhrucherra, with a crooked grin, lowered his bolt thrower, crossed the intervening space, stepping over bodies as necessary, and clasped Traeleon's forearm.  "The Duty."
The Salient Covenant sworn, Traeleon looked about to take stock.  The assassins had been quite thorough.  No one else had survived.  Most of the brethren had been struck by multiple bolts.  The depleted-flux cores and the ancillary effects resulting from their interaction with the natural and ethereal environments had damaged many beyond recognition.
"Brother, you must place your thumb on the black disk on the left side of the handle," Bhrucherra told him, "and concentrate on the word pyzotlwycx, in order to fire."
Traeleon, who had yet to lower his own bolt thrower, had the First Inquisitor repeat the word once to confirm its pronunciation, then said, "I have never seen a bolt thrower of this type before.  There is no record of them in the Inventory of Holy Relics. You have used one previously?"
"No, brother. Today is also the first time that I have held one, but I received a warning in advance.  Just prior to the meeting of the Conclave, I was visited by Brother Waleck, who gave me precise instructions on their use, the actions I should take, and the admonition that the only future in which both you and I would escape death would be one in which I followed those instructions precisely."
"I see."  Brother Waleck's predictions to Traeleon had included no hint of this attack, nor had the prophet deigned to mention that he had shared his visions with others.  It remained to be seen whether there would be an explanation for these deficiencies and any speculations he might make on the matters at this point seemed futile.
"What actions do your instructions call for next?"
"None.  Brother Waleck's words to me were brief and he refused to answer any questions.  He would offer nothing beyond this moment, with all others dead and the two of us living."
"I suppose that we must consider ourselves fortunate to have had even that much."  Traeleon turned and moved toward the doors.  "Let's find out what comes next."
 



TWENTY
 
The message was left in the usual spot.
 
We agree.
 
Telriy stared at it for a few moments, then wrote instructions on the back and returned it to its hiding place.
 



TWENTY-ONE
 
Number Three had taken seventy percent casualties, including sixty-two men killed or missing, in an aerial battle that had lasted, at most, half of an hour. Of the thirty marines of the polybolos crews, the one hundred transported legionnaires, and the twenty odd crew, only forty-four managed to stumble, limp, stagger, or crawl out of the wreck under their own power when Mar brought the remains down on the only open space large enough to accommodate it, the grand plaza outside the north gate of the fort.  After the remainder, breathing and not, were carried clear, he neutralized the skyship's remaining flux out of fear that the unstable scraps might spontaneously detonate.  The wrecked halves promptly and determinedly collapsed.
Staring at the heap, Mar told Phehlahm, "Might as burn the rest.  None of that will ever find a decent use again."
"We'll build another Number Three, my lord king."
Mar let his bitterness show. "What would be the point?"
Grim-faced, Phehlahm had no response to this.
The able-bodied, most standing in dazed amazement of their own survival, gathered around Mar to await orders.  He singled out two fuglemen that he knew by name and had them select men to dig through the wreckage for weapons.  The rest he set to attend the wounded, who were scattered all about on the hard stone.
Vice-Commander Dhrasnoaeghs appeared within a few minutes, climbing around the rubble blocked gate through a large breach in the adjacent wall.  A young legate who must have come from another post and one of his own grayed fugleman accompanied him.  All three were covered in rock dust and soil, no doubt from digging themselves out, and the legate had a blood stained bandage on his left hand.
"I wondered if any of you had survived," Mar told the elderly officer.
Dhrasnoaeghs saluted.  "We lost better than a hundred, my lord king, and were forced to withdraw into the cellars.  Even then, part of the roof fell in on us.  We have exhumed three hundred effectives, though, and we stand ready to serve."
"Bring them out and form a battle line across the plaza," Mar ordered him.  As far as he knew, the Phaelle'n legions would continue their advance and would soon near the crumbled fort.  The vice-commander and his armsmen, whatever shape they were in, would have to fight.
"Yes, my lord king.  What of your wounded?  Should we set bearers to move them into the fort?"
"Is there anything in there that still has solid walls and a roof?"
"No, my lord king.  The monks' skyships have demolished everything."
"Then the wounded may as well stay where they are.  I'll have my aide Phehlahm and the rest of the survivors from my skyship stay here to take care of them."
As Dhrasnoaeghs dispatched his fugleman to bring out the fort's defenders, Mar told Phehlahm, "Find something to signal Ulor.  Tell him to land."
The message was sent in short order and when Number Seven came down in the clear area at the center of the plaza, he flew to her steerage to speak with Ulor.  As soon as the skyship settled, a section of Ghorn's Defenders began to disembark.
"Captain Mhiskva thought you might need them, my lord king," Ulor answered before Mar could ask.
"That one and fifty more.  Are the monks still coming?"
"Aye, my lord king," the subaltern reported evenly.  "Their lead elements are only five hundred paces to the south-east, just behind that large villa with the yellow tile roof.  There are two parallel columns three streets apart, one of about three thousand men and the other of about two thousand.  They are marching in a distributed formation, maybe as defense from aerial attack, with a hundred paces or better between sections."
"How many spheres do you have left?"
"What's in the hoppers and maybe one full reload."
Mar had not had time to create a full magazine of sand spheres for each skyship and had made the decision to allocate the bulk of those available to Number Three, with the expectation that he would naturally take the brunt of any attack.
"Hold that one reload in reserve in case more of the Phaelle'n skyships show up.  Once the legionnaires are all out, take off and use the rest on the larger column.  Ration your shots.  Destroy them if you can, but no matter what, try to hold them up as long as possible."
Ulor saluted.  "Aye, my lord king."
Mar nodded and flew back to small, damaged guard post tower that Vice-Commander Dhrasnoaeghs had used to anchor the right flank of his thin line of legionnaires.  The oval shaped commons was more than a hundred and fifty paces across at its widest point and the vice-commander's formation was only three ranks deep.
"My lord king, I have given command of the left to Legate Pyiel."  Dhrasnoaeghs pointed to the legate with the bandaged hand.  "I shall, of course, command the center.  Legate Kyaewyndt will command the right here, holding his fresh section in reserve."
The sound of sand sphere detonations began to crack from the southeast like rapid very distant thunder.
Mar quickly summarized the information that he had gotten from Ulor and the instructions that he had given the subaltern.  "I don't think that Ulor will be able to hold up the second column long.  I expect the monks to take shelter in buildings and not suffer many casualties.  But we have a narrow front.  They won't be able to throw the full strength of a single legion against us, much less both columns at the same time."
"All true, my lord king, but the monks will try to drive a wedge through our center and roll up our flanks," Legate Kyaewyndt pointed out.  "It is a standard tactic against a battle line that lacks sufficient depth."
"Yes, I know." A long time ago in Khalar, on the gable of a certain rooming house that looked out on the frigid winter waters of the Blue, he had read about just such a maneuver in a small book entitled Emperor Hwaei and his campaign against the tribes of Blyae.  "I'll strengthen the center."
What exactly he would do, he did not know.  But he would do something.
The sounds of Ulor's bombardment trickled away into silence several moments before the first of the Black Monks appeared at the western end of the plaza.  This first section deployed and, without so much as a single shout, released a crossbow volley.
Hovering at about two manheight so that he could have a clear view over Dhrasnoaeghs' and Kyaewyndt's legionnaires, Mar deflected most by infusing their wooden shafts, but some fell on the periphery beyond his range.  Several Mhajhkaeirii went down, but the Phaelle'n did not launch another volley.  After a few moments of inaction, another section of monks marched out to join the first, and a third was clearly visible approaching up the same road.
Humming The Knife Fighter's Dirge, Mar stole time to consider his options. 
He immediately discarded any thoughts of an attempt to ignite ether-fueled fires.  From last report, the fires near the Oak Point crossroads on the Elboern highway had opened wide fissures in the earth, swallowing the stream, a long segment of the highway, and a large area of farmland.  He would not create another such disaster.
He knew that the monks would not remain idle while he overloaded the paving stones in front of them.  He might manage it by stealing time, but the resulting explosion would also put his own legionnaires and the wounded at peril. 
The range of his ability to manipulate flux would allow him to hold back a large number of attackers by infusing leather and steel of their armor, but that shield would only be perhaps fifty paces wide.  The Phaelle'n could easily sweep around it and the schemes he concocted to cycle the shield across the entire line all impressed him as ludicrous and unworkable.  If he did choose to protect the center in that way, he could not do it indefinitely.  The faculty that he used to control magic had profound depth, but it was not bottomless.
If he shifted nearer to the buildings on the edge of the plaza, leaving the center unguarded, he might be able to bring some of them down, but he did not see that tactic providing more that a short disruption of the attack.  He would run out of buildings before the monks ran out of armsmen.
He needed something new, a magic that would allow him to strike directly at the enemy from a distance.
As he continued to ponder at length all that he knew of magic, all of the magic that he had seen, and every magical speculation that had ever traipsed through his thoughts, he noticed that the tune of The Knife Fighter's Dirge seemed to be encountering resistance, as if the flow of time could only be dammed for so long.  Apparently, even that magic had limits.
Realizing that his respite from the coming battle was rapidly nearing a close, he continued to retrace his steps back to his first discovery of magic.  From now to then, all of the magical techniques that he had learned could be classified either as utilizations of the tendency of overloaded magical vessels to fail or as imitations of natural flux modulations -- fire, the pull of the earth, the energy of the sun.
Was there another natural force that could aid him here?
What of lightning?  It had seemed that the lightning had responded to his call when Telriy and Waleck had been abducted from the barge on the Ice, but if he truly had summoned it, he had utterly no conception of how he had done so.
Could he imitate lightning?  Create it from nothing?
After examining the idea, he decided that the answer to that question was most decidedly no. Even if it were possible to recreate lightning, he could not learn to do so here and now.  To attempt an imitation of a thunder bolt, he needed to understand its ethereal nature and that required intense study, something he was unlikely to have the time to do in the instant of the flash.  Granted, he might try to steal time at the exact moment of a lighting strike, but that would be difficult feat to accomplish as the spell was not instantaneous.  Even more unlikely would be the convenient occurrence of a storm to provide said thunder bolt.  With hardly a cloud in the sky and scarcely any wind all day, the chances of a thunder storm seemed overwhelmingly small.
For a few subjective moments, he allowed his imagination to play with the fantasy of summoning a storm, then followed that trail of thought to a more realistic option.  If not a storm, why not the wind?
It would not bring on a storm, of course, but a strong wind could topple flower pots from balconies -- he had almost been hit by one once -- and five or six years ago an old sailor had wandered into a tavern where he had been sweeping the floor for his supper.  The bald and toothless seafarer had had a thousand stories and one of them had been a tale of a monster storm that had smashed into the coast just east of Mhevyr a number of years previous.  The wind had been so strong, the braggart had claimed, that he had seen it flip a large man head over heels.
Coming up with no other possibilities, he let the tune fade, watched with no expression as another Phaelle'n section joined the first two, and delved the inconsistent breeze.
Finally, when a fourth and fifth section had crowded in behind the first three, the Phaelle'n dressed their line, gave one guttural hurrah, and charged.
Mar flew forward of the Mhajhkaeirii legionnaires, stretched out his arm and his stump since he felt that the gesture somehow enabled the process, and made a breeze.
At first, the movement of air, pressing outward in an arc that had him as a center point, hardly seemed to stir the dust, but after a second or two it grew in strength as he continued to draw air in from above and force it outward.  Within another second, the advancing wave had grown strong enough to scour the pavement and raise a growing cloud of dust and sand across the breadth of the plaza.  Faster and faster, he drove the air, and when the charging monks were no more than twenty paces from the Mhajhkaeirii'n line, the wind was strong enough to flutter their shields and the straps of their armor.
Then, after a scant few seconds more, the Phaelle'n rush slowed, mired in the teeth of a gale.
One armsman lost his footing, stumbling back into the one behind, then another, and the charge stopped in its tracks.
Another second saw the entire center of the attack swept away, tumbling and spinning like dried leaves.
The Mhajhkaeirii began to cheer and Mar advanced.
He carried his dry storm across the plaza and into the streets, sweeping everything before him.   In addition to men, the driving wind also snatched up and carried away doors, shutters, awnings, roofing tiles, the occasional cobblestone, whitewash and plaster facades, and everything else not securely fixed in place.  One entire two storey apartment at the corner of a cross street burst in the teeth of his magic tempest and its wood, stone, and furnishings fountained across the town.  Tortured crosswinds and rip currents generated by the unnatural flow of air birthed hundreds of whirlwinds outlined in trash and dirt and lingering fires were snuffed out as his scourge passed over them. 
The enemy formations disintegrated as the Black Monks were blown down streets, into houses, over houses, and often through them.  Some tried to take refuge in solid structures, but Mar simply blasted away roofs, doors, and windows to drive them out.  With the first column in disarray, he sought the second under the over watch of Number Seven and dealt with it in the same way. For much of an hour, Mar harried any of the enemy that made move to regroup, pounding them with staggering gusts from above.  Once, half a section eluded his efforts and tried to break through Vice-Commander Dhrasnoaeghs' line to escape, but were dealt with handily by the Mhajhkaeirii.  Eventually, the ground forces led by Captain Mhiskva and Vice-Captain Berhl reached the grand plaza and Mar stopped feeding the wind.  Happily, with the artificial flux modulation extinguished, the disrupted air danced aimlessly for a few moments and then sagged into its original calm.
It took all of the rest of the day to root out the Black Monks.  Many refused to surrender, fighting to the last, but at dusk, when the Battle of Elboern was done, over four thousand had been taken prisoner.
After reporting this fact, Mhiskva asked Mar, "What is our next objective, my lord king?"
Mar answered immediately.  "We move toward Mhajhkaei."
He had had no particular objective in mind when he brought the flotilla south, his decision more of a knee-jerk reaction to the news the destruction of the Prince Davfydd than anything else, but there seemed little doubt to him now that he must push the monks back, seize the outer provinces, and drive on to The Greatest City in All the World.
 



TWENTY-TWO
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 140th Day of Glorious Work
Year One, Day Ten of the New Age of Magic
(Twelfthday, Waxing, 2nd Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
The Citadel
 
While loyal Salients continued to remove the bodies, Traeleon righted one of the deceased Conclave member's chairs and moved it to the spot where his desk had been.  His own chair and his desk, covered in dried blood -- the hapless novitiate's and the cursed Plehvis' -- were smashed beyond use.
Then he simply sat down.  The running battle through the former Palace to crush the conspirators had exhausted him.  While he could not blame his failure to maintain his peak physical vigor on any other, it was true that his duties as Archdeacon had left little time for Salient basic physical drills.
He waved at a Veteran Brother supervising the clean-up with the enervated bolt thrower that had not left his hand.  "Have a table brought to me."
"Yes, Preeminence."
Before the table arrived, Bhrucherra, in company with a half score alert Salients, entered the hall and came up to dais.
"What did you learn?" Traeleon asked him straightaway.
"Very little, brother.  Two died without speaking and the third said only the word 'cadre' before the winch snapped his neck."
"This conspiracy must be cleansed from our fraternity," Traeleon declared more fiercely than he might have wished.
"I have already issued directives for trusted Salients to investigate the fidelity of all brethren in the city, brother."
"We will have to cleanse more than just the city.  These traitors were in the most trusted positions in our hierarchy. I knew many of them by name and spoke to them on a daily basis.  But no two of them originated in the same community or congregation.  This abomination has been years in the making and might well extend throughout the Brotherhood."
"If that is so, and I do not doubt it, brother, then it will not be a simple matter to find all who were involved."
"But it will be done.  Brother, until the Conclave can be reconstituted, you must shoulder a great part of the burden of governing our fraternity.  You will be second only to me and this is the first and most important task that I lay to you.  Set your Inquisitors to discover the root of this conspiracy and order the immediate removal of any with even the slightest breath of suspicion."
"It will be done, brother."
"Has the Martial Director been found?"
"He is not within the palace.  I have sent orders to the guards at the gates and at the docks to arrest him on sight."
Traeleon did not know for a fact that Lhevatr was involved in the conspiracy, but his convenient exit before the attack and subsequent disappearance certainly seemed to confirm his guilt.
"Good. Keep me informed."
Bhrucherra clasped Traeleon's forearm and departed.
Some time later, after all of the corpses had been removed and the blood cleaned away, a member of the brethren in traveling clothes, looking uncertain, wandered through the open doors of the hall and was stopped by the Salients flanking them.   The Senior Assault Brother in charge spoke with the individual and then came to inform Traeleon that Abbot Pzieilng, from the Preceptor community on the isle of Drh, had come to keep his mid-afternoon appointment with the Archdeacon.
Neither the name nor the supposed appointment was familiar to Traeleon, but then neither would be.  He had relied exclusively on Plehvis to receive requests for personal audiences from the rank and file of the Brotherhood, to determine their merit, and on that judgment to decide approval or denial.  The dead traitor had also normally assembled all pertinent information and provided Traeleon with a briefing just prior to any approved meeting.
His curiosity piqued, Traeleon ordered the Senior Assault Brother to allow the abbot to approach.  After the dramatic events of the day, a dose of the mundane would be a welcome diversion.  Drh was off the Eastern Shore, more than six hundred leagues from Mhajhkaei, and Traeleon wanted to know what issue would motivate the abbot to travel in person all this way, rather than simply posting his question or request in a letter or, if it were of sufficient priority, submitting it to the far talking network for scheduled transmission.
Pzieilng was tall, rotund, and wore his gray beard long and his darker, wiry hair close cropped.  The simple cut and mean condition of his woolen seaman's coat, cotton deck trousers, workman's tunic, and scuffed boots indicated that his community was not an affluent one. 
He also seemed to be bubbling over with excitement, so much so that as soon as he reached the dais he spoke without waiting to be greeted by the Archdeacon, a violation of long established decorum.
"Preeminence, I have the great pleasure to inform you that, after three quarters of a century of diligent effort, we have at last unraveled the modulation sequence of the Algaraemyr Device!"
Over the centuries, the Brotherhood of Phaelle had gathered literally thousands of artifacts that had some whiff of magic about them or vague suggestion that they had once functioned as flux vessels.  The purpose or usage of the vast majority of these often fragmentary remnants remained unknown, though many were the subject of intense, devoted study by various small congregations and communities.  Just off the top of his head, Traeleon was not familiar with this Algaraemyr Device.
"Refresh my memory concerning the device, Abbot Pzieilng."
"Gladly, Preeminence!"   The portly man slipped a satchel from his shoulder, sat it upright on the table, then reached inside.  When he looked up again, he found Traeleon's bolt thrower pointed at his chest.  It was entirely likely that he did not know what the simple implement was, but there was no doubt from Traeleon's stance that it was a weapon.
Pzieilng smiled lopsidedly.  "Ah, your pardon Preeminence, but if I may be permitted, I have brought the actual artifact."
"Proceed."  Traeleon did not lower the bolt thrower.
With a slight tremor, the abbot's hand emerged holding a small oblong piece of gray metal with a pronounced curl at one end.  Its surface was smooth, without carving, inscription, or other mark.  He placed it alongside the satchel with the flat side down and the curl up and toward the Archdeacon.
"Sponge divers fished the Algaraemyr Device from the Yellow Bay on the Eastern Coast in 1532 AFE and sold it to an itinerant lay brother in the market at Trunae the following year.  It arrived in our community two years after that and has resided with us in all the time since.  After a further ten years of continuous study, its key sequence was accurately deciphered in 1546.  As its magical effect was not readily apparent, it was not reclassified as a Holy Relic at that time.  It was not until 1561, when our community was under the tutelage of Abbot Dimachye, that its prime function was discovered."
With moderate interest, Traeleon prompted, "That being?"
Pzieilng grinned broadly.  "Shall I demonstrate?"
Traeleon nodded, watching both the device and the abbot with sharp focus.  If this was another scheme to attempt an assassination, then both would instantly receive enervated bolts.
Thrusting out both hands parallel to the table surface, Pzieilng in rapid succession snapped the forefinger and ring finger of his left hand and the second finger of his right.
As far as Traeleon could tell, nothing happened.  He could vaguely sense the flux modulations of the device, but none of their segments or fluctuations.  Physically, the device remained unperturbed on its original spot on the tabletop.  He looked in askance at the abbot.
Grinning wider, Pzieilng spoke one word in a Precursor dialect, "Gyote!"
This was either Variant 7 or 8, Traeleon thought, perhaps one of the minor divisions.  As he recalled, the word was understood to mean "up" or "rise."  However, the abbot gave it a slightly different pronunciation than that Traeleon had heard used previously.
Without a bobble, the table rose a full span from the floor, bearing up all the objects upon it including Pzieilng's satchel, and steadily hovered place.  There did not appear to be any singular point of lift or balance, but rather it seemed as if the table were equally supported.
Traeleon pushed down hard on one corner with his free hand, trying to overturn it, but the table remained immobile.  Nor could he make it pivot.
"Does it do anything else?" he asked, ready to dismiss the brother back to his far off island monastery.  This was a remarkable effect, surely, but hardly utilitarian.
His grin slipping, the abbot said hurriedly, "I am sorry, Preeminence, perhaps I am getting ahead of my explanation.  The Algaraemyr Device will levitate to a height of three fingerlengths and move any object to which it is attached, regardless of size, material, or weight.  This distance is constant independent of terrain height or composition.  The effect also remains consistent over any body of water with a depth no greater than five and one half armlengths."
Traeleon keyed on one particular point of Pzieilng's explanation.  "You said it will move?'"
The abbot nodded.  "Asze!"  Left.
The table moved to Traeleon's right, slowly gaining speed.
"Swoi!"  Stop. 
"Sze!"  Right.  The table moved back toward its original position.
"Swoi! Trhotal!"  The table stopped and moved toward Traeleon.
"Swoi! Kya!"  The table reversed direction. A final command of "Swoi! Tresti!" caused it to settle back to the dais.
"How fast will it go?" Traeleon asked.
"The speed increases in graduated increments.  Abbot Dimachye was able to get a log platform up to a top speed that he estimated in his records to be almost seven leagues per hour."
Traeleon contemplated the artifact.  It was an interesting curiosity, but considering its simplicity and the fact that there was but a sole example, still no more than just a curiosity.  It could replace a team of horses to transport heavy loads overland, and possibly be used to impress the uninitiated with the power of magic, but he could not conceive that it would make a great contribution to any of his current objectives.
"Thank you, brother Pzieilng, for bringing this to my attention.  I will direct Abbot Jzeoosl of the College of Archivists to determine how to best utilize it in the Work.  You may leave it here and I shall have it transferred to his care and also implement the process to have it declared a Holy Relic.  I commend you and your community on your diligence to the Duty."  He made the sign of the Tripartite.
"Your pardon, Preeminence, but it was not specifically concerning the Algaraemyr Device that I have come to speak with you, but rather that we have at last completed the investigations begun by Abbot Dimachye.  After more than half a century of work, we have identified all the nuances of its various flux modulations and successfully mapped the complete sequence, thus proving his Theory of Subdivision and Summation!"
Traeleon sensed that something important had just been said, even if the meaning was not immediately clear to him.  He had not, of course, ever heard of the Theory of Subdivision and Summation or Abbot Dimachye of the College of Preceptors.
"I see.  To insure that my understanding is complete, would you please enunciate the particulars of Brother Dimachye's labors and of his theories."
"It would be my most sincere pleasure, Preeminence!"
Pzieilng pulled a wad of twine from a trouser pocket.  It was a confused mass of knots and snarls, something that looked like it should simply be thrown out with the trash.
"I use this twine to demonstrate Brother Dimachye's theory to our postulants, as have all leaders of our community since the time of our revered departed brother.  I made it by tying a random sequence of fisherman's knots in an original one armlength piece of common hemp.  As you can see, the very act of tying the knots has frayed and loosened the weave of the twine, incidentally creating additional snags and abrasions, which cause further weak frictions and hitches, or strong attachments.  This complete process -- the direct manipulation and the incidental interaction -- is, Abbot Dimachye postulated, an accurate if simplistic model of the modulations created when flux is manipulated in order to create a magical effect. Thus, you can readily see that this mass can act as a physical representation of a complete spell, or at least of a single insular component of a spell."
Traeleon nodded without speaking.  Some of these concepts were vaguely familiar to him from his long ago novitiate studies.
"The conundrum that has always existed among us who study magic is this: how can one learn to reproduce such a convoluted pattern so as to recreate the spell?  Needless to say, a great many sage thinkers had considered this problem without deriving a solution.  Having considered all prior work, it was clear to Brother Dimachye, as I am sure that it must be clear to you now, that without a phenomenally superior Ability and a pre-existing knowledge of how the complexity of the pattern had been created -- speaking in terms of the model, that would be the number, the type, and the exact sequence of the knots -- it is for all practical purposes impossible to make an identical copy."
The abbot stopped and gave Traeleon the pedagogue's standard "Are you following?" look and at his amused nod, continued.
"Abbot Dimachye's great insight was that one did not need to be able to comprehend the entire pattern of the twine, but simply to reduce its complexity."
The abbot pulled a small set of shears from a pocket of his coat, separated out a loop of the twine, and freed it with two quick snips.  He then held the resulting short bit of twine up for Traeleon to see.
"If I continued to cut the twine and precisely recorded the orientation, length, and configuration of each piece as I removed it, I would eventually have a set of descriptions that I could then use to assemble an exact reproduction of the original.  In the case of a flux modulation, it is not actually necessary to destructively separate the subdivisions, but only to divine a precise description for each one.  However, there then must follow a long period of trial and error to discover the specific flux activations necessary to accurately mimic each subdivision."
After staring at the abbot for a few seconds, Traeleon asked, "Abbot Pzieilng, are you saying that you have copied an existing ancient spell?"
If so, then he and his insignificant community had succeeded in doing something that the Brotherhood of Phaelle had been trying to do for more than two millennia.
Pzieilng's expression became triumphant.  He returned the Algaraemyr Device to the satchel and produced from the bag a small iron flat bar of apparently the same dimension as the relic, but lacking the curl. He placed this on the table and after a theatrical pause said, "Gyote!"
The table rose.
Smiling his widest smile yet, the abbot took four fingerlength-thick cord and leather bound manuscripts from his satchel and spread them out on the table.
"Preeminence, the entire sequence of the Algaraemyr Device!" He opened one of the books.  "As you can see, we have used notational methods and script rules invented by Abbot Dimachye.  The reproduction process requires that the iron vessel be heated in a kiln to a temperature that would boil water and for a team of twenty-five brethren who have memorized the --"
Thinking ahead, Traeleon interrupted.  "You said it took seventy-five years to create this?"
"The copy? Oh, no, not at all, Preeminence.  With sufficient practice and close supervision, a dedicated team can create the reproduction in as little as two hours.  At Drh, we had created more than a dozen for various experiments.  It was the definition itself that required seventy-five years of labor to compile.   Only select brethren have sufficient Ability to perceive the flux modulations of the Artifact and those worthies must train for three or more years to achieve the deep meditative trance required to distinguish the -- "
"There is no limit to the weight or size of the vehicle that the spell will levitate?"
"None that we have yet discovered, Preeminence.  We believe --"
With a sharp gesture, Traeleon waved Pzieilng to silence.
He looked at the device that continued to levitate the table and then down at the bolt thrower in his hand as ideas and plans began to form.
 



TWENTY-THREE
 
The morning after the battle, while the flotilla readied to depart Elboern, Mar flew over the ruins of the fort and its environs, searching until he found one of the cubes that had smashed through and broken Number Three.  If those cubes had been just simple metal, he should have been able to infuse them with flux, if only weakly and temporarily, or at the very least manipulate their natural modulations in some way.  With not just his own, but thousands of lives depending upon his magic, he needed to find out why it had failed him in this case.
The cube had driven itself almost a manheight in to the ground near the ruins of the watch tower, and been buried by subsequent settling of the ground.  After clearing away an overburden of stone rubble with magic, he found he could do little to remove the loose soil and had had to get the assistance of two quads of Dhrasnoaeghs' legionnaires to help him excavate a pit.  He had tried to infuse the loose clay and loam to make it heave itself out of the way, but had achieved only poor results.  It seemed that the relatively small proportion of sand in the mixture made it unresponsive to the sound-colors with which he was most proficient.
  After half an hour of energetic digging, the legionnaires had cleared a large hole all around the sides of the cube and down to its tilted base, leaving it fully exposed.  At this point, the fugleman in charge of the detail told him that it would be necessary to erect a gantry crane to winch the chunk of metal out, but Mar deferred, explaining that he had no need to immediately extract the cube, and climbed down the foot holds that the legionnaires had cut into the sides of the pit.
It was immediately apparent that this was not one of the Brotherhood's artfully crafted ancient relics, but rather a modern and decidedly crude casting in a poor grade of soft steel.  At approximately one armlength in dimension, he guessed its weight at something approaching a thousandweight.  None of its corners were true and its slightly irregular surface had the crusty pitting of a slag encrusted mold.   It also possessed wormhole like voids where air had been left negligently trapped in the molten metal and a light patina of spreading orange rust.  Whoever had cast it had not bothered to take the typical preventative measure of oiling its surface. The metal smiths of Khalar would have called the righteous condemnation of the Forty-Nine down on any apprentice slovenly enough to have presented such reprehensible workmanship.
As he tried to delve it, he discovered its one significant feature and the reason that he had been unable to affect its fall -- the metal was entirely devoid of ethereal flux.  Up until this point, he had encountered nothing that did not have a corresponding ethereal projection and had believed that a physical object and its projection were inseparably combined, that one could not exist without the other.  Here was evidence that this was not the case.  By some unknown means, the Phaelle'n had striped these cubes of their natural spells and thereby made them completely impervious to magical manipulation.
Disturbed by what he had learned and by the potential dangers that it presented, he climbed out of the hole, left orders for the cube to be shipped back to the Monolith, and then flew off to his new flagship, Ulor's Number Seven.
Save for Number Ten, the Grandmother, which Mar had detached to support the walking wounded legionnaires and three sections of volunteers recruited from Elboern's dispersed citizenry who would be left to march the captured Black Monks to the Monolith, all of the skyships and their tows were flying in a stationary, tiered-wedge formation just east of the town.  Seeing no point in continuing to defend the ruined town, Mar had ordered Dhrasnoaeghs' to take his remaining legionnaires, a legion of Khalarii from the Imperial Army, and two sections of Lord Purhlea's Reapers, the Mhajhkaeirii legion having been brought up to strength with new recruits, and march overland in the wake of the flotilla.  His task was to drive out all armsmen or agents that the Brotherhood might have sequestered in the intervening villages and hamlets.
The officers of his impromptu command staff were all waiting in seats that had been set up on the open deck. Mhiskva, Lord Hhrahld, and Wilhm (where the High-Captain was the other two could usually be found) occupied a long bench together at the port rail.  To their immediate right sat Purhlea's adjutant, Commander Tresh, who, being more or less recovered from the grievous wounds that he had suffered in the evacuation of the Citadel, had taken charge of the Reapers.  Next was the newly minted Vice-Commander Rhel, commanding the Defenders.   Berhl, whose duties in Khalar had been assumed by Viceroy Purhlea (not without considerable complaint, mainly at being left behind), and Ulor occupied a space just in front of the legion commanders.  Both had been promoted, as of this morning, to Captain and Vice-Captain respectively.   At the starboard rail sat Commander Aerlon, who had double duty as head of the nascent quartermaster corps and of the newly organized legion composed of Elboern militia and volunteers.  To Aerlon's right sat the last and newest member, the Imperial Relvhm, who proudly sported a Blood Oath scar and had rallied four Khalarii legions to the cause, though admittedly two were of the reserves.  All of them stood to attention when Mar came down.
Waving them back to their seats, he flew to a chair that had been left for him and settled into it, sighing as the seat took his weight off the brigandine.  While he knew that in time he would grow accustomed to his lack of legs and did have the benefit of magic where most that had lost limbs had to make do with crutches or worse, he still despised the daily physical torment that his life had become.
"Ulor," he mentioned to the vice-captain, "I saw Mrye and Srye still on the steerage of their skyships when I flew over,"
"Aye, my lord king.  The lady magicians asked me to thank you for your concern, but to say that their father did not raise them to, in their words, 'wail like washerwomen' and that they are quite cable of fighting their skyships."
Wloblh and his entire crew of thirty-five had died with Number Eight.  During the night, their remains, crushed beyond recognition, had been cremated in place with the scraps of Number Three.  Lest they should ever be forgotten, Mar had directed Phehlahm to record each man's name in a small ledger book that he had then placed into a pocket that he had sewn in to his brigandine.   With some reluctance, he had sent word to Wloblh's daughters that he would understand if the two young women could not continue with the flotilla.
"I'm glad that they're staying. We need them."
"We cannot afford to lose any more magicians, my lord king," Commander Tresh declared, frowning.  He paused a moment and scratched at the hideous scar then went from above his right ear down to his chin.  "The newest ones can barely keep headway."
"They'll get better with time," Mar told him with feigned confidence.  The latest batch of a dozen magician trainees, all of whom had been hurriedly recruited, several from Khalar, and all of whom had had at most three days to learn to manipulate flux, was, with one or two possible exceptions, a tenth as capable as the first.  Even poor Grandmother Heldhaen had done better.
"But I agree.  In the next battle, only Ulor and I will pilot skyships into combat.  The others will stand off to the rear."
Mar knew without a doubt that the interception of the Phaelle'n skyship by Number Eight had been a deliberate act of heroic self-sacrifice, but he was afraid that Wloblh had been enticed by the subtle magic of the Blood Oath to do what he had done.  He knew that many would die in this war, but it somehow seemed an outrage that magic should compel anyone to give up their life to save his.
Mar looked at Mhiskva.  "Have you decided on a plan for the capture of the monk's positions along the Lower Gray?" 
Unwilling to have any sizable enemy force to his rear, he had already decided not to attempt to bypass the Brotherhood's fortified line.
"My lord king, we believe the best strategy is to make use of our mobility and the fact that we intrinsically hold the high ground.  Baring the appearance of more of their skyships, we should be able to concentrate our polybolos fire at range on the monks' main bastion.  It straddles the highway and is the clear linchpin of the defense.  Once it has been reduced, we can then land our forces in their rear area, south of the line, and outflank the outlying earthworks, using aerial bombardment to soften any resistance."
"You don't think that they'll send in their own skyships?"
"They lost six at Elboern to our two, my lord king," Aerlon answered.  "No matter what, the engagement has shown that our aerial magic and weapons are presently superior to theirs.  We also can construct more while they can only have a finite number.  I believe that they will not risk more of their skyships for a strategically unimportant battle, especially since they must have realized at this point, as we have, that aerial transport makes fixed defenses irrelevant."
Mar looked around at the others.  "Any comments, reservations?"
"If at all possible," Vice-Commander Relvhm suggested, "we should attempt to preserve the bridge for Vice-Commander Dhrasnoaeghs' use.  The crossing will be much simpler and quicker without the need to ferry his armsmen across."
"The monks may set fire to it if they see they can't hold it," Ulor suggested.
"If they do, I can put it out," Mar said.  Extinguishing natural fire should not be a problem, though he actually had yet to attempt it.
Wilhm stirred to life, blinked slowly, and swung his head to look them all in the eye.  "We should ask them to give up first.  Aunt Whelsi has said that I should never kill anyone before they have a chance to give up."
After a moment during which no one appeared to have a reaction to this, Lord Hhrahld judged, "It would be the honorable thing to do.  Futile, I would imagine, but honorable."
"Like as not, we'd get our envoy back in pieces," Berhl grumbled.
Mar swung his eyes to the senior-most officer.  "Mhiskva?"
"Magic has changed war, my lord king, but it has not changed men.  War always has been and will always be a savage business, but the men who wage it need not be."
"Before the Phaelle'n, courtesy would have required an exchange of protocols before battle could be joined, my lord king," Aerlon added.  "In simpler times, we would have been obliged to present them with a Demand and await their Rejection.  Granted, this was most often only a mere formality."
Mar was not inclined to adhere to any artificial code created by jingoistic nobles playing at war, but he could see Mhiskva's point.  The battle plan did not depend on the element of surprise; pausing to call upon the Phaelle'n to surrender would not create any disadvantage.  And, as the Plydyrii had said, the offer would be no more than a formality.  The monks would never surrender.
"All right. Before we begin the bombardment, I'll go down with a white flag."  And drop a dozen sand spheres on them when they try to shoot me full of crossbow bolts, he added to himself.
"That might be unwise, my lord king," Mhiskva demurred.  "Exposing yourself needlessly to danger would gain nothing.  Customarily, an officer of middle rank would carry the Demand."
Aerlon immediately spoke up.  "My lord king, I would be more than happy to serve as our envoy."
Mar blew out a puff of air. Much as he might want the contrary, it remained true that he could not do everything.  Delegation was another curse that kings must submit to.
"Fine.  Make whatever preparations are necessary.  Ulor, signal the other skyships.  Let's get under way."
As the flotilla moved out at the maximum speed of the newest trainees -- perhaps all of two leagues an hour -- Mar ferried the officers back to their assigned vessels and then returned to Number Seven, landing on the steerage platform next to her pilot.
"Ulor, you did get the barrels of sand?"
"Aye, my lord king."
Mar grunted. "Have them brought up.  I might as well get started."
 



TWENTY-FOUR
 
The Battle of the Lower Gray proved not to be, in fact, a battle.
The monks had built a standard field fort, a joined series of embankments and ditches in a roughly square shape, just south of the Lower Gray.  With a north wall that ran along the bank of the stream and an east that paralleled the highway, the fort was approximately two hundred paces in each dimension and had built-up circular bastions at each corner.  A line of log and earthen breastworks connected the main fort to a series of palisades that stretched up and down the water course for as far as Mar could see in either direction.  From the looks of it, perhaps as many as ten thousand men were standing to arms in the fort, the breastworks, and the palisades.
For once, all seemed to be proceeding according to plan.  As Aerlon had predicted, none of the Brotherhood's flying relics were within sight. 
While the remainder of the flotilla held station at a third of a league, Mar had Ulor land Number Seven a hundred paces from the Phaelle'n earthwork on the northern side of the timber bridge.
"Commander Aerlon," Mar told the Plydyrii, "You may proceed. Good luck."
Aerlon saluted.  "Thank you, my lord king."
While Mar, Ulor and a number of the crew watched from the rail, Aerlon and two volunteers from his militia legion, one of whom carried a large white flag that the gentle crosswind stirred into plain view, disembarked from the skyship and advanced at a regulated pace south along the highway.  They stopped thirty or forty paces short of the guard post.
Prepared to fly forward to support the truce party should the monks decide to answer with crossbow bolts, Mar was surprised when there was no response from the guard post for almost the full half hour that he had allotted to the overture.  Finally, only moments before the deadline, three armsmen also bearing a white banner emerged around the split-pole barrier that lay across the highway and confronted Aerlon.  Interestingly, rather than the distinctive black armor of the Brotherhood, the men wore simple mail and leather.  They were much too far away for him to tell much else about them.
The exchange between the parties lasted only a few moments and then Aerlon and his men came back to Number Seven, practically running.
Presuming the expected rejection of terms, Mar told Ulor to make ready to raise ship, sent Phehlahm to prepare the green signal smoke to alert the rest of the flotilla to attack, and then sailed over the rail to meet the Commander and his men on the ground. 
Grinning from ear to ear, Aerlon practically shouted when he announced the news. "They surrender, my lord king!"
Mar pressed his lips into a flat line. "It must be a ruse."
"No, my lord king!  That officer was a distant cousin of mine! These armsmen are all Plydyrii, Droahmaerii, Trozaerii, and Mhajhkaeirii conscripts!  Their Phaelle'n overseers all slipped away during the night and a cabal of their officers and underofficers have overthrown the Mhajhkaeirii noble that was left in command!"
It was only a few hours later that Mar had the full details, but Aerlon had relayed the gist of it -- freed of the Black Monks, the commanders of the one Plydyrii, two Droahmaerii, one Trozaerii, and three Mhajhkaeirii legions had seen no need to fight against The Scourge of the Forty-Nine.
"What's that?" Mar, resting on Number Seven's deck while eating his supper, demanded of Mhiskva.  Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm were with him, the latter sitting on a barrel while he ate a large bowl of beans that Phehlahm (Aunt Whelsi had made the marine promise to watch over Wilhm) had pressed on him, but the rest of the staff were busy supervising the withdrawal of the surrendered legions from the fortified line.
"That is how they speak of you, my lord king.  You are the scourge sent by the true gods to drive out the godsless."
Mar took a drink of tea to wash down some bread.  Phehlahm's beans still left much to be desired, but the two-day old dark bread was satisfying.  Having eaten a lot of old bread in his time, he had developed a taste for it. "Whose crazy idea was this?"
"Oh, it was none of our doing, my lord king.   Apparently, the priests of the temples of Mhajhkaei have been quietly preaching rebellion and have chosen you as the Gods' anointed champion.  They have even labeled our advance into the provinces controlled by the Brotherhood as a holy crusade."
Mar shrugged.  He had no concern about what people believed, as long as they did not expect him to agree with them.  In any case, he did not have the power to prevent the creation of myths by eager proselytes. 
"What do you suggest that we do with the Plydyrii and the rest?"
"They wish to be taken under your command, my lord king."
"If they swap sides once, they can swap sides twice."
"Possibly, but most were never loyal to the monks.  Their obedience to the Brotherhood was a matter of practical survival."
"Right, but they have no reason to be loyal to us."
"The Blood Oath would guarantee their loyalty, my lord king."
"You can't compel anyone to swear it," Mar countered, knowing instinctively that such a thing would not work.
"I do not suggest that we attempt to compel their obeisance, my lord king, but rather simply to inform them of the option."
"I'll think about it.   What about Lord L'Ghevh?"
"There must be a court marshal.  When he admitted the monks to the Citadel, he committed high treason.  His willing service to the Phaelle'n occupation has abetted that betrayal in the most heinous fashion."
"Then make it first thing in the morning. After, we'll continue south."
In order to allow room for all who had requested the right to attend, Mar chose to have the trial out in the open on the highway in front of Ulor's grounded skyship.  Drawn up in quiet ranks on three sides of the roughly rectangular, cordoned area were hundreds of officers, marines, and legionnaires representing all of the surrendered legions and every unit from the flotilla. 
Mar had a chair near the hull of the skyship, with Berhl and Ulor on his left and Wilhm and Phehlahm (whose main task was to monitor the young Gaaelfharenii) on his right to act as marshals of the court. The judges, Captain Mhiskva (in his wise as Overlord of Bhrisnia), Lord Hhrahld, and Lord Chelsfyor sat at a table to his left.  As L'Ghevh was a member of the nobility, it had been necessary to have the librarian fetched down from the Monolith during the night by Ulor, so that the knight-commander could be judged by a panel of his peers.  Commander Aerlon, as prosecutor, sat alone to Mar's right.  The prisoner, with guards behind, stood unbound in a hastily constructed pillory box built immediately to Mar's front.
Having been thoroughly tutored by Lord Chelsfyor on the procedures involved, Mar declared the court in session and then asked Commander Aerlon to present his case.  Mhajhkaeirii'n military jurisprudence required the prosecution and defense to be given independently.  While there was no right of direct cross examination, circumstantial or inferential evidence was not permitted.  The Plydyrii officer, with efficient brevity, rapidly presented a dozen eye witnesses, nearly all of them from the conscript legions, to establish the charge.
Mar turned to Lord L'Ghevh.   The knight-commander had been stripped of his armor and badges of office and stood destitute in only under tunic, trousers, and boots.  He hardly recognized the man's face, having seen him only once.  In the throne room of the Mhajhkaeirii'n palace, he had seemed self-assured, stalwart, and thoroughly professional.  Now he looked confused, angry, and thoroughly frightened.
"Knight-Commander L'Ghevh, what say you to this charge?"  Mar asked, repeating the challenge as he had been instructed. 
Lord Chelsfyor had emphasized that a customary stilted phraseology was the obligatory.  To Mar, the exaggerated aristocratic mimicry was simply another form of deception, but he had readily understood the need to distinguish the common speaking thief that he otherwise was from the king who must render justice.
L'Ghevh gripped the top rail of his pillory with both hands, clearly to subdue the shaking that possessed them.  When he spoke, his voice quavered.  "This farce is unlawful!  I demand to see the Prince!  It is my right as a member of the nobility!"
"I ask you once more, Knight-Commander L'Ghevh, what say you to this charge?"
"This is an outrage!  You have no authority to accuse me!"
Ignoring L'Ghevh, Mar pitched his voice to carry to the spectators.  "Is there any who would speak for the accused?"
There was a physical stir and a serration of negatives, but none came forward.
"Knight-Commander L'Ghevh, do you deny the charge?"
Mar half-expected him to do so, but L'Ghevh, white-faced, gritted his teeth and refused to respond.
Mhiskva, Hhrahld, and Chelsfyor deliberated all of fifteen minutes and then the later, acting as president of the panel, rose and announced with unstinting harshness, "Knight-Commander L'Ghevh, we find the evidence to be overwhelming.  You have betrayed your oaths, your city, and your comrades. You are directly inexcusably responsible for and blatantly complicit in the deaths of numerous armsmen in the service of the Princedom, many of them under your direct command. As we have been unable to discover any supportable doubt of, or rational justification for, your actions, we hereby judge you guilty of treason most foul. May the Gods have mercy and not commit your spirit into the everlasting torment of the Outerworld."
Shivering, L'Ghevh began to vomit denunciations and epithets, which Mar and everyone else ignored.
Preparing to declare punishment, Mar flew up from his chair to a standing position.  There could be only one sentence.  He had understood that from the very first and had accepted without hesitation that it would be his task to condemn L'Ghevh to death.  Mercy, in this case, was not an option.  There was no question of the noble's guilt and Mar believed that the severity of the crime was indisputable.  After a slight hesitation born of the sentiments of vanished life, he spoke, raising his voice to be heard over L'Ghevh's now half-sobbing babbles.
"Knight-Commander L'Ghevh, you are condemned to death."
Lord Hhrahld abruptly rose.  "By your leave, my lord king."
By all appearances, this was a spontaneous act.  Mar had not named an executioner, but that did not mean, however, that Captain Mhiskva, in his usual efficient fashion, had not made provision.
Without another word, the white-haired pirate vaulted the table in a graceful bound that seemed impossible for a man his size, sliding his great sword from its sheath with a wicked snickt as he moved, and advanced rapidly toward the prisoner, whose eyes grew large in fear.  Reaching the pillory, Lord Hhrahld spun once in a complete circle at a speed that was too fast to follow, and then without pause returned to his seat.  He did not once glance back as L'Ghevh's severed head went flying, leaving his spurting corpse to crumple to the pavement.
 



TWENTY-FIVE
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 144th Day of Glorious Work
Year One, Day Fourteen of the New Age of Magic
(Secondday, Waning, 2nd Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
The Citadel
 
"The loss of Lazssri's forces at Elboern and the craven surrender of the conscripts at the Lower Gray have made our control of the city uncertain," Bhrucherra warned.  "In addition, the expeditionary congregation is in disarray.  The conspirators occupied too many positions of significance and their removal has left disruptive voids in the hierarchy.  Our administrators issue conflicting orders or none at all.  Instances of disobedience among the remaining legion conscripts are increasing and workmen and laborers are absconding from their tasks.  We no longer possess sufficient Salients to compel obedience."
"Crucify the malefactors."
"We have done so, brother, but the executions are fueling rebellion rather than suppressing it.  My agents have determined that the Apostate is regarded as a mystical warrior, a holy magician blessed by the gods, and is referred to as "The King of the Mhajhkaeirii' and 'The Scourge of the Forty-Nine.'  News of his advance is common knowledge and many of the Mhajhkaeirii have been emboldened by the belief that he will soon retake the city."
Frowning, Traeleon enunciated some unpleasant truths as he examined them. "I am not certain that he cannot.  If we recall all of the Shrikes from the east and send them against him, we may destroy his fleet of flying boats, but could well lose all of ours in return.    If he has unchallenged control of the air, he will not meet our Salients in open field battle where their superior training could decisively crush his rabble, but will land wherever he pleases within the city and bombard our formations.  Stone walls and towers will offer little protection."
"Then we should withdraw completely and cede him the city, brother.  We have a week or more before his arrival.  We have already reallocated much of the city's wealth to our own use and can accelerate the process, loading as much gold, silver, and mercantile goods as we can onto the Second Fleet.  Anything we cannot take, we burn."
"He will pursue."
Bhrucherra shook his head.  "He cannot immediately.   His army is still relatively small and he cannot both garrison Mhajhkaei and send a force toward the Archipelago.  He will have to pause to regroup, raise new legions, and expand his fleet of flying boats before he can challenge us in our own domains.  Also, with the Princedom's bureaucracy in tatters, he and his renegades will be bogged down with the onerous task of governing this accursed city and its provinces.  I doubt that he will be able to follow us to the east for months, perhaps as much as a year."
Traeleon's immediate reaction was to reject the idea.  The capture of Mhajhkaei had been the centerpiece of his original grand strategy that would have completed the Ascension of the Brotherhood and established his own personal rule of all the civilized lands of the northern Silver Sea.
But the appearance on the scene of the Apostate, his new magics, the devastating eruption of the conspiracy, and the Brotherhood's military reverses had drastically altered the state of affairs.  The normal paradigms on which his vision had been based no longer held true.
"Very well, brother.  We will follow through with our existing plans and strike at Mhevyr.  We will establish a continental base there, far from Mhajhkaei and the Apostate's interference. Once we have reorganized and rebuilt our strength with the new war engines, we will drive overland in a lightning strike, crushing everything in our path."
Victory is your destiny, Waleck had told him.  Traeleon had misinterpreted that prophecy when it had first fallen upon his ears, foolishly presuming it to mean that any battle he led would end in defeat for his enemies.  Now, he could see its true meaning.  His victory would be only after a lengthy travail, a final, massive victory that would crush his enemy and leave Traeleon the master of the north.
 



TWENTY-SIX
142nd Year of the Reign of the City
(Twelfthday, Waxing, 2nd Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
The Monolith
 
When Rhavaelei finished decoding the message, she sat back in her chair and stared at it for several moments.
 
Lord Ghorn reported captured and executed at Gealkaei.
 
She was too rational to be shocked, but all the same the news was disturbing.  None of her plans had taken this possibility into account.
When they had met as youths, she had listened to his tales of adventure and war and pictured him, at least for a short time, as a nigh eternal heroic figure, impervious to the destructive forces of life.   Later, as a mature man, he had been the constant face in the background, a standard feature of the Mhajhkaeirii'n ruling class.  His survival of the capture of the city and flight to this benighted rock had seemed as fated as her own.
Of late, his gruffness had softened slightly and they had even shared meals while discussing her agents and connections.  His gaze had acquired a tendency to wander at times over the curve of her bosom and hips, and she had taken it for granted that she would succeed eventually in her seduction, leveraging that relationship to influence the actions of the new Mhajhkaeirii'n regime.
Now, he had the effrontery to die!
Feeling something odd, she raised her hand to her cheek and felt wetness.
A tear?
Ridiculous!
Ghorn was nothing to her!  Certainly not her first love -- there was no such man in existence -- and barely her first physical experience.  His death was meaningless!
She used both hands to wipe away the traitorous moisture, and focused on how she might best use this inconvenient happenstance to her advantage. 
There was the fact that, with Ghorn out of the way, she might finally be able to interact with the young king directly.  Ghorn had forbidden her on penalty of re-imprisonment to make any attempt to meet privately with the boy and had even had the effrontery to enforce this stricture by having his armsmen lay hands to her!
In her efforts to convince him to relent, she had even gone so far as to secretly scratch her palm with a dinner knife, then rub dirt into it so that it festered and left a discernable mark.  When she had pointed the Prince-Commander's attention to the scar proclaiming that she, too, had sworn the Blood Oath, he had somehow straightaway perceived it to be a fraud, though to her eyes there was nothing to distinguish it from those of the others, and dismissed her protestations out of hand.
Now, with Ghorn dead, there should be none to deny her!
Save that the king had taken most of the skyships and flown away to make war.  Men were such idiots in that wise.
But the young witch -- the Gods forbid that Rhavaelei should ever think of the shameless tart as the Queen, or this newest counterfeit title of Empress -- had not gone with him.  At first, Rhavaelei had thought that some perhaps exploitable schism had arisen between the magical pair, but had only today been informed of a whispered rumor that the witch was with child, which might explain why she was the sole magician to remain at the Monolith.
How, then, should Rhavaelei carry the news?
After a few moments' thought, she dwelt at length on unwanted might-have-beens and let meaningless tears flow.
When she appeared in the courtyard of the witch's villa, red-eyed, distraught, and babbling of Ghorn's death, the woman Yhejia, murmuring kind sympathies, immediately took her arm and led her straightaway into Telriy's presence.
 



TWENTY-SEVEN
 
The flotilla did not move on for more than half a fortnight.  
The morning after the execution, Mar flew out beyond the fort to a dusty field that had once been covered in oats.  There he received the Blood Oath from a huge assemblage of the liberated Plydyrii, Droahmaerii, Trozaerii, and Mhajhkaeirii.  By Mhiskva's estimate, as many as nine of ten of the armsmen of the former Phaelle'n legions spilled their blood.  Immediately, the massive crowd also acclaimed him as emperor, cheering his name for the better part of an hour.
On the heels of the event, Mar was once again mobbed by the officers of his staff.  It was immediately necessary, Mhiskva insisted, that the newly expanded army be reorganized.  Trusted officers would have to be promoted and suspect ones quietly diverted into non-combat roles.  Weapons and equipment must be inspected.  Many of the Mhajhkaeirii and Trozaerii being raw recruits, some additional training would be required, an unsmiling Berhl argued.  The task of providing sustenance -- food, water, fuel for campfires, and the like -- would require that Aerlon greatly expand his quartermaster corps.  Ulor, freshly designated master of the magicians, allowed that, as all of the previous would create a lengthy delay anyway, he could use more time to drill the newest trainees.
Mar readily acceded to the requests, but then, despite ardent protests, flew off to occupy himself during the reorganization by maintaining a continuous forward scout.  He departed without plan and began by looping patrol arcs across the path that any potential Phaelle'n counterattack from Mhajhkaei would have to take.  After the first couple of days, he moved about more or less at random, covering a broad swath of the land between the flotilla and the city.
Now well into autumn and the summer heat fading, the landscape below had taken on a dreary brown hue.  Leaves in the woodlots and groves had begun to turn and fall, and most of the fields had been plowed and laid by to await the spring.
Only once did he see any of the Brotherhood.  On the third day, he overflew a small caravan of wagons driving hard for the south just off the main highway.  There were a few armsmen amongst them, but Mar made no attempt to impede their escape.  They and the rest would be reckoned with soon enough.
When he grew tired, as he often did, he would not return to the flotilla but rather land wherever he happened to be.  He would take rest in any shade available and on whatever couch he could find, whether it be hay, leaves, or bare dirt.  To eat, he would sneak into any available farm and pilfer potatoes from cellars, corn from barns, or eggs from hen houses.  He became quite proficient at cooking potatoes by heating the air around them with ethereal flux and boiling eggs by forcing heat into the metal of a stolen pot. At night, he snuck into hay barns or found repose in the spreading branches of solitary trees.
Once, he visited the village of Old Marsh on the Ice River.  After tying red bows to his brigandine to partially disguise it (the half yard of ragged cotton cloth traded from a traveling peddler for four stolen eggs), he moved into the village on the main road, using a scooting ambulation copied after Signifier Aael and singing at the top of his voice to proclaim himself an entertainer.  For a slightly adapted performance of two of the Seven Sacred Dances of z'm, demigoddess of Jocularity, he earned one copper, a fresh loaf of rye bread, two grilled fish, and a good walking stick.  He had to cheat by covertly using magic to assist some of the more difficult tumbles and flips, but the villagers were thoroughly diverted and he was full and content when he left.
Another time late one afternoon, he landed at the edge of a hamlet a long way to the east to get an anonymous drink from the communal well.  After doffing his brigandine and hiding it under some blueberry bushes, he proceeded along the hamlet's single dirt cart track. Wearing the same bedraggled trousers and shirt that he had worn for the last several days, he hoped that most of the inhabitants would take him for a beggar, and the few adult inhabitants he encountered seemed to do just that.  They waved and bid him a good day in a friendly fashion, but otherwise acted as if he were invisible; there was little spare coin in the pockets of people with so mean a living.
Several young boys and girls of various ages were playing on the well tended turf of the commons, and as soon as they saw him they scrambled toward him, drawn by that infrequent oddity -- a stranger.  He continued on to the well house as they circled around and hopped up on the shaded stone curb to draw a bucket.
A little girl, about eight years old and wearing hand-me-down trousers and shirt, gave him the dipper from its hook and asked, "What's your name?"
Another little girl, dressed similarly and a bit older, did not wait for the first to finish before she demanded, "Where are you from?"
And then the floodgates opened, with the entire group crowding close to pester him with questions.
"Where are you going?"
"Do have family here?"
"Do you like my new dress?"
"Does that hurt?"
"How did you lose your legs?"
"Do you know any tricks?"
"Do you sing?"
Mar took a long drink from the dipper before he spewed out answers in the same streaming fashion.  "I'm Koh.  I'm from nowhere.  I'm going nowhere.  No, this is the first time I've been through here.  Yes, it's very pretty.  Sometimes.  A wagon ran me over when I was about your age.  No.  Only to scare children."
The children all laughed, babbling occasionally relative comments, and then ran off chasing each other.
He stayed in the shade of the well house for another few lazy minutes, drinking his fill and then washing some of the dust and grime from his face, arm, and stumps.  Then, instead of departing immediately, he worked his arduously slow way around the commons, resting from time to time in the shade of the old oaks that lined its border.  Most of the buildings were simple stone or wood houses following the old imperial style, with outlying rooms surrounding an interior court, but there were also larger commercial establishments -- a brewer, a cooperage, a blacksmith's shop, a stout stone building that looked like it housed a grain factor, and an ale house -- scattered amongst them.
There was no evidence of the presence of the Brotherhood and apparently the monks had made no attempt to occupy the tiny place.
Hungry, he ended his circuit in front of the ale house. The establishment had tables out front but no customers this early before supper.  The thought of a cooked meal with meat of any sort had considerable appeal after several days of eggs and half-cooked vegetables, and he had money, ten gold thalars in a leather wallet shoved down deep in his pocket.
However, considering Mar's appearance, the proprietor was almost certain to call for a constable if he attempted to pay for a meal in gold.  The obvious assumption being that he had stolen, he had no desire to be forced to disrupt the calm of this quiet place or his own relaxed state of mind with magic.
An older man with thinning hair and a full beard came out and began to spread tablecloths on the half dozen round tables. When he saw Mar, he waved and smiled, and, after he had completed his task, reentered the ale house.  A few minutes later he came out again and walked directly to the bench on which Mar sat.
Mar smiled in greeting though he expected to be ordered to move out of sight before the man's customers began to arrive. "Good day, sir."
"Good day to you, young man.  Have you a moment to help me?  My cook has tried a new stew recipe today and I wanted another opinion."
"I'm sorry, sir.  I can't pay."
The innkeeper shook his head, grinning.  "Oh, no!  It'll be entirely free, with the proviso that there are no guarantees concerning the taste and that you give us an honest opinion. I think it needs more salt and the cook thinks it needs less. If you'll just come over and have a seat, I'll bring it out."
Pleasantly surprised, Mar scooted across to a table and managed to get into a chair with only a small bit of covert magical assistance.  Mouth watering, he hoped the stew proved edible, with his current definition of edible being very adaptable.
Instead of the small portion Mar expected, the innkeeper returned with a full tray.  In addition to a crockery bowl with enough thick, meaty stew to feed three, there was half a loaf of dark bread, sliced, covered in butter and still steaming from the oven, raspberry preserves, sliced pears, and what, after a taste, proved to be fresh goat's milk.  The innkeeper distributed the dishes on the table, reminded him once more of the experimental nature of the meal, and vanished back into the ale house.
The stew was perfect, with a grandly flavorful combination of spices and hardly any gristle at all.  The bread and preserves were some of the best that Mar had ever eaten and though neither pears nor goat's milk particularly suited him, he left not one drop or slice.
When the innkeeper returned, he brought with him another much younger man whom he introduced as his nephew, the cook. After Mar proclaimed the stew the best that he had ever eaten, the two put on quite a show, enthusiastically debating spice combinations and quantities, just as if the offer of the meal had been motivated by the stated purpose, rather than by compassion for a legless man.
After the innkeeper and his nephew wandered back into the alehouse, Mar hid the ten thalars under a table napkin and went on his way.
He did swing by Number Seven a couple of times to inform Ulor that all was well, but left before any of the other officers could corner him to seek his guidance, content that they were all more than capable of handling any problem that might arise without him.
At dawn on the eighth or ninth day -- he had not bothered to keep close track -- Mar awoke on the thatched roof of a goat shed, feeling much more like the thief that he had been and much less like the king that he had become.
He sat very still for a long time, just watching the sun come up.
Then he flew away and went back to his duties.
In his absence, as expected, his staff had insured that the apparatus of the newly styled Imperial Army had functioned as it should.
All the normal business of making war -- training, logistics, and the endless planning -- had continued apace, and the integration of the former conscripts had been completed.  One hundred and three conscripts, all but five of whom were Mhajhkaeirii, had requested permission to exit service and been granted leave to do so.  The remaining armsmen of the three Mhajhkaeirii conscript legions had been divided up, with two thirds having been absorbed into the flotilla to fill the depleted ranks of the Defenders, the Reapers, and the Mhajhkaeirii'n Marine brigade.  The remaining Mhajhkaeirii had been collected into a new scar-bearer commanded legion that Mar, in another improvised ceremony scheduled for the next day, would award the name King's Own.  Of necessity, promotions had been liberally applied throughout the Army, with every officer, save for High-Captain Mhiskva, having received at least one bump, and innumerable fuglemen and ceannaires suddenly finding themselves legates/subalterns.
The most significant recipient of the vicious promotion spree was Dhrasnoaeghs, who had reached the Lower Gray three days after the surrender of its defenders.  He had leapt two full ranks to Knight-Commander and been given command of the Imperial I Corps, which included the Plydyrii'n legion Stormfarers, the Droahmaerii'n Stalwarts and Breakers, the Trozaerii'n Sun Eagles, and his own 2nd Khalarii.
The entire staff, the slightly amazed Dhrasnoaeghs included, was in attendance on Number Seven as Mhiskva briefed Mar on all that had transpired in his absence.
With some amusement, he waggled the stump of his left arm to signal a pause and posed a question to Commander Relvhm. "No new name for your legions?"
"It had seemed inopportune at this time, my lord king.  We must earn our name in battle."
Frighteningly, there was nothing pompous or arrogant in the statement.  At first meeting, Mar had realized that Relvhm was a man out of his time, a true son of the Empire.  He was that practically unique rarity in Khalar, an honestly professional officer that had genuinely studied the military arts.  Most Khalarii officers were awarded their exalted ranks at the age of fourteen and then devoted themselves to the ancillary life of debauchery and licentiousness.  To Relvhm, from all appearances, honor was not simply a word or a theoretical concept -- it was a way of life.
An idle fancy or an ethereal vision -- Mar did not know which -- passed through his mind.  It showed the intrepid Relvhm dying a heroic, altruistic death on some dark battlefield far from his home.
"Have you read Emperor
Rhwalkahn's Musings by Court Historian Pleordiry?"
"Of course, my lord king!"
"Well, read it again."
The Khalarii looked confused but pledged to do so.
As the briefing wound down and the officers began to discuss plans to move onward toward Mhajhkaei, a lookout sang out that he had sighted Number Three.  Perplexed but pleased, Mar instantly took off to meet the skyship.  
When he landed on Number Three's deck, the first words out of Telriy's mouth were, "Lord Ghorn is dead.  The monks have killed him."
 



TWENTY-EIGHT
 
Mar studied the flux modulations of the shortened bone, endeavoring to unravel the incredibly complex structure.
Aael squirmed a bit on his stool. "My lord king, I'm not sure that this is a good idea."
"Don't worry. I know exactly what I'm doing.  I can give us both back our legs.  I just need to learn how to make the bones grow."
Mar prodded a spiral-shaped barking-puce modulation at the heart of Aael's abbreviated left thigh bone.
The signifier jumped.  "I had some pain there, my lord king."
"There might be some discomfort."  Mar twisted the spiral against its natural flow.
A vile expletive escaped Aael's clenched teeth and he made to get down from the stool.  "It it's all the same, I think I'm better without legs."
Mar wrapped the retired legionnaire in flux to hold him in place.  "Hold on.  I think I've got it.  Let me just try this."  He made a copy of the spiral and added it to the end of the matrix.
Aael began to scream as bone and blood exploded from the end of his stump.  The bone continued to grow at a phenomenal rate, jutting out at weird angles, twisting, and then curling back on itself like some obscene horn and began to pierce Aael's body...
 
"Mar!"
He stirred as Telriy continued to shake him.
"Mar, wake up.  You were shouting in your sleep."
He opened his eyes to the darkened cabin.  After a moment, he slid his arm around her waist and pulled her body close to his.  "It was a nightmare."
"What about?"
"Magic gone wrong."
"What kind of magic?"
"Stupid magic."
"Hmmph."
After a few more minutes, he said, "I want you to go back to the Monolith tomorrow."
"Alright.  How bad will the battle for Mhajhkaei be?"
"Bad."
"Can you win?"
"Yes."
The lie came easily enough.  With six skyships and less than fourteen thousand armsmen, only an idiot would believe that he could conquer The Greatest City in All the World.
 



TWENTY-NINE
 
Just after daybreak the day after Telriy left, the flotilla arrived unopposed before the walls of The Greatest City in All the World.  During the night, the skyships had ferried the entirety of Dhrasnoaeghs' I Corps to within a league of the main gate on the northern highway.  The Knight-Commander's advance was to be supported by a dozen wagon mounted polybolos and two troops of marines, commanded by Berhl, to operate them.  The three skyships of the 1st Squadron -- Numbers Five, Six, and Seven -- would spearhead the attack and bombard the defenses as necessary.  The rest of the marine brigade, the Reapers, the Defenders, the King's Own, and the 1st Khalarii were crammed aboard the remaining skyships and tows, designated the 2nd Squadron, which would follow and land at preselected points within the city walls.  The two Khalarii reserve legions and the Elboern militia would stand back in reserve.  The marine brigade would be responsible for assaulting the main gate from the rear to admit the I Corps and the four legions would seize and hold the route leading to the Citadel.    For this battle, he rally cry of all imperial forces would be Lord Ghorn.
"They still haven't put up their skyships, my lord king," Ulor commented as Number Seven rushed toward the city.
"They can come up very fast from any direction," Mar responded, tense, primed, and anxious for action.  "Their best strategy will be to try to catch us by surprise.  Let's try to upset their timetable and force them to put their skyships in play. Drive straight in to the Citadel."
"Aye, my lord king."
Oddly, Number Seven reached the large plaza at the intersection of the Transverse and the Transept without opposition.  Five and Six arrived within moments, also unmolested.
As the three did a slow orbit above the center of the plaza, Mar had crewmen keep watch in all directions.  Presently, a signal flashed from Mhiskva's skyship, Grandmother, hovering near the main northern gate.
"Gate undefended. Occupied and opened.  Advancing toward Citadel," Phehlahm read from the paper that the signalman's runner had brought.
Mar grimaced, wondering what sort of trap the Brotherhood had set.
A marine fugleman keeping watch on the port side of the steerage platform waved to get Ulor's attention.  "Captain, there's people a gatherin' down below."
Unable to abide doing nothing any longer, Mar rocketed off the deck and flew down to the group of apparent civilians.  As he swooped overhead, most of the men, women, and children scattered like rabbits menaced by a hawk.  One solitary older man stood his ground and Mar swung around and descended to confront him.
"All of you need to find shelter!" he barked.  "We've come to retake the city and the fighting will start at any moment!"
The brave or foolish citizen laughed, clapped his hands thrice in a symbolic manner, and then did a little shimmy dance that Mar belatedly recognized as one of the Thirteen Sacred Wiggles of J'yorstagnoephiactle, Patron of Rat Catchers.
"No need for that, thank the Great Catcher!  The monks have all fled!"
And thus it was.  The Brotherhood had withdrawn from Mhajhkaei surreptitiously and completely.  No warning or explanation had been given the Mhajhkaeirii.  The populace had awakened the previous morning to an empty harbor and unguarded walls.
 It was presently clear that in conjunction with their departure the monks had stripped Mhajhkaei of all specie and readily portable commodities.  There was not one weight of grain or jug of wine left in its warehouses and not one coin remained in its vaults. 
After hasty consultations with his astounded staff, Mar flew Number Seven at a blistering speed ten leagues to the south and east, sweeping the land and sea, but found no sign of his enemy.  Upon returning, he found the city in the feverish throes of unrestrained ecstasy. 
The triumph lasted for three days.
While Mar continually fretted that the Brotherhood's retreat was in some wise a nefarious ploy intended to make the flotilla vulnerable to a sudden attack, the Mhajhkaeirii celebrated, mobbing the boulevards and plazas of The Greatest City in All the World.  All of the temples were reopened and priests and supplicants engaged in a veritable orgy of prayer and ceremony, with wine drinking, incense burning, sacred and not so sacred dancing, meditative and spontaneous twirling, impromptu puppet galas, and reverent and irreverent singing proceeding non-stop.
On the third day, Mhiskva organized a massive parade of all the legions and troops of the liberating army.  Beginning at the devastated southern gate of the Citadel, the march advanced up the Transept March to the reclaimed Palace of the Principate.  Mar had insisted that four fully manned skyships patrol around the urban limits of the city, but everyone else marched for the accolades of the populace.  As many as two hundred thousand cheering Mhajhkaeirii lined the route, showering the armsmen with an endless rain of multicolored paper ribbons, sea blue confetti, and flowers of all shades and hues.
At the head of the parade rode the Magician-Empress Telriy and the boy Pip in an open carriage, she in a magnificent lavender gown sewn with precious stones and he in a tailored suit of sea blue.  The child prince sat between an equally resplendently dressed Yhejia and Tsyl, both of whom had short swords hidden under their cloaks.  Ulor and Berhl, both likewise richly arrayed and heavily armed, served as driver and footman.  Lord Hhrahld, Wilhm, Mhiskva, and two full troops of marines in burnished armor and high-combed helmets marched close about the carriage.  All of the guards wore the newly created imperial tabards -- the sea blue field and blood crown of the kingdom with the addition of a broad border stripe in Mar's chosen imperial color, bronze.
Telriy, returned from the Monolith as soon as word was sent of the bloodless victory, had accepted her role in Mhiskva's grand spectacle with only minor complaint and indeed seemed to be enjoying the rapturous admiration of the crowd, waving and smiling with considerable enthusiasm.  Pip, wearing a garland of white roses on his head in place of the looted Principate crown, waved, laughed, and clapped in glee as he was showered with colored paper and the resounding hurrahs of his subjects.
A second carriage trailed the imperial group by twenty paces.  In it rode the only two surviving senators.  This excluded, of course, the seventeen despised traitors who gone into hiding and presumably fled the city.  Just that morning, Mar had signed an imperial proclamation that offered a bounty payable in gold for their heads -- one hundred if still attached and two hundred if not.
Lady Rhavaelei, elegantly coifed and attired, had insisted that she share in the triumph and Mhiskva had advised Mar that granting her this -- undeserved in Mar's opinion -- boon would be politically advantageous.  The second occupant, Ghob'ihs, had earned his place by anyone's measure.   Emaciated, frail, and aged far beyond his thirty years, he had been rescued from the palace dungeons by some of Mhiskva marines.   Now he smiled from ear to ear as he heard thousands of voices chant his name.   
Mar flew high above the parade, peevish and watching the skies.  He had rejected all suggestions -- including a ridiculous one by Phehlahm involving a white stallion, golden armor, and rose petal scattering odalisques -- that he participate in the procession.  While Mhiskva had readily convinced him that an official parade was just the potion that the people of Mhajhkaei needed to help them begin to forget the nightmare of the Phaelle'n occupation, he had had his fill of the pageantry that everyone now seemed to think must accompany his every action.
Besides, any time he got close to any of the seemingly innumerable priests, priestesses, devotees, hermits, clerics, anchorites, and the like, he found himself anointed -- often inundated -- with consecrated oils, holy water, statutory hugs, mystic powders, sacred feces, leafy branches, and prostrate virgins, many of which left nasty stains.
The parade ended at a review stand erected in the middle of the Transept just outside the sealed gates of the Palace.  Although a balcony on the west side of the Palace overlooked the Transept and had previously been used by the princely family during public fetes, Mhiskva had elected to use a temporary stage, considering the disreputable state of the Palace interior and grounds.  During their tenure, the monks had made no attempt to repair the damage done by Mar to the North Tower, had trampled, uprooted, or neglected the gardens, had smashed the statues in the rotunda, and defaced all the murals and frescos.  As a final parting indignity, the Phaelle'n' had burned in place all of the furnishings that they did not cart off.
When the imperial party reached the spot, a band of musicians with more drums and horns than seemed necessary struck up a martial tune that Mhiskva had sworn (to Mar it sounded like a bawdy ballad that he had heard in a tavern once) was the ancient anthem of the Glorious Empire.  Telriy and the rest of her party, Pip holding hands with both Yhejia and Tsyl and skipping as he walked, mounted the stage and took seats prepared for them.  The Gaaelfharenii took station in front of the platform and the victorious marines and legionnaires formed ranks all about it. The mass of the following spectators filled the Transept from one side to the other and stretched back to the south all the way to the intersection with the Transverse.
With all the other players on their marks, Mar finally descended.  Though he had suggested no text, Mhiskva had been adamant that Mar, as king, emperor, and liberator, must address the people of Mhajhkaei.  He had also broadly hinted that a display of magic to punctuate the occasion would not be inappropriate.
Mar had known full well that Lord Ghorn had considered him, as King of the Mhajhkaeirii, just another tool necessary for the achievement of certain objectives, and that the prince would have artfully endeavored to manage Mar's life to that purpose.  It was now painfully clear that Mhiskva did not intend to let those objectives die with the Prince-Commander.  Perhaps one day Mar would grow complacent with the onerous burden, but for now, the absurdity of it all still rankled.
Nevertheless, he had once again agreed to participate in the farce. To satisfy the requirement of a magical exhibition, he had chosen what he considered to be a more elegant spell, rather than something simply explosive.   Having discovered the effect in his daily study of the ethereal world, he had practiced and recently perfected a new flux modulation whose simple purpose was to carry sound over distance, somewhat in the same manner as an echo, though with no distortion.  When it came time for him to speak, his words would be carried to every corner of the massive crowd, swept along on gentle waves of flux.
Landing on the stage, he awarded Telriy and the others a resigned smile and then turned to face the crowd.   A great roar went up from the Mhajhkaeirii, a thunderous, deafening salute -- Hail Emperor!
While Mar waited for the reaction to settle, Pip suddenly wiggled free of his guardians and ran across the stage, crying, "Wanna fly! Wanna fly!"
Obligingly, Mar infused the boy's clothing and boots, boosted him up an armlength or so, swirled him about for a moment, and then coasted him back into the scolding embrace of Yhejia.
The crowd responded with another approving tumult.
Finally, when all had quieted, he keyed his spell and spoke, his voice wafting over the crowd and, though he did not realize it at the time, on throughout the entire city.
"Good people of Mhajhkaei, for the moment, peace has come to this city.  Those that have oppressed The Greatest City in All the World are gone, but, sadly, they are not defeated.  True peace and security for the people of this city, and indeed for all the peoples of our world, can only be obtained through more war and struggle.  The Brotherhood of Phaelle demands the eradication of all gods and absolute obedience to their magic.  I say that they cannot be allowed to continue to foster this abomination.  The power of the monks must be broken in every corner of the world and the adherents of their obscene doctrines driven out. We must rebuild the Glorious Empire, uniting every province and city, village and town.  From one end of the Silver Sea to the other, law and freedom must reign.  Only then will all peoples be free to bow before whatever gods that they chose.  Only then will the benefits of magic be available to all.  Only then will the specter of war be banished forever!"
It was the worst sort of populist nonsense, cribbed from his recollection of the recorded orations of half a dozen centuries' dead Glorious Emperors and all of it patently false in his opinion, but it seemed to be exactly what the crowd wanted to hear.
First one, then a dozen, then hundreds, then thousands, men and women, young and old, knelt in the broad avenue, producing and sharing knifes, cutting palms, spilling blood and shouting the Oath.
 



THIRTY
 
The drudgery of Empire seemed never to cease.
For a solid month, Mar submitted to tedious audiences with anxious nobles and needful commoners, used his magic to assist with reconstruction projects, awarded citations and medals, settled silly disputes among mercantile interests, attended meetings with foreign dignitaries and envoys, refereed raucous meetings of a partially reconstituted Principate Council, condemned collaborators to harsh punishments, approved the selection of new senators, elevated distinguished merchants, tradesmen, scholars and other worthies to vacancies in the peerage, flew twice each fortnight to the Monolith and Khalar to infuse new skyship hulls, and daily manufactured sand spheres to fend off the Phaelle'n attack that never came.
Telriy grew tired of the charade after only eight days and moved back to the Monolith in Number One, and thereafter Mar did his dead level best to share his henceforth perpetually sour mood with everyone he came in contact with.
Of course, considerable actual progress was achieved as well during this time.  The harbor was cleared and construction started on new warehouses.  Conventional water-borne galleys and barks were dispatched to reconnect nearby trade links.  Food supplies were secured from outlying provinces and regular freight routes established with major towns, the Monolith, and Khalar using the sailed skyships which were now a ubiquitous feature of skyline of The Greatest City in All the World.  The foundations of new manufactories to mass produce polybolos were laid and groups of scholars, philosophers, and smiths were encouraged to develop ideas for engines of war adapted to use the products of Mar's magic.
One of Mar's few welcome occupations was to meet every other day with his command staff to discuss progress toward prosecution of the war.  The meetings were always held aboard Number Seven flying at an altitude of five hundred armlengths above the bay.  Thus insulated from mundane interruption by any of the horde of officious persons -- ecclesiastical, commercial, civil, or otherwise -- who felt themselves sufficiently important to have a claim on the Emperor's time, the discussions were short, to the point, and focused.
While the officers had considered various targets, strategies, logistical problems, and force allocations, Mar had come to the realization that there could be no direct military movement against the Brotherhood for many months.
There were two major points of difficulty, one that could be remedied with time and one that might never be.  First, the Imperial Army would remain more of an organizational concept than an on the ground fact until many thousands of legionnaires, marines, and skyship crewmen were recruited and trained.  Second, the creation of the fast-striking skyship mobile corps that Mhiskva and the others believed would be the key to victory against the Brotherhood's garrisoned cities depended entirely on the recruitment and training of many dozens of magician pilots.  This accomplishment looked thus far uncertain.
Of the -- up to this point -- almost two thousand applicants from the city, only five had passed the sand test.  Mar had no idea why the proportion of successful candidates was so small compared to previous tests, but if this result proved the standard in populations of significant size, it would be all but impossible to field more than a few dozen magically driven skyships.
While sailed skyships could transport ground forces, they would be too slow and lacked sufficient maneuverability to act as the fighting platforms that would be needed to contend with the Brotherhood's vessels.
As of today, no solution to this quandary had been found and thus it was that Mar was most gratified to hear Aerlon eagerly outline a proposal to sew confusion and incite rebellion in the heart of the Brotherhood's domains, the Bronze Archipelago.
"Just as High-Captain Mhiskva's marines were able to use sabotage and ambush to disrupt the Black Monks' advance from Mhajhkaei toward Elboern, I believe that numerous small groups of legionnaires -- certainly no larger than a file -- can be covertly landed on the major islands -- Plydyre, Droahmaer, and Trozae, for example -- and there use the same irregular tactics to do significant damage to the enemy's supply lines, command infrastructure, and civil authority, as well as make contact with peoples minded to side with the Empire."
"The files should be drawn from the legions of my corps," Dhrasnoaeghs suggested.  "Men native to those islands who can show the scar.  They will know the terrain, the road networks, and the local inhabitants."
Lord Hhrahld smiled. "I've a bit of experience with 'irregular tactics' and I know the Silver Sea and its islands as well as any.  I could go. My great-grandson is as well protected in the Empress' care as he can be and I grow weary of the shackles of civilization.  My sword yearns for battle."
"No, Uncle Hhrahld," Wilhm said, shaking his head in his ponderous way.  "I am going to the mountain soon and I have dreamed that you will be with me this time."
Mar had no idea what to make of this, but Lord Hhrahld, after glancing at the younger Gaaelfharenii's face, appeared ready to accept it without question.  "Good.  At least we will see the use of our swords again soon."
"It seems to me that Aerlon would be best suited to organize and command these infiltrators," Mar said, watching the Plydyrii's smile broaden.  Mar knew full well that Aerlon had been motivated to make the proposal by his own desire to drive the monks from his homeland and saw no reason not to support that goal. "What's next?"
"Commander Relvhm," Mhiskva, who acted as moderator by default, said.
As was his habit, the Khalarii stood and bowed.  "My lord king, given that the structure and size of the Imperial Army grows daily and will eventually outstrip the limited modern Mhajhkaeirii'n rank structure that is currently used, I would like to suggest that some of the obsolescent intermediate ranks of the ancient Imperial Army be resurrected.  As an example, the ranks of Maidsear and Coirneal could be inserted between Commander and Knight-Commander to allow --"
Mar waved his hand. "I've no problem with that. Excellent suggestion, Coirneal Relvhm.  With the current lull, I think that it's time for you to return to Khalar.  I want you to raise and arm a new corps, five full legions.  Oh, and make that Coirneal Aerlon as well."
Promotion was one of the few imperial prerogatives that Mar reveled in.  Any competent officer or armsman that crossed his path would find himself slapped with a higher rank.  This was not, or, at least not entirely, motivated by mischievous extravagance; as Relvhm had implied, the enormous scale of the forces needed to invade the Archipelago would require a vastly expanded officer corps.
For the rest of the meeting, the group again wrestled with two recurring questions that had no easy answers.
One: How to support the eastern Sister Cites?  For now, any substantial direct military aide was out of the question and anything less would be no more than a useless token.  Without magic or skyships, it seemed unlikely that any of the princedoms could successfully defend themselves against Phaelle'n attack, but to cede them to the monks outright made no sense whatsoever.
Two: Should support be solicited from the peoples outside the Phaelle'n sphere?  The smaller islands of the Silver Sea would not likely be inclined to choose sides given their relative vulnerability unless compelled to do so.  Aside from the Matriarchal Commune of the coastal Irhfeii, the tribes of the interior of the southern continent were thought to be barbarous and primitive.  Of the Szillarn city-states of Bhelaen and Kh’ordhif, little more than their names were known.
When the officers began to rehash already tired ideas, Mar tabled the matters in hopes of some future epiphany and called the meeting to a close. 
After they all had gone back to the city in a launch piloted by Trea, Mar avoided an afternoon of dreary but urgent appointments by having his recently refilled barrels of sand brought on deck.
 



THIRTY-ONE
 
Sleeping alone, Mar had discovered, made him restless and irritable.
Before Telriy, he could sleep anywhere, in any position, and under almost any weather condition.  Now, even the most comfortable bed was unsatisfactory in her absence.  Most nights, he would rise after midnight, with much of the city locked in slumber, and covertly speed from a window of his cabin on Number Seven.  In the darkness and quiet he felt free, unencumbered by the weight of kingdom and empire, and sometimes would prowl about villa and apartment roofs, trying windows just for the fun of it.  Later, he would perch on a high point and simply experience the night, delving the infinite variations of natural flux as he observed the horizon, the moons when they were up, and the stars in their courses.
One of his favorite spots for this last was the decapitated North Tower of the Palace.  Open to the wind, the stub of the southern outer wall had a level course of stones wide enough for him to recline upon.  Tarrying there in the cooling air until just before daybreak allowed him to derive some relaxation from the isolation and solitude.
Tonight he went directly to this preferred roost and landed, intending to lie down, close his eyes, imagine that he was back in Khalar long before his accursed meeting with the old scrapper, and try to sleep.
An indistinct noise or some vagrant whiff of flux made him turn and look across the yawning gap of the tower interior toward the fractured remains of the stairs.
A figure stood there on the top step, one that he knew all too well.  Oddly, Waleck looked exactly as Mar had seen him last on the barge, even wearing the same clothes.  Without moving physically, Mar instantly infused a fractured bit of granite and shot it toward the old man.  It passed right through and vanished into the dark beyond the edge of the tower.
"Yes, you have guessed correctly," Waleck confirmed in a voice that was not quite his own.  "I am not present before you in body.  This is only a visual projection skewed around the bounding horizon of the background ether.  It is not at all a difficult spell, but the communication is subject to interception.  Luckily, there are none alive today with both the skill and power to do so."
"You're not a prisoner."  Mar did not quite frown.
"No."
"Have you taken up with the Brotherhood, as Telriy said?"
"Not in point of fact, no.  Rather, I have decided to make use of them for my own purposes."
This was not the Waleck that Mar had known.  The old scrapper had been weary of the world, lost in the past, and both wise and ignorant in a thoroughly confounding way.  This Waleck was energized, determinedly fixed in the present moment, and obviously possessed of a knowledge of magic that no modern man should have.  In retrospect, it seemed entirely likely that Mar's version had never truly existed.
"Why have you come, old man?"
"I will gladly answer that, but first, you must allow me to explain why the world is the way it is and offer an admittedly incomplete description of my own place in it."
To signify his agreement, Mar waggled the stump of his left arm.  He often gestured with the stump as it tended to disconcert those personally unfamiliar with him, but now he intended it to demonstrate that he, also, had drastically changed.
"Mar, while the things I will tell you may seem to scantly merit belief, I swear to you that each and every detail is utter truth."
Mar waggled his stump again.  "Get on with it.  I've filled my quota for longwinded speeches today."
Waleck tilted his head slightly in acquiescence.  "My part in this story is a long one.  I was born five thousand years ago, give or take a decade or century, in the ancient age when magic was as common as the air you breathe, when every man, woman, and child save for an misfortunate few could use and produce spells with the most meager of efforts.  It would be impossible for me to accurately describe the life we lived because this modern language has no terms and no concepts for the things that magic could do, but I assure you that it was wondrous and glorious!" 
"I've seen the weapons of the Brotherhood and I know that their magic is from a more advanced age before history began.  I wouldn't call any of them wondrous or glorious."
"Ah, I suppose that you might not, but would that I could show you the time in which I lived.  Then you would truly know! Oh, the things that we could do!"
"You said lived?  Are you a spirit, then?  A phantom?"  Mar had never believed in such, but then, he had once not believed in magic.
"No, I am living flesh, more or less.  I have existed -- I cannot say that the wretchedness that I have experienced has been life -- for five millennia."
Mar shook his head to show his incomprehension.
"There was a war, as there always seems to be.  It was a war that encompassed the entire world and everyone on it.  Waged with weapons of the most terrible magics, it went on for more than seven score years.  Why it started and why it continued are questions that have no meaning, now.  All that matters is that in the end it destroyed every corner of civilization, murdered nearly every man, woman, and child, and rearranged the entire surface of the world.  I was a soldier -- a warrior you would call it -- in that war, a high ranking officer and a powerful sorcerer. To save a pitiful remnant, I betrayed my oaths.  I earnestly believed that my act was one of self-sacrifice, with the visions granted by my magic showing what clearly appeared to be my death.  However, it was not death that found me, but the complete searing away of my mind and memory.   As a consequence of my rank, I had had the rare privilege of having infinitesimally small autonomous mechanisms composed of the purest flux inserted into my flesh.  Their normal function was to maintain my health and extend my lifespan so that my people could garner the greatest benefits from my magic and skills.  The final battle was such that all who had them instantly perished, and likewise mine should have sealed my doom.  But, by some incomprehensible quirk of the ether, mine escaped total destruction and managed to keep what remained of me alive.  The mechanisms are not intelligent.  They could not understand the human conception that what was left should not be saved.  They simply followed their limited instructions, preserving my mindless corpse for two thousand years as they slowly but surely worked to repair the damage."
Waleck paused, as if searching for his past.  "Then one bright, warm day, I crawled from the cold of my tomb.  But I was not the man that I had been.  The process of repair was not complete and my full intellectual faculties were not restored.  I was only a shadow of what I had been.  My memory was a vagrant, irresponsible thing and my skill in controlling the ether intermittent, undependable, imprecise, and many times non-existent.  Much worse, this debased intellectual state did not remain constant, but fluctuated and changed, sometimes quite abruptly as the mechanisms continued to work.  After a year, ten years, fifty years, I would lose who I had been and become someone else, growing and shedding identities like a snake sheds its skin.  I have lived a hundred lives in a thousand places, most of the time not remembering anything of the lives that went before."
"Will this life -- this identity -- that you have now pass away also?"
"No, the process is finally complete -- as much as it can be.  I am, if not the man I was, then a reasonable facsimile.  Some parts are gone forever, unrecoverable, but the essential elements are all in place.  Who I am now is less important than who I have been.  Somehow, some shred of my original memory survived in each of my past incarnations, tempting me with dreams of the lost age and of the magic that men could no longer do.  For three thousand years, Mar, under a hundred different names in countless scattered places, I have striven for but one goal -- to find a way to restore magic to this world."
Waleck's expression darkened.  "I had a hundred schemes, many scores of plans, but each temporary life ended before I could see any to fruition.  Many times the things that I had done faded away and left no mark on history, but sometimes my actions generated situations that expanded beyond my original mandate and grew into something entirely different.  These abortive efforts sowed the seeds of the chaos that exists today."
"You're to blame for all of this?"  Mar spread his arm and stump and then laughed.  "You underestimate the stupidity that people are capable of."
"The Brotherhood is my doing.  I trained its founder, filled his head with fantasies of the magic that was, led him to his first Relic."
"Was it your plan that the monks use their magic to conquer the world?"
"No.  I taught creation, not destruction."
"Then don't presume that you are the only source of evil in this world."
"I cannot claim it all, but I must accept blame for much of it, for I have done more than incite evil, I have begotten it."
Mar laughed again.  "So you are the father of evil?"
"In a way, yes.  In my original life, I was not a recluse.  I had a wife, I think, or at least a companion.  I can picture a face though I cannot remember a voice.  I was not, likewise, celibate in my temporary lives.  From the beginning, I took solace with women -- for a day, for a year, for half a lifetime.  I do not say this for the sake of apology.  There was no reason then and none now that I should not have sought comfort in family.  I know, though I do not recall any of them directly, that I sired children."
This was something that Mar had not expected.  Somehow, it seemed so incongruous.  "Are you saying that for three thousand years you have bred sorcerers?"
"Not men and women with the full gift of magic, no.  You are correct, however, that one inherits the ability to manipulate flux.  As I was born of the ancient stock, my children should have received the full measure of skill, but I have a fault in my seed.  I do not now know the origin of the fault.  It may have been a result of the wounds dealt me by the war, or it may have been some defect that I myself inherited.  I do not remember the name we had for such a thing then, but even if I did it would be meaningless to you.  Whatever the cause, the odds of a son or daughter being born of my loins with magical ability are as poor as one in a score and even then that ability would be incomplete, limited by my faulty contribution.  Even so, today my descendants with some measure of the gift will number in the tens of thousands."
"There must have been others who survived that ancient war, people who could do magic.  Their children would have passed down the trait."
"Some, no doubt, but the vast majority of the survivors were the magicless, for only they were immune to the spells used in the final holocaust.  Much as I would wish it to be different, it can only be true that those who do magic today -- those that the Brotherhood recruits to operate their ancient devices of war -- owe much if not all of their ability to me."
Waleck fell silent for a moment, then said, "One of the places that I sojourned was Gh'emhoa."
Mar knew that Telriy was of Gh'emhoa.  She had not spoken much of her life before the Library in Khalar, but she had said that she and all the generations of witches before her had been born on the island.
"What of me?" Mar asked without emotion.
"I do not know, but I do not think that you are of mine.  Your sense of the ether is pure and far stronger than that of any that has lived for five thousand years.  It is perhaps stronger than any who has ever lived.  As I said, I do not know.  My guess is that you are a spontaneous mutation, if you understand the term, cast up by the ether itself."
Mar made a half shrug.  "The world is the way it is. The only thing that I care about is the present.  You said that you would tell me why you have come to me now."
"I wish to ask you to change your path."
Mar could not contain a surprised grunt.  "You want me to let the Brotherhood win?"
"No, not at all.  They are a mistake that must be undone, a blight that must be controlled.  It is the personal journey that you make toward the future that must be changed."
"Explain."
"When I was a sorcerer, my greatest magic was the ability to look beyond the present to see what lay ahead.  Recently, I have regained much of that ability."
"You can't trust visions, old man.  I've been shown my future more than once, and it was nothing like this."  He waved at his missing legs.
"That's the odd thing about visions, Mar.    The ether will only show you what will happen given your current direction and circumstances -- what I call your path -- and that future only remains constant if you don't veer from the path that has been shown. The vast majority of people, from the day they are born until the day they die, walk but a single, fixed path."
"Fate."
"Near enough for most."
"But not me?"
"Your future is different every time I am given a glimpse of it.  Your path changes continually." 
"And my current future does not suit you?"
"No.  You will die."
"All men die."
"You will fall within the year."
"Perhaps.  But I know for a fact that I can and will decide my own future." 
"You cannot escape the inertia of your own actions, Mar.  You are setting events in motion that no power on this world will be able to change.  Regardless of how my visions vary, there is one constant -- your death.  Oftentimes, you die a hero's brave but otherwise unproductive death.  Sometimes you die a fool's.  But you always die."
Mar shrugged.  "I will take my chances."
"Without you and your magic, the army that you have raised will be destroyed.  The Mhajhkaeirii and their allies will be crushed and the Brotherhood of Phaelle will rule the Silver Sea.  Instead of a rebirth of magic, the world will be crushed into a darkness of oppression and ignorance."
"I can only do what I can.  I never promised anyone that I would save the world."
"Telriy will also die and your child with her, within months of your own demise."
Mar said nothing for a moment, then, "What does that matter to you?"
"You are the hope of the world, Mar.  You must live so that her and your descendants, great magicians all, can return the benefits of magic to this world.  Without you, it never happens in any future."
"Say that I believe all that you have said -- what do I have to do avoid Telriy's death?"
"For her to live, you must live.  Return to your quest for the texts.  Find them and expand your magic.  Were I to say more this, I could risk corruption of your path."
And then the shade of Waleck vanished.
 



THIRTY-TWO
 
Mar stopped for a half a fortnight at the Monolith. 
He arrived late in the afternoon, almost at dusk, and found Telriy at her villa, sitting alone in her room and sewing a button onto a pair of trousers in the fading light.
She said, "So you've given up playing at Emperor?"
He grinned.  "I appointed Mhiskva as Viceroy of Khalar.  If there's to be an empire, it'll be him that builds it.  With all that has to be done, there can't be an offensive against the monks until spring or summer, and they wouldn't have left if they had the strength to come back, so there's no need for me to hang around."
"As easy as that?  He just let you go?"
He made a face.  "As people have a habit of telling me, I am Magician, King, and Emperor.  Odd thing about that.  I get to do anything that I want."
Then, his intentions plain, he reached for her.
She slapped his hands away.  "Odd thing about that, husband. You don't get to do anything you want.  At least, not without a bath, first."
Making Number One ready to resume its aborted journey proved not the complicated matter he expected, since Telriy once again refused his suggestion to put off the extraneous (which he still interpreted to mean everyone else) crew.  She had kept the skyship fully stocked and outfitted for any foreseeable contingency and the only decision that needed to be made was when to depart.
"We can go in the morning, if you like," Telriy told him as they sat to breakfast at a table set up on the balcony.
Thoroughly bathed and very well rested, some of the urgency that had driven him to dash from Mhajhkaei to the Monolith with nothing but his brigandine, a heavy purse, and a canteen of water had abated.  At least for now, Telriy seemed in no danger.   
"I suppose I should take a little time to check with Master Khlosb'ihs while I am here.  He may need skyship hulls infused.  Mhygaeus may need help with polybolos carriages and the like.  It can't hurt to do some work before we go."
"Just let me know a day ahead of time so that Yhejia and I can go over the stores."
"Alright."  He had risen early to prepare a solid meal and he noticed that she had hardly touched her sausages and eggs, ignored the milk, the porridge, and the melon, and taken only few nibbles of toast and a few sips of her tea.  "Are you not feeling well this morning?"
Her expression instantly clouded.  "What does that mean?"
"You're not eating."
The cloud became a storm.  "And?"
Ignoring the possibility of the incipient explosion implied by her tone, Mar forged ahead, feeling that it was time to confront the obvious.  "How's the baby?"
"My baby is fine," she said, glaring.
"Have you been by to see Aunt Whelsi?"
"Yes."
"What did she say?"
"She's growing and she's fine."
"The baby?"
"Of course."
"Do you want something different to eat?  I can --"
"No."
Then she frowned, turned pale, and threw up.
After Mar got the splattered remains of breakfast cleaned up and they had both washed and changed clothes, in the process sharing a quiet, cuddling interlude during which Telriy grudgingly allowed him to lay his left palm on her slightly protruding belly and delve the tiny life within, he invited her to join him for a casual wander through the much expanded and improved settlement.  After making him promise that he would not act like some silly, doting husband, she agreed.
Prior to his sudden departure from Mhajhkaei, he had forbidden Phehlahm and the Hangers-on from following him north, but Telriy's guardians, the legionnaires, Dhem, Kyamhyn, Scahll, and Taelmhon, were waiting in the courtyard with full armor and weapons when the pair of them emerged.  As Telriy took it for granted that the armsmen would accompany them, Mar felt compelled to submit to their presence.
With Signifier Aael off on some errand, Hryen and Lyeut, who had been kicking a rag ball in the courtyard, begged Telriy to be allowed to come along.  When she blithely said yes, all of the rest of the Auxiliaries, save for Daymion and Oeryhm who were firmly remanded into the care of Tsyl, presumed that they could also tag along.  As the cavalcade made its way into the settlement, the youths did prove of some worth, however, scouting ahead, forming a loose cordon to make way in heavier foot traffic, and generally announcing the approach of the royal pair. 
Mar expected to have to stop and speak with the much more numerous populace a the large and growing neighborhood south of the villa, but aside from waving and calling felicitations for the day, the inhabitants left them to their own devices.
Seeing his curious expression, Telriy explained, "Firstday is 'Talk directly to the Queen' day.  All the rest of the time, anyone with a problem has to speak to Yhejia or Tsyl first.  There are so many here now that I was spending all day talking with people who really only wanted to chat."
With the liberation of the city, he had presumed that the civilians at the Monolith would all pack up and move back to Mhajhkaei, but only a few owners of significant property or business concerns had done so.  In fact, the population of the Monolith had expanded and continued to grow, with the institution of a regular sailed skyship route bringing a steady stream of new immigrants -- the standard curious adventurers and restless vagabonds, of course, but also dispossessed families in search of new homes, young men and women seeking work in the growing skyship yards, craftsmen recruited by Khlosb'ihs to help rebuild the ruins, and tradesmen drawn to the expanding Khalar-Monolith market.
With no fixed destination, he allowed his route to wind around to Aunt Whelsi's, and was instantly dragged inside to treat such conditions as his magic had proven able to moderate, with Telriy close by his side studying his flux manipulations and asking very detailed questions.
A market district had taken root on the promenade just west of the witch's residence, and after Mar finished his hospital chores, they moved on to see what the new booths and shops offered.  Along with the dust and clutter of ongoing boisterous construction, there was a surprising (at least to Mar) variety and abundance: fruit of all sorts, tart, sweet, just-picked, dried, or cooked into pies; vegetables, fresh, pickled, and cooked with or without meat; rags, bolts of cloth, old clothing, several tailors, cobblers, and a hosier's shop; odds and ends, jewelry, cutlery, leather goods, and one place that sold swords and knives.   One particularly fortunate find was a one-oven bakery run by three sisters.   It sold sweets, cookies, and their specialty, a raisin scone that was astoundingly delicious when spread with butter, honey, and jam.
After Telriy wolfed down a sample, and then another, and then a third, Mar bought out the entirely of the             next batch, sharing them amongst the legionnaires, the Auxiliaries and even some passers-by.
As the rich aroma of his third purchased baking wafted through the open front of the shop, Mar had the idea to outfit a small, adjacent half-shaded terrace for a brunch.  Breaking the Axillaries into three groups, he passed out bright silver coins to each.  Siel, Mlehn, Dehnl, Polg, and Bieldu, he dispatched back into the heart of the market to find tables and chairs.  Tsyie, Klyvett, and Mhyerst sallied forth to locate and purchase ale and wine for the legionnaires.  Pertwie, Hryen and Lyeut's task was to bring back as much cheese, cured sausage, flat bread, dates, apples, melon, juice, and tea as they could possibly haul.
Telriy, leaning against the shaded front wall of the building while she contemplated yet another scone, watched the carefree distribution of money and then asked, not quite frowning, "So, you're rich now?"
"I took a disbursement from the Imperial Treasury before I left Mhajhkaei," Mar told her.  "The Patriarchs in Khalar have been laudably diligent in their tax payments."
"Ah."
And then she threw up again.
The Auxiliaries all successfully completed their missions and brunch, though languid and protracted, was accomplished without calamity.   Telriy's stomach finally settled for good and she ate her fill, including several scones.  Seeing no pressing need to do anything in particular, they followed a relaxed path back to the villa, investigating the new neighborhoods that were growing all through the ruins.  Once home, they simply spent the rest of the day enjoying each other's company.
By an unspoken conspiracy of shared intent, they did not separate for more than a moment or two in the following days, going everywhere and doing everything together.  Telriy was occasionally irritable for no discernable reason, but never for very long.  One morning he awoke to find her quietly weeping and unaware of why she did so.  Most of the time, though, she seemed happy. 
He certainly was.
At midmorning of the sixth day, Number Seven arrived from Mhajhkaei, piloted by Ulor and bearing Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm.
"The boy said that you were leaving for the mountain tomorrow," the Prince-Protector explained.  "And said that we should be here today so as not to miss the voyage."
Mar shrugged.  "Tomorrow is as good a day for me as any.  Telriy?"
"Number One will be ready," she said confidently.  Then she glanced at Wilhm and back again at Lord Hhrahld.  "You're coming along?"
Lord Hhrahld offered a sad smile.  "So say his dreams."
Ulor also brought a lengthy communication from Mhiskva to update Mar concerning the state of the city, as well as his own application to rejoin the expedition.
"Fine with me," Mar told him with a shrug.  He had wondered if Mhiskva would send someone to watch his back.  "Who's going to take Number Seven back?"
"Mistress Lysael came with us. She's ready for an independent command."
Lysael, a small, thin, middle-aged woman with quite a large family, was one of the best of the new batch and also, incidentally, a philosopher of the neo-modern school.  Mar did not actually care for the woman, for no specific reason that he could express, but he could think of no reason why she should not be given charge of a skyship.
With the departure abruptly set, Mar was suddenly very busy, hurriedly contributing promised magic to dozens of minor endeavors, checking the settlement's defenses, awarding promotions suggested by High-Captain Mhiskva including raising Mhygaeus to Vice-Commander, ferrying extra loads of timber to the shipyards, and generally trying to leave as few things as possible undone.  As his last act before he flew back to board Number One, he informed a very harassed looking Master Khlosb'ihs that he was now Viceroy of the Monolith and fully responsible for the sustenance and defense of the fortress, an irrelevant but officially necessary confirmation of the job that the shipwright had already been doing.
Five leagues from the Monolith, Mar made an unannounced stop and then personally scoured the vessel for any sign of magic, walking through every cabin and space and even going so far as to wiggle through the dark crawlspace under the lower deck.  Once completely satisfied that there would be no repeat of the first expedition's calamity, he resumed the flight. 
Mar limited the unavoidable stop in Khalar to three days, during which he infused twenty skyship hulls, held an affable meeting with a smiling and cooperative Privy Council, consulted with the relentless hordes of the ecclesiastical college, made a less than rousing speech to two legions of recruits, and acceded to Lord Purhlea's request to have Berhl back from Mhajhkaei.
The three days wound up being five, but finally Number One sailed north.
"What's our heading, my lord king?"  Ulor asked as he held the skyship steady in the face of a cutting wind and a chill, light mist.
Telriy was indisposed again and the discouraging weather blowing in off the mountains had convinced all the rest of the crew and passengers to stay below decks or in their quarters, so that Mar, the marine, and Lord Hhrahld stood alone on the steerage.  Wilhm had said sagely that Aunt Whelsi had told him to stay in out of the rain.
"My guess would be that we follow the Blue," Mar mused. "Khavurst mentioned a great desert and I think that must be the Waste.  But since I don't know the source of either fork -- except for Khavurst no one has seen either one, as far as I know -- it could very well be that there is another large desert far to the northeast."
Ulor raised a hand to shelter his eyes from the thickening rain and grinned.  "Flip a coin?"
"I'd rather not leave it to chance.  Lord Hhrahld?"
"Put your helm toward the sunset.  I never did like sailing toward the dark, especially with bad weather coming on."
"Well, that's two votes for the Blue.  Hmmm, wait, I have an idea.  I'll be right back."
He found the younger Gaaelfharenii sitting cross-legged, with his eyes closed, in the darkened cargo hold.
"Wilhm, which way is the mountain?"
Though he did not open his eyes, the giant's arm shot out to point west-northwest.
When Mar returned, he gave Ulor the word.
"Aye, my lord king, the Blue fork it is."
And, at last, Mar's quest to save his wife and child began.
 



THIRTY-THREE
 
A hundred leagues north of Khalar, the Blue Ice River exploded in a giant cataract from a chasm that clove the Mheckel Mountains as if some monstrous being had struck the formation with an axe the size of a city.  The granite sides of the cut went up in broken shelves, stepped-back ledges, and undercut cliffs for what looked like a thousand manheight before giving way to the high slopes of the snow blanketed peaks to the north and south. Confined by a buttressing ridge, the lake below the falls was larger than Khalar, blue and clean, and surrounded by a thick emerald forest of fir and spruce.  To the southwest, the river spilled out of a narrow outlet choked with boulders the size of a house, forming an impassable stretch of rapids that snaked through the foot hills for five leagues before easing out into the floor of the Ice River strath and its wider, more lethargic terrain.
"Mhiskva's Gap," Mar said.
"Apt name." Telriy agreed.
The onset of the winter months had considerably shortened the days, and the sun had already fallen behind the mountains, leaving the lake and the skyship in a shadowed twilight.
"We probably shouldn't run the gap at night and it'd be bad cold trying to go over the top.  Ulor, let's find a place to moor.  We'll go through first thing in the morning."
"Aye, my lord king."
With no sizable clearing in sight, Ulor brought Number One down along the eastern shore of the lake where a rocky shelf left by seasonal flooding made something resembling a beach.  Yhejia and her galley crew, a rotating duty shared equally among everyone save for the Gaaelfharenii (their size made fitting into the galley problematic) and Scahll (banned from the galley for his heart-felt belief that everything, vegetables and all, should be cooked to the consistency and color of shoe leather) carried tables and benches out onto the gentle slope and laid on supper in the crisp air.  The meal consisted of a thick stew with beef, hard bread, a sharp yellow cheese, and dark tea or cold water from a spring found on a hill a few hundred armlengths from the lake.  While there were not enough places for everyone to sit, Lord Hhrahld, Wilhm, Quaestor Eishtren, and the other legionnaires proved perfectly content eat lounging on the thick needle blanket under the conifers at the top of the beach, and Mar found himself squeezed in amongst Telriy, Ulor, Yhejia, their children, Tsyl and her son, the Auxiliaries, and Pip.  Happily, Yhejia entertained no silly ideas about segregating royal personages to eat off by themselves.  
For a moment, he had a flash of the Moon Pool vision that had shown his own prodigious brood of children, a future that now seemed highly unlikely.
As he contemplated the children further, doubts began to creep into his mind about their presence.  Originally, he had had no concerns about their safety.  After all, they did not have to slog overland through the brambles of the forest or across the sands of the Waste, but would speed unruffled across the harsh terrain at upwards of twenty leagues an hour, comfortably insulated from man, beast, and environment.  He had no reason to expect violence or disaster during the expedition, but that did not mean, he decided after further consideration, that either or both would not appear.  With no specific idea of what they might encounter on the journey, he could not say for certain that Number One was not sailing full speed toward peril.
"Maybe I should take a party ahead in a rowboat to scout," he said to Telriy.
She made a face, scooted closer, and circled her left arm about his right.  The gesture was unmistakably possessive.
"Don't get any ideas," she said firmly.  "We're all safer together."
He inclined his head and then studied making his stew disappear (it was delicious) as a babble of idle chatter swirled about them, but made up his mind to do just as he had said at the first sign of approaching trouble.
As the meal wound down, Mar heard Baeyrl, sitting with his mother directly across the table, ask if the cataract were The Mother of the Seas.
Tsyl pointedly tapped his bowl with her own spoon. "I don't think so. Finish your stew."
The boy turned his lively eyes boldly on Mar.  "What is The Mother of the Seas?"
When Tsyl tried to shush Baeyrl, Mar spoke up. "It's all right.  The Mother of the Seas is, according to Khavurst, 'a fantastic mountain of ice.'"
"What is that?" the boy wanted to know.
"No idea."
Emboldened, Mlehn, one of the Auxiliaries, asked, "What are we going to find there?"
"Ruins, sand, and magic."
"What kind of ruins?"
"The ruined kind."
Everyone laughed and then wild speculation exploded all along the tables.
Mar was not really sure what to expect.  Another Waste City?  Another hidden bronze door? Another brass cylinder?  It did not actually matter what they found or even if they never reached The Mother of the Seas.  All that mattered was that Telriy remain safe.
After supper, Signifier Aael had the Auxiliaries build a large campfire in the manner prescribed by legion regulation, and though it became quite cool as the night matured, all of them stayed outside around it, bundled in blankets and joking and talking in excited tones about the adventure till they reluctantly fell asleep.  Ulor and Eishtren set up a full watch, but there seemed little need for it.  The undisturbed natural noises of the wilderness, a disjointed symphony of evening bird song, the droning buzz of insects, and the occasional slap of water as a fish leapt, suggested that their natural idyll was untroubled any predator, two legged or otherwise.
At the first light of dawn, after a cold breakfast of barrel apples, bread, and cheese, the Auxiliaries drowned the embers of their fire and then hauled the benches, chairs, their blankets, and sleepy-eyed selves back aboard.  All hatches secured, Mar gave Ulor a nod and the vice-captain raised ship and cruised slowly back across the lake toward the cataract.
"Take us up until we're a hundred armlengths above the falls," Mar told him.  "Let's go in dead slow."
"Aye, my lord king."
A fog of spray shrouded the entrance to the chasm, throwing up a brief flash of a rainbow as the rising sun hit it just right, and as soon as Number One nosed into the cloud, the deck and upper works became slick and damp. Everyone but the youngest children, confined below by Yhejia and Tsyl to morning chores and lessons, had come topside to watch and every eye peered out keenly as Number One coasted into the mist.
"Cliff thirty armlengths to port!" Fugleman Truhsg sang out as the mist began to thin.
"Same twenty-five to starboard!" shouted Scahll.
"Hold your speed steady," Mar ordered Ulor.
"Aye, my lord king."
Then Number One emerged from the mist into the narrow cut, the warm morning light glinting from the speeding water below and making the edges and cracks of the dark stone of the cliffs glow golden.
Ulor made a slight adjustment to bring the bow of the skyship dead center of the brightly lit chasm, which was no more than sixty armlengths wide at the surface of the gushing flow and looked to run arrow straight all the way through the mountains, its far end vanishing into a single point.
"Never seen anything like that that was not made by man," Lord Hhrahld commented.
"Rocks will play tricks, though," Taelmhon said.  "There's a stretch of beach five leagues west of Mhajhkaei where a lane of stone that looks just like pavement runs down right under the water as far as you can swim.  It's just rock with an odd shape."
Bear grunted. "I know that place.  The priests say the Forty-Nine made it as a road for Ephtehg’rha to drag up all the drowned wrecks at the end of time."
"No, it's just rocks," Aael countered.  "I was drunk one time and got some fellows to help me prise up some of the blocks."
As the skyship moved forward down the towering stone channel, Telriy laid a hand on Mar's arm.  "There's been magic here.  A lot of it.  Old magic."
Startled from a simple, awestruck appreciation of the view, he opened his senses to the ether and understood immediately what she had meant.  The walls of the chasm wept a weak, patently artificial flux, a polluted admixture of sound-colors that felt like the residue from some ancient titanic modulation.
"Lord Hhrahld is right," he told the others.  "Someone used magic to slice open the heart of the mountains."
"My lord king, does that mean that all of the river is manmade?" Aelwyrd asked.
"Yes, Aelwyrd," Telriy replied with a frown.  "Someone made the river.  Or, at least, all of the part from here onward.  From here down the Khalar, the course is probably natural."
"So this a canal?" Polg wondered.
Lord Hhrahld laughed.  "Not with a cataract at the end of it, boy, unless the builders wanted their barges to come out as tooth picks."
The passage of the thirty or so leagues of the chasm, though somewhat tense, was uneventful.  Except where rock falls had blocked the course and thrown up rapids, the ribbon of water ran still and deep, its bottom as flat as a highway as it followed a gentle but regular rising grade.  Though Mar had most of the crew constantly watch the fractured cliffs ahead for caves or structures, they saw none.  Nor did they see any obvious marks to indicate who or what had created the gap.  Fearing landslips or unfriendly inhabitants who would only need to hurl rocks from the heights to do great damage, Mar had Ulor keep the speed of the skyship down to a crawl, so that it looked to take all day to make the passage.
By midday, the unrelenting sight of the rock faces sliding by had become mind numbingly boring, making the continuous watch of the cliffs a tedious chore.  After Telriy, complaining of a crick in her neck, went to their cabin to rest, Mar relented and had Quaestor Eishtren reduce the lookout to just two men and release the rest of the crew.  Wanting to stay on deck himself, he relieved Ulor at the helm and doubled the skyship's speed.
Finally, about the fifth hour of the afternoon, the end of the cut came into view and Mar slowed again to a crawl.  Aael, who had been holding a class to teach the older Auxiliaries how to tie a clove hitch, floated across the deck and shouted the news down the hatchway.  Most of the legionnaires soon reappeared on deck.
Having gained perhaps a thousand armlengths in altitude, Number One exited the chasm to find another lake about half the size of the first.  The water here had a darker, deeper look.  Except for a narrow band of greenery along the banks of the lake and the winding river leading west, the terrain here much dryer, with scrub and chaparral competing among scattered stands of the twisted desert pine that was characteristic of the periphery of the Great Waste.
Almost immediately, Fugleman Truhsg called everyone's attention to the north shore of the lake where two long stone piers jutted out into the water and other constructions could be made out further inland.
"I don't see any smoke," Aael said.  "Might just be ruins."
"Fuel might be scarce around here," Quaestor Eishtren advised.  "They might not keep a fire going all day."
"We could ignore the place and sail on, my lord king," Ulor suggested.
"I don't like the idea of flying into unknown territory at night," Mar demurred.  "I'd like to have some idea of what's up ahead. If there's anyone there, they're probably Gheddessii and they have a reputation of being touchy, especially in their own territory.  Let's get some altitude and stay out over the lake well out of reach."
"Aye, my lord king."  Ulor concentrated to make the skyship rise.
"Quaestor Eishtren, we'll need extra men on watch tonight."
"Yes, my lord king."  Eishtren immediately gathered up Dhem, Kyamhyn, and Scahll and went below.  Since the quaestor habitually took second watch, he and the three legionnaires would be heading down to get some sleep before their midnight duty.
Yhejia came up, exchanged smiles with her husband, and asked, "Are we going to moor tonight?  Or should I plan a cold supper?"
"Cold, I'm afraid," Mar told her.  "Don't set out a plate for me.  I'm going to take a look around." 
Knowing that if he informed Telriy about his plans that she would almost certainly issue a difficult to ignore veto, he immediately soared away from the deck, swinging far out to the west into the red light of the lowering sun.
 



THIRTY-FOUR
 
Reasoning that any inhabitants would be distracted by the floating skyship, Mar planned to sneak into the lakeside village from the landward side.  Unhurried, he followed the trace of the lazily winding river westward for three or four leagues before turning north, then descended to ground level to weave a measured, circling path through the scrub until he found a modest knoll from which he could spy on the site.
Concealed in a convenient clump of stunted dheaia as the day faded to early evening, he watched the collection of dusky, closely spaced structures for about an hour.  He saw no people or animals about, except for a few desultory sparrows and one scrawny desert hare, but did not take that to mean that the place was abandoned.  The scrub in the area around the building had been cut back sometime in the last year, and he had seen old stumps farther out.  He had also come across a dozen filled-in latrine pits as he had made his way to the knoll.  A good number of people apparently had lived here not too long ago, at least temporarily.
After considering the layout, he decided that it was not so much a village as a camp.  Formed with manheight high, dry stone walls, the buildings had two basic shapes, circular and more or less rectangular, but neither type had roofs.  There were no paved paths, just trails that had been made by shifting out all the surface stones to reveal the softer soil below, and no large communal structures or storage buildings as far as he could tell.  At a guess, this was some nomadic tribe's not yet occupied overwinterage.  He doubted that it snowed a great deal here, and while some of the lake might freeze, the river would not, giving access to good water and fish throughout the lean winter months.
Mar had not kept close track, but he knew that it was near the end of the first fortnight of 1st Wintermoon, maybe Tenthday or Eleventhday.  In another fortnight or so, the cold would set in to stay and Khalar would see its first snows.  No doubt the Gheddessii were already driving their herds here and would arrive within no more than a few days.
Content that the empty camp held no immediate threat to Number One, but wanting to poke around in it anyway, he slipped from the dheaia and drifted openly down the knoll to the camp's ill-defined edge.  When he looked in the first of the circular walled rooms, he saw a neat stack of long poles to one side, a central fire pit lined with darkened mud brick, and a series of square, flat stones evenly spaced across the dirt floor.  When he investigated one of the stones, he found a round hole chiseled in its center.   Infusing one of the poles and swinging it upright, he found that one end had been trimmed to fit snug in the hole.    Apparently, the Gheddessii simply raised temporary roofs when they arrived.  All of the round buildings he looked in followed the same pattern, and he saw no variations that might indicate individual ownership.  A lingering reek of manure and the dark stain of the interior hard packed floor identified the rectangular buildings as stables or barns.
It was nearly full dark when he wandered down toward the shore, intending take a look at the piers and then fly straight back to the skyship, and came upon a raised platform sitting out in the open about fifty paces from the water.  It was precisely round, about ten armlengths across, and had a level surface made of interlocking blocks, no two of which were exactly the same shape.  Never having seen such a lustrous, dark red stone before, he casually drew closer to examine it and discovered that the slick faced material had thin veins of emerald and turquoise writhing throughout.  Without much thought, he drifted out toward the center of the platform to make a closer inspection.
He had made only one slow revolution, examining with some admiration the clever way that the blocks had been fitted together, when he abruptly fell heavily, dropping about an armlength and striking the platform on his buttocks and right arm.  Dazed, he did nothing for a moment, then propped himself off the warm stone, wondering if he had inadvertently canceled the lifting flux in his brigandine.  When he straightaway tried to re-infuse it to rise back up, nothing happened. 
Shocked and uncomprehending, he tried again, but again nothing happened.  When he tried to delve his brigandine, he found that he could not sense it at all.  Likewise, the background ether about him seemed to have completely vanished.
Quite suddenly, as many as a score of tall figures surrounded the platform, all dressed in the dull, monochromatic robes and jhuhngt'n of the Gheddessii.  Most had numerous weapons visible, most commonly a large belt knife and a sheathed saber on the opposite hip, but several spaced evenly around the circle had spears whose blue steel tips were pointed firmly at Mar. 
He made a show of relaxing, pushed himself upright slowly, then raising his hand to show that it was empty.
One of the Gheddessii to his left, a woman by the timbre of her voice, said, "N'ghe ch'eesg ka' si'ghe, bhen?"
All the rest laughed uproariously.  As far as Mar could tell, about an equal number of men and women (the voluminous robes and headgear made it impossible to tell otherwise) confronted him.  None, however, sounded particularly friendly.
"No move, empire man. No can get away."
Mar rotated his head around toward the source of this newer, scratchily male, voice.  The Gheddessii's Imperial Standard pronunciation was imperfect and his vocabulary rudimentary, but Mar could make it out well enough.   The speaker moved closer, stopping just short of the edge of the platform, then raised a hand tanned the color of old bronze to release his jhuhngt'n.  The gesture revealed the craggy, lined visage of a very old man.  Around his eyes, the sun had burned his skin the same color as his hands, but his sparsely whiskered face below was just dark, with his wrinkled neck even lighter still.
"All place here no magic for you.  Bring ancestor stones from other place.  Make trap here. No magic.  Understand?"
"I think so.  You've built a trap for magicians, is that it?"
"Trap for one.  Only one.  You.  See in dream for forty year.  Wait. Plan. Make trap. Learn Empire talk."
"You set this trap for me?"
"T’egh e’."
"T'egh e' means yes?"
"T'egh e' is yes.  Make trap. Wait forty year for now."
Mar felt no surprise. That some aged Gheddessii seer had planned to capture him more than two decades before his birth did not seem at all absurd.  Or, more accurately, no more absurd than all the rest of his life.
"What do you intend to do with me?"
The tribesman shook his head in incomprehension.
Mar tried again. "Why did you trap me?"
"Make promise."
"I don't understand."
The old man thrust out a hand to point four fingers squarely at Mar.  "Make promise.  Let go."
"You want me to promise something?"
T’egh e’."
"What do you want me to promise?"
"Promise bring magic maker. Let go."
"I don't know what that is or where to get it."
"Promise."
"I can't promise something I don't understand."
"Go mountain from which all water comes.  Magic maker there."
"You'll let me go if I promise to bring you a magic maker from the mountain?"
There could be no doubt but that the seer's mountain was the same that Wilhm saw in his dreams, Khavurst's mountain of ice, The Mother of the Seas.
"T’egh e’” 
"Alright, I promise."
"No. Touch stone.  Make promise."  The Gheddessii extended his right hand, open palm up.  In it lay an oblong, milky white stone.
"Magic?"
T’egh e’."
"The trap doesn't affect it?"
"Trap for you.  Other magic work. This magic work. Touch. Promise.  Stone make keep promise."
Mar did not immediately respond and the old man did not press him further, though he did not withdraw the stone.  Mar tried to delve the talisman, but failed.  It was as if he had been blinded to the ether.  The thought occurred to him that he could not be sure that the condition was not permanent, but he could not decide whether that would be a good thing or a bad thing.
For a minute or two, he considered just refusing, but had no way to judge whether the old magician's desire to have a "magic maker" would preclude him from ordering Mar's throat cut.
Still, extending a promise to produce an unidentified object seemed not only unwise but potentially impossible, especially since failure might trigger some magical repercussion.
"Describe the magic maker," he told the Gheddessii.
"No understand."
"Tell me about the magic maker."
"Magic maker make people magic."
"I don't understand."
The old man shrugged.
"How big is it?"
"Big."
"How much does it weigh?"
"No understand."
"What color is it?"
"No understand."
Mar blew out a disgusted puff of air, and after a moment stretched out his hand.  The Gheddessii had to extend himself out over the platform so that Mar could reach the stone.  It felt smooth and cool to his fingertips.
"I promise to do my best to find the magic maker and bring it here."
The seer looked down at the stone, frowned, then shook his head stiffly in rebuke.  "Make promise right."
Sighing, Mar said, "I promise to bring the magic maker here."
In a wink, the color of the stone changed to orange.
"Yhi's'tassh'sho," the old seer commanded.
Without any delay whatsoever, four of the others bounded onto the platform, grabbed an unresisting Mar up, carried him ten paces from it, and then tossed him unceremoniously down.
Buoyed by the suddenly functioning magic in his brigandine, he bobbled for a moment and then, with a thought, soared upwards, spinning about to see the band of Gheddessii loping away into the night with nary a backward glance.
 



THIRTY-FIVE
 
Ten leagues beyond the mountains, the river emerged from a tree-studded sawgrass marsh that was not nearly large enough to be the source of all the water coming out of it.  West of the marsh, beyond a hogback ridge, an uninterrupted dune field ran to the horizon, and no tributary was visible either to the north or south.
"The marsh is a product of the river, not the other way around," Quaestor Eishtren, standing at the rail with nearly everyone else, opined.
"Clearly," Telriy agreed.  "But where does the water come from?"
"Below," Wilhm answered with his customary absolute certainty.
Ulor nodded. "He's right. The water can't come from anywhere but under the sand."
"It cannot seep through leagues of sand and rock at a rate that would keep the river flowing as fast as it does," Lord Hhrahld ventured. "It must have a hollowed out tunnel."
"Or one that was cut for it," Mar said.  He rose from the deck.  "I'll have a look."
Telriy gave him a hard look.  "You should take one of the rowboats and some of the crew."
Without considering the consequences, he had told her about his encounter with the Gheddessii seer.  That, in retrospect, had probably been a mistake.  "Alright. Quaestor Eishtren, I'll need a couple of men.  Good swimmers."
"Yes, my lord king.  Fugleman Truhsg, Legionnaire Kyamhyn, make ready the starboard rowboat."
Near the center of the marsh, Mar and the two legionnaires found an open stretch of roiling dark water about a hundred armlengths across.  An occasional energetic surge from below produced a wave that made the floating vegetation and cat tails at the pools edge dance slightly.  Having no idea if the four armlength rowboat's shiplapped seams would still be water tight after all this time in the dry, Mar lowered it down to the surface but did not let it settle into the water, hovering a span above it.
"Shall I dive in and take a look, my lord king?" Truhsg asked. 
Both men, native Mhajhkaeirii, had professed to being born within two hundred paces of the ocean and having learned to swim before they could walk.  Kyamhyn looked a few years older than Mar and Truhsg perhaps a decade older, but both were trim and fit and Mar had no apprehension that a deep dive would trouble them.  As soon as the rowboat had flown a sufficient distance from the skyship to maintain propriety, both legionnaires had stripped down to their smallclothes.
"How deep can you dive?"  Without legs and only one arm, Mar could no longer swim, or, at least, only poorly, but he thought that he could make his brigandine propel him through the water if need be.  Not having tried it, though, he could not be sure how well the technique would work.  If he managed to drown himself, Telriy would never let him hear the end of it.
"I can do thirty armlengths with no problem."
"Kyamhyn?"
"Never been quite that deep, my lord king."
Mar waved his stump at the marsh.  "The rest of this is shallow, but there must be a good sized hole straight down with a current coming up.  The tunnel must be more or less horizontal.  All we need is an idea about which direction it runs.  Both of you go together and stay together.  Go down as far as you're comfortable with and then back up as quick as you can.  Understand?"
Both men chorused an affirmative, stood, and dove smoothly into the water with very little splash.
Mar started counting seconds and at seventy-five, both men's heads bobbed back up and they sculled casually to tread water.
Truhsg took a full breath, cleared his nose, and then reported, "We made it down to about twenty.  The current is not bad strong, but the water turns real cold about there and visibility drops to nothing.  The outlet looks big.  I couldn't see the walls."
"It felt like it goes down a lot farther," Kyamhyn added.
Mar thought a moment. "Climb aboard.  I'll try something else."
As soon as the two had hoisted themselves up at the stern and moved dripping back to their seats, he told them, "This may not work.  If something goes wrong, just swim to the surface.  Don't worry about me."
Both men's eyes tightened, but they just nodded.
Whenever he had a spare moment, Mar continued to experiment with attempts to reproduce naturally occurring modulations.  One of the most interesting ones that he had succeeded in copying was that which existed at the boundary between water and air.  When in contact, both substances resisted intermixing, exhibiting a strong desire to cleave each to its own, and the modulation, a triple, coiled weave of peeping-gold, groaning-oxblood, and thumping-mud, had shown itself to be adaptable, have no resistance to mobility, and be inherently stable.  Although he had only done what he was about to try on a small scale in a wine glass, he saw no reason why it should not work at a usable size.
Concentrating carefully, he wrapped the rowboat in as strong a reproduction of the unique weave as he could generate, with the keel beneath his seat as its fixed center.  The spell had no direct visual effect and passed air freely.
"Here we go," He warned the legionnaires, and then made the rowboat begin to descend at a slow, steady rate. 
As the rowboat sank, the bubble that he had created began to force the swirling water aside, first making a divot and then gradually a slick walled bowl.  Finding strong resistance and realizing that he would have to physically push the water aside with his bubble, he increased the magnitude of the rowboat's downward driving flux.  He saw Kyamhyn grip his seat tightly as they slipped beneath the surface, the water sloshing back overhead to seal them in a perfect sphere five armlengths in diameter, but Fugleman Truhsg assumed a thoroughly nonchalant air.
Mar paused at a depth of three armlengths and studied the integrity of his water repulsive flux.  With the water coming up from below being very clear, sunlight penetrated easily, and he could see out for a good distance.  A small perch swam near and ogled the bubble and its occupants with fishy curiosity. 
As if tasting the air, Truhsg took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  "With the three of us, the air in here might go stale in an hour, my lord king."
"It shouldn't take that long to check out the tunnel. We'll come right back out as soon as we determine which way it goes. Ready?"
"We serve at your convenience, my lord king," the fugleman replied.
"Right.  Keep a look over the side, the both of you, to make sure we don't hit anything."
The shaft went down through solid bedrock for about sixty armlengths.  As Truhsg had said, after twenty the light reflected through the water began to grow wane and inconsistent and by the time the bubble reached the bottom, the interior was as dark as a night without Father Moon.  With the weight of the water putting a huge pressure on the bubble, Mar had to strengthen it considerably and constantly monitor the spell.  Likewise, the force of the upwelling water increased the deeper they went and he had to use a greatly amplified modulation to make the rowboat hold position.
"I think the opening is there to the left, my lord king," Kyamhyn said, peering in that direction.
"You've got better eyes than mine," Mar allowed.  "I can't see anything at all.  What's that?  West?"
"More like north-west, I'd think," Truhsg said.
"We've got time left," Mar judged.  "Want to head that way a bit? Have a look?"
Truhsg plastered a fatalistic grin on his face. "You're in command, my lord king."
Kyamhyn shrugged expansively.  "At least the current will push our bodies back out where they can be found."
Mar laughed.  "We won't go far. I just want to see if I can learn anything about how this was made.  Kyamhyn, since you can see in the dark, you take the bow." 
"Yes, my lord king."  The legionnaire stood and walked carefully around Mar, gripped the stubby bowsprit, and leaned out slightly with eyes fixed forward.
Mar turned the rowboat until Kyamhyn told him that they were aligned with the tunnel mouth and then eased toward it.
"We're entering the tunnel now," Kyamhyn said.  "It's not exactly round, I don't think. More like an egg on its side."
After a moment or so, the legionnaire continued, "The space has opened out.  I can't see the walls any more."  Then, after another moment, "I think there's light up above."
Mar stopped.  "I'm going to take us up slowly.  Sing out if the roof comes in view."
Neither man gave a warning, and Mar continued to raise the rowboat. After only ten armlengths or so, the water at the apex of the bubble swirled and began to part.  As soon as the bubble made contact with the open space, the air inside, warmed by their bodies, whooshed outward in a blast of spray, with chilled air from the tunnel replacing it instantly.
Truhsg took a deep breath.  "Air's fresh enough."
There was indeed a dim light here in the space -- a good twenty to thirty armlengths -- between the surface of the underground river and the overarching rock roof.  About two hundred armlengths along it, a shaft of sunlight punched down from a circular hole in the roof.  Beyond that in a near perfect straight line were other shafts, equidistantly spaced as far as Mar could see.
"Those lights must be vents," Mar said.  "We should be able to find the shafts on the surface and use them to follow the river."
Truhsg pointed up at the roof.  "That rock looks like it's been melted.  Something like lava.  Ever seen lava, my lord king?"
"I've read about it."
"There's an island southwest of East Pentabyu that's just a big volcano. I saw it erupting once when I was a lad sailing with my uncle in a ketch to trade for lavender.  The molten rock ran right down to the sea and boiled the water like a kettle the size of a house.  When the rock cooled, it looked just like that.  All smooth and glassy."
Mar nodded.   "The same people that made the cut through the mountains made the tunnel. And they didn't dig it; they used magic.  It's beginning to look as if the entire river from the cataract west is manmade."
"What was it for?" Kyamhyn wondered aloud.
Mar shrugged.  "We might find that out when we get to the source, but it's clear that they wanted to move a lot of water away from somewhere and not to somewhere.  The Ice River Valley has no need of it and if they were trying to irrigate the Waste, they would have just stopped at the mountains."
Kyamhyn swung his head about in an arc from one side of the tunnel to the other. "They're still moving a lot of water.  There are several different high water marks.  It looks about half full now, but at times the water goes all the way to the roof."
Truhsg nodded.  "Good thing it's low season."
"Let's go down the tunnel a bit," Mar suggested.  "See if there's another way out."
There was not.   The tunnel continued on without break, apparently as solid and intact as when it had been created.  After half an hour, Mar gave up and turned around.  Spelling another bubble and exiting through the marsh proved no more difficult than had their entrance.  Back on the surface, it took them a good while to find one of the vents, since the exposed, one armlength wide opening of the shaft was only visible from directly above and the exterior looked no different from any of a thousand other naked, wind scoured rock outcroppings that sprinkled the erg.  If the vents had ever had an identifiable artificial contour, it had long since eroded away.  Knowing where to look, though, they quickly identified another and established a heading.
As the rowboat flew back toward Number One, Mar mentioned, "Oh, by the way, I don't think there's any need to concern Telriy with our little trip into the tunnel."
Both men grinned sagely.
 



THIRTY-SIX
 
An intense feeling of wrongness woke Mar from a dead sleep.
Sitting straight up in bed with her knees drawn against her arms, which she had circled protectively about her abdomen, Telriy said, "We've stopped."
"Are you and the baby all right?"
"Yes, we're fine.  Something is wrong with the ether here."
Mar expanded he senses.  As she had said, the background flux seemed out of kilter.  "Help me get into my clothes and brigandine."
With Father Moon nearly full and the Cousins in cycle to give sufficient light to navigate by, Ulor had proposed and Mar had readily approved running the skyship straight through the night.  Anxious to finish the journey, Mar had again taken the helm the previous day, driving Number One to a speed as high as twenty leagues per hour, and they had flown nearly two hundred leagues from the marsh.  Following the line of vents, he had expected to catch sight of Wilhm's mountain at any moment, but at dusk the Waste still stretched unbroken to the horizon.
Not having imagined that the dry, blighted land would be so large, he was beginning to wonder if he would ever see an end to it.
When Mar emerged from the upper deck corridor, he found both officers, the Gaaelfharenii, and all of the legionnaires, including Recruit Aelwyrd, on deck beneath a dark, star-washed sky.  Though the moonlight made it easy to see to get about, most had lanterns and were looking intently over the side, as if searching.
"What's happened?" Mar asked them.
Ulor came down from the steerage and saluted.  "I don't know, my lord king.  About an hour ago, I began to have trouble maintaining speed.  I thought at first that I was just tired, but now I can hardly feel the driving spell at all."
"What's our altitude?"
"For the sake of caution, I've let the skyship down to about fifteen armlengths."
"Quaestor Eishtren, have you seen anything odd on the ground?"
"No, my lord king.  We have left most of the dunes behind, but there is no vegetation here, just hard rock, dry washes, gravel, and scree."
"We're still above the river?"
"There's a vent just off our starboard bow," Fugleman Truhsg said.
Mar moved up to the steerage platform.  "Everyone keep watch.  I'll try to move the skyship."
Number One did move, begrudgingly, but only when he increased the driving force to a strength that should have made it cruise along at near his top speed.  If its actual velocity was more than that of a running man, it was only barely so.  By morning, they had covered two leagues, but the skyship resisted every armlength of the way, with its response steadily diminishing, and eventually he could not compel it to move more than a fingerlength in a full minute.
At first, he suspected an effecter that shrouded magical ability, like that of the seer's trap, but decided that this was something else altogether.  Rather than disrupt the magic of one magician, this seemed to suppress almost all magic.  While he could still detect the modulation that he had spelled into the heart of the timbers of the skyship, its configuration had become indistinct, almost fuzzy.  Likewise, the background ether, normally a thick brume of energetic flux, had diminished to a thin, tentative vapor.  Only one ethereal aspect, the ever present pull of the earth, maintained its invariable constancy.  Other natural forces, most significantly the wind, seemed to have shed their ethereal component altogether.
When Yhejia and her galley crew -- today, Hryen, Tsyie, Klyvett, and Dhem -- brought up breakfast, Telriy accompanied her and sat with Mar at the bow while he worked his way through salty porridge, cured beef, and toast.  The day already warming, Ulor and the rest plopped down in the small patch of shade along the starboard rail.
"We have to turn back," Telriy told him in a firm tone.  "The ether is damaged here, or maybe just missing.  The skyship won't fly through this."
He shook his head.  "I have to find Oyraebos' second text.  We can't go back until I do."
"It's impossible for us to go on, Mar.  Number One might as well have run up on a reef."
"Yes, but I can still get about in my brigandine. Number One's spells are still there.  The magic just doesn't seem strong enough to work.  It's just a guess, but whatever is causing the disruption may be proportional to the size of the spell or somehow relative to its power.    I'll probably be able to drive something the size of one of the rowboats at a decent speed. Some of the crew and I could try to reach the source of the river while the rest of you wait here.  Once I return with the text, we should be able to swing the skyship around and get back out of this morass without any problem."
"We don't need the other text, Mar," she insisted, taking his hand with both of hers and caressing it.   "You've done incredible things just on your own.  You're powerful enough right now to defeat the Brotherhood and I know that you will.  Let's just turn back."
Again, he shook his head.  Reasoning that any revelation of the old man's prophetic words might inadvertently alter the future that he was trying to secure -- the one in which Telriy survived -- he had made up his mind not to tell her about his meeting with Waleck or of his warnings, and thus could not offer her an explanation.   "I can't. I'm certain that I do need the text."
Instead of becoming angry as he anticipated, her face became impassive and she slowly nodded.  "Alright, if that's what you need to do.  When are you going to leave?"
"First thing tomorrow."
"How long do you think you will be gone?"
"Maybe a fortnight.  At most two.  The river has to begin somewhere.  It can't go on forever."
"We don't have enough water aboard to stay here longer than a month."
"Then it might be best if you took the skyship back. I can drive it back until you can control it, and then you can take it the rest of the way out."
"To the marsh?"
"No, it would be easier on all of you to wait at the cataract."  He did not want to take a chance that the Gheddessii might try to attack the skyship, and the cataract's isolation seemed to make it inherently secure.  "The lake seems like a good place to hold up and it shouldn't be any trouble for us to make it there."
"The mountains will be thick in snow in a month.  A blizzard would make traveling through the chasm chancy."
"We'll make it back before then."
"Alright.  I want the Quaestor to go with you."
Mar grimaced.   "That bow of his is a danger all by itself.   If it ever goes off, there won't be anything left of him or anyone within a hundred armlengths of him."
"I still want him to go.  With the magic in his bow, he never misses and his arrows go through anything."
As she did not look as if she would budge on the issue, Mar sighed and agreed. 
When he revealed the decision to the rest of the crew, he was immediately obligated to modify his plan.  Wilhm stated simply that if Mar went on, then he would continue with him to the mountain.   If Wilhm went, then Lord Hhrahld must also, and there was no doubt but that the two huge men would fill nearly the entire rowboat.  Since arguing with Wilhm was like trying to convince the wind to change direction, Mar solved the problem by announcing that he would take both rowboats, one for Wilhm and Lord Hhrahld and the other for himself, Eishtren, and what supplies they could pack in.
Aelwyrd raised a hesitant hand.
"Yes, Recruit?" Mar asked him.
"The Quaestor will need someone to carry his arrows.  I'd be happy to volunteer for that job, my lord king."
Mar looked over at the quaestor, and Eishtren looked thoughtfully at the youth for a moment, then gave a slight nod.
"You can come, Aelwyrd," Mar approved, and then added quickly when Ulor looked ready to also volunteer, "but that's it.  There's no room for anyone else."
When all was said and done, the two rowboats did not shove off until the third hour of the following morning.  After Mar had slowly moved Number One back about a league, Telriy affirmed that she could take the skyship the rest of the way out of the morass without difficulty.
Subsequently, Mar spent an hour or so flitting about in one of the rowboats, trying to get an idea of how it would maneuver in the magic suppressing area, and determined that with full concentration, he could get near half his top speed.
"Even if the morass steals more of the magic as we go farther in," Mar told Telriy when he landed back on the skyship, "I should be able average at least quarter speed, say five or six leagues an hour."
She nodded.  "With a hundred leagues a day as a benchmark, you could travel a thousand leagues in ten days.  If you don't find Wilhm's mountain before you cover a thousand leagues, you'll never find it.  At a minimum, you'll need rations and water for twenty days.  I'll get Yhejia and Tsyl to help me sort out dried foodstuffs, blankets, tents, water barrels, and so forth."
Telriy's "and so forth" included everything from spare clothing to coils of rope to bathing soap.  When all of the supplies and equipment that she and the other two women decided were necessary to succor four men for a score of days had been piled on deck by the crew and excited Auxiliaries, its bulk dwarfed the two rowboats.
With the entire crew, children and all, looking on, Mar glared at the hefty piles and pressed his lips into a tight line.  "Cut the food and water down to just enough for a fortnight.  We'll ration what we eat and drink and turn back when we get down to half.  Throw out everything else but one blanket for each man, one cooking pot, two lamps, and four bowls, spoons, and mugs.  We'll manage without the rest of it."
However, even after the reduction, there was still too much.  The water alone amounted to two large barrels and three kegs.
"Why so much water?" an exasperated Mar wanted to know.  When he and Waleck had crossed the Waste on horseback, they had carried far less.  Of course, they had had the water holes and had been parched most of the way.
Yhejia answered this.  "An armsman on a long march needs to drink at least two gallons a day in hot weather, which should be a fairly accurate estimate for your jaunt, my lord king.  Adding an extra portion each for Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm, that gives twelve gallons a day.  That's one hundred and sixty-eight gallons for the fortnight."
He thought a moment.  "We'll be following the river.  Running underground, it's clear enough to drink.  We'll take one keg and I'll use a spell to draw water from the vents."
Telriy gave him a hard look, and for a second he thought that she would demand that he demonstrate this spell, but she held her peace.  This was quite fortunate, as he had not actually figured out how to get water up through the vents.  The depth of the river was beyond his range, so he could not simply fly a bucket down to collect water, and the current would likely just sweep away and tangle a bucket attached to a line.  He was confident that he would come up with something, though.
With the extra water removed, the packing began.  Leaving the second rowboat mostly empty to accommodate the Gaaelfharenii's size, the first had to be filled up to the oarlocks.  By this time, the sun had already made the span of the sky and dusk approached.
"Eishtren, Aelwyrd, and I can ride on top," Mar, unwilling to try to repack the boats, decided.  Tire, he was ready for the preparations to be done.
The young legionnaire, Dhem, asked suddenly, "Is there any reason that the cargo has to be on the inside, my lord king?"
"What do you mean?"
"Well, as you're not having to actually float the boats, couldn't we just lash the supplies underneath with slings?"
Having missed the obvious, Mar grunted to smother a curse.  "Excellent idea.  I just wish that you had come up with it before we started."
"It's too late to sort it out now," Telriy declared.  "Everyone needs supper."
As Yhejia, Tsyl, and Aael rounded up the supernumeraries and started herding them below and the rest of the crew began to wander after them, Mar stood glaring at the rowboats, thinking that after the meal he could get a couple of Eishtren's men to help him start rigging the slings.
Telriy crossed the deck and took his arm.  "Come get something to eat."
"I'll come down in a bit."
She gave him a look.  "You also need some rest.  And a bath."
He smiled. "Oh."
The next day, Mar got up before dawn to float the rowboats high enough to allow Eishtren had his men to work beneath them.  As he intended to focus on driving the first rowboat and simply tow the second, Mar also had the legionnaires attach a strong cable between the two.  It took a full two hours to fabricate and hang the slings, unload the supplies, and stow them in the slings, but eventually all was done. 
After boosting the other four passengers to their respective seats by infusing their clothing and the leather of their armor, he started to rise to his own place.  Telriy, without warning and with the entire crew watching, grabbed him in a bear hug and kissed him fiercely in farewell.
It was almost as if she thought that she would never see him again.
 



THIRTY-SEVEN
 
"I have new dreams now," Wilhm said.  "Every night.
With the rowboats tethered to the sharply eroded spike of a vent, they had drawn water -- Mar's solution's had been to fly down the harrowingly narrow tube with their emptied keg, fill it, and then fly back up -- and made their camp on an adjacent patch of fragipan that was mostly free of pebbles and stones.  Now, near the first hour of the evening, with the again gibbous but waxing Father Moon just rising, they sat on the ground in a loose circle around a single dim lantern as they ate their supper.  Like every other day since they had left Number One, this was hard bread, cured sausage, and dry cheese.
Mimicking the others, Mar just waited.  Lord Hhrahld was a veteran of the other Gaaelfharenii's conversational idiosyncrasies and over the last six days, Mar, Eishtren, and Aelwyrd had all grown inured to the protracted nature of Wilhm's rare utterances.
After several moments, the young man continued.  "They are bad dreams."
When nothing else was forthcoming after several more, Mar asked, "What happens in your dreams now, Wilhm?"
"We die."
Mar did not say anything for a while, then, "How do we die?"
"The mountain kills us."
"Can you tell us what happens?"
"The mountain kills us the way mountains kill."
"A fall?"  Eishtren suggested.
"No."
"A landslide?" Lord Hhrahld asked, his white hair and beard seeming to glow slightly in the dim light.
"No."
Aelwyrd took his turn. "An earthquake?"
"No."
Mar gave up and repeated the same question that he had asked of Wilhm for the last three days.  "How far is the mountain?"
"Not far," Wilhm replied, giving the same response that he had each previous time.
Without bothering to shrug, Mar turned to Lord Hhrahld, who seemed to be the best at measuring traveled distance.  "How far did we come today?"
"No more than five leagues at best."
Mar's guess that he could average quarter speed with the rowboats had been optimistic to a fault.  Although they had indeed covered a full one hundred leagues on the first day, the second day he had only managed fifty.  The background ether had grown thinner/weaker at the rate expected, but the detrimental effect on his spells had been near exponential.  Altogether, their progress thus far amounted to only a hundred and ninety leagues, more or less.
"Maybe the Waste does go on forever," Aelwyrd said.  "The priests say that the Forty-Nine made it."
"No, lad," Lord Hhrahld.  "This land is a continent, just like Szillarn, just much vaster."
"How certain of that are you, my lord?" Quaestor Eishtren inquired respectfully.  "It seems that even our intrepid predecessor, Khavurst the Younger, did not find the far shore."
"I know it to be a fact, Quaestor, for I have sailed the entire circumference, west from the bay at Mhajhkaei, all the way around, and back again from the east."
Aelwyrd flashed a smile. "What was that like, my lord?"
For the rest of the evening, Hhrahld happily regaled them with a vivid account of his adventures, misadventures, larcenies, agonies, and triumphs during a voyage that had lasted more than six years.  He accompanied the telling with intricate maps sketched in the sand, expansive recreations of battles wherein he used his audience as placeholders for enemies and allies, and humorous though patently embellished dialogues.  Throughout he maintained that he had been solely motivated to begin the odyssey by an argument with a buxom serving wench in an ale house on Llowdryn Street. 
Despite Mar's best efforts, just past noon the following day, the rowboats lost all headway and drifted downward, forcing him to order that the cargo slings be jettisoned into a low dune.  Within seconds, the forward boat ran jarringly aground on a tilted shelf of weathered red sandstone and the second crashed down behind it.  Mar could not keep either craft upright and both rolled onto their sides, dumping Eishtren and Aelwyrd out, but the two Gaaelfharenii hopped clear without a bobble, landing lightly and unflustered.
As the four of them stood looking at the beached rowboats, Mar did not waste time trying to make them rise again, but rather delved his brigandine to check the state of its magic. Its modulations were diluted, but still energetic enough to allow him to get about.  He could not gain much altitude, but he was not yet condemned to crawl.
He turned his gaze on Wilhm.  "How far is the mountain?"
"Not far."
Unperturbed, Eishtren asked, "What are your orders, my lord king?"
"I'm not ready to give up yet. We can march overland and make six or seven leagues a day.  Let's collect the cargo.  We'll make packs for everything that we can carry and store the rest in the rowboats for the return trip.  After that, we'll get going."
They trudged through the afternoon and all of the next day across the gently rolling landscape, climbing over spurs of rock, plodding across dry depressions, and slogging over the occasional isolated dune.  As the terrain leveled out, the river vents became easier to find, jutting up as much as a manheight, and Mar established the routine of halting to take a break next to every fifteenth one, which marked a league, more or less.  With winter coming on, the heat was not extreme, but the dry air seemed to suck moisture out of them and the cold water from the river made the trek tolerable.   
Increasingly, Mar found it difficult to finesse the modulations in his brigandine and although he could still descend into the vents to draw water, it became clear that at some point that he would not have the fine control to be able to do so.
On the following day, a cold rain blew down from the north, dropping a shocking volume of water.  The sudden torrent drove them to seek inadequate shelter in the lee of a bluff, but still all of them were soon drenched.  Quite nonchalantly, Lord Hhrahld stripped down and let the downpour wash the accumulated sweat and dust from his hair and skin, prompting the rest to do likewise.   Rivulets of water cascading over the bluff collected in gullies to form brown, frothy steams that flooded a wide gravel flat, forming a vast shallow pond, but within an hour of the end of the storm, every dram of the water had soaked away.  After the clouds raced away to the south, the sun returned and they resumed their journey.
Within an hour, as they worked their way through a wadi strewn with black, sharp-edged boulders, Mar's progress became erratic, as if he were a staggering drunk. 
Eishtren moved up beside him and reached out to catch his arm.  "Do you need assistance, my lord king?"
Furious, Mar shrugged off the officer's hand, struggled determinedly another armlength, then toppled forward as the last vestige of the magic in his brigandine slipped from his control.  He caught himself with hand and stump, saving his face from smashing into the hard packed gray grit, and lay still for a frustrated moment, breathing heavily.  Finally, his anger spent, he rolled over and sat up.  The others watched him, stoically in the case of the Gaaelfharenii and the quaestor, and wide-eyed in the case of Aelwyrd.    
"My magic is done," he admitted, both to them and to himself.  "This is as far as we go."
"No, my lord king," Wilhm contradicted with firm conviction.  "I will carry you."
"That wouldn't solve the problem, Wilhm.  I can't bring up any more water.  What we have wouldn't take us very far at all."
Wilhm raised an arm like the branch of a great oak and pointed.  "We don't have to go very far, my lord king.  The mountain is there."
Startled, Mar wiggled around to look.
Just as Wilhm had said, a single, white prominence reared up on the otherwise flat horizon.
 



THIRTY-EIGHT
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 205th Day of Glorious Work
Year One, Day Seventy-Five of the New Age of Magic
(Seventhday, Waning, 1st Wintermoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
Mhevyr
 
Whorlyr tweaked the flux modulation that activated his far talking disk.  "Commence bombardment."
"Message received. Bombardment commencing."
He banked his Shrike to the north, so that he would overfly the fortified harbor and slowed his forward speed to a crawl.  At an altitude of two thousand armlengths, he was well above the apogee of the cylinders from the Holy Trio's catapults.  He could have monitored the battle, his first under his new rank of Director of Forces, on the command deck of the Duty, but the Shrike provided him the ability to watch the conflict unfold with his own eyes in real time.  Moreover, he could adjust his position as needed to inspect any difficulties that might arise.
The first cylinders from the three warships impacted directly on the main harbor fortress, situated on a central island, blasting through its five armlength thick outer walls and raising clouds of dust and debris.
"Relay to Work.  Advance target fifty armlengths to the east."
"Message received."
He watched with satisfaction as a segment of the bombardment moved to center on the fortresses' main bastion.  Within seconds it had been reduced to a heap of fractured stone and in less than a minute more, the entire fortress had been leveled and all of its defenders, presumably, destroyed with it.
"Redirect targeting of all warships to the palace. Five salvos only."
"Message received. Five salvos."
Mhevyr's palace was half the size of the grand edifice at Mhajhkaei, but of more recent construction, with slender decorative towers and iron fences instead of walls.  As a defensive work, it was next to useless and spies had informed him that it indeed housed no armsmen.  Therefore, as a military target it had no value.  However, he had ordered it destroyed completely to eradicate any political or symbolic value that might accrue to it in the minds of the Mhevyrii.
Having intimately observed the conquest of and the subsequent ignominious withdrawal from The Greatest City in All the World, but having lacked both the military status and the personal access to the senior hierarchy necessary to comment on his conclusions, he had resolved, now that he was in command, that he would not repeat the errors that had been made at Mhajhkaei.
Here at Mhevyr, all potential focal points of resistance, human and otherwise, would be immediately eliminated.  All physical manifestations of the former order would be laid waste, including all government buildings, custom houses, arsenals, and barracks.  All religious influences -- all temples, shrines, images, icons, priests, and acolytes of false gods -- would be annihilated.  Efficiently and methodically, he would utterly subjugate this city and reduce its inhabitants to eager and obedient servants of the Brotherhood.
After the pinpoint bombardment finished, he overflew the area to verify that nothing higher than a manheight remained standing.
"Stand down catapults," he ordered into his far talking disk.   
"Message received. Stand down catapults."
"Covey Commander Raehl, begin strafing runs on population exiting the city."
"Message received.  Beginning strafing runs now."
 



THIRTY-NINE
 
They came across the road first, by the simple expedient of wandering across it.  Initially, it was intermittent, broken by wide, age-old gullies or swallowed by hillocks, but eventually it emerged above the surrounding terrain on a raised bed of cemented gravel and clay to become an unbroken ribbon that roughly paralleled the line of the river vents.  Formed of some seamless olive stone, the road surface was ten paces wide, an armlength thick, and cool to the touch despite the heat of the sun.  It showed considerable abrasion from windborne sand, but no ruts, cracks, or spalls and was smoother than any modern built road that Mar had ever seen.  Stretching out before them with extended straight-aways and long, incremental curves, it was clear that its engineers had possessed superior skill, having ingeniously laid it to fit the landscape so that no stretch had a perceptible grade.
"It goes in the right direction," Aelwyrd said, shifting slowly from one tired foot to the other and back again.  Burdened with Eishtren's spare arrows and his own portion of their food and supplies, the boy had nonetheless maintained the stiff regulated pace set by the Quaestor.
Lord Hhrahld pointed at the irregularly domed silhouette of Wilhm's mountain, now reaching far up into the sky and covering a large portion of the horizon. "More than that, lad.  It goes where we are going."
"It will allow us to manage a faster pace," Eishtren contributed.  In Mar's place, he led the march, but had in no way sought to exercise primacy.
Since he apparently had nothing to say, Wilhm remained silent.
Perched on Wilhm's shoulder and feeling in comparison to the Gaaelfharenii more like a small child than a man, Mar waved his stump expansively.  "By all means."
They came upon the bridge after perhaps another league.  It was a marvel, a weathered but unbroken single span a thousand armlengths long that leapt gracefully over a deep, dry riverbed that looked like it had not seen water since the beginning of the world.  The wadi came from the northeast and faded away to the south, loosing itself in a rock strewn erg.
"Perhaps they diverted this river underground and that is what feeds the Blue Ice?"  Eishtren said as they stood at the center, looking over the unguarded edge down into the parched depths.
"My guess would be no," Lord Hhrahld replied.  He pointed out toward the stratified walls of the wadi.  "You can see where the old banks were. The volume of water that flowed under here was more than comes out at the main mouth of the delta of the Ice River.  The flow of the artificial channel is barely a tenth of that.  This river just went away.  If it had dried up slowly, there would be more terracing.  It vanished in a season or less."
After another moment of looking into the long dead river, they moved on, and when they were nearly across, Wilhm spoke, apparently a delayed response to Lord Hhrahld's last words.
"Doom fell on them."
"No doubt," Lord Hhrahld agreed.  "But what sort?"
He walked to the right, almost shoulder to shoulder with Wilhm, so that Mar could have reached out to touch him if he so desired.  Wilhm had a long, smooth gate and being carried on his shoulder was not unlike riding on a very large horse moving at a walk.   Eishtren and Aelwyrd proceeded a couple of paces ahead, and the two Gaaelfharenii retarded their steps so that that their much more lengthy strides would not overrun the quaestor and the recruit.
For once, Wilhm, without turning his head, surprised Mar by answering immediately.  "Magic war."
"Your dreams tell you that?"  Mar asked.
"No, the mountain does."
Mar blinked.  "You can hear the mountain?"
"Yes, my lord king."
"Right now?"
"Yes."
Mar thought a moment.  "Lord Hhrahld, is there any chance that you hear the mountain?"
"I? Why, no."  The white-haired pirate paused and appeared to be listening.   "Well, then again, perhaps I do.  Wilhm, what is it that you hear?"
"It is a ... song."
"Ah? Does is go something like this?"  Lord Hhrahld hummed a discordant series of sounds that was not exactly a tune.
"Yes."
"Then I hear it as well.  Or, more accurately, feel it in the marrow of my bones.  There is no actual sound, I think.  The code means nothing to me, however."
Mar listened with his ears and his magical sense, but could detect nothing.  "Eishtren? Aelwyrd?"
Eishtren swung his head about briefly to reveal a placid expression and to say, "No, my lord king."
Aelwyrd likewise flashed back a grin and a headshake.
Mar looked down at his bearer, the sharp angle making the Gaaelfharenii's strong nose and cheeks prominent.  "Wilhm, what exactly does the song say?"
After three steps, Wilhm began to sing.  He had a strong baritone voice, but the sounds that he made were not words, but something similar to the mimicked language that toddlers used before they actually learned to speak.  He went on at length and gave no indication that he would stop.
"Wilhm," Mar interrupted, suppressing his unwarranted exasperation, "I meant to ask, what exactly does the song mean?"
"His words are not our words."
"Who?"
"The last one of them."
"Right. Translate them to our words, if you can."
Wilhm took up the song again for another stride, then broke off and droned in a voice that was not his own, "To those that come after.  Greetings and felicitations.  I trust that, having received this message, you have regained a sufficient level of knowledge -- we called it technology -- to understand those things which I shall presently relate."
Wilhm paused briefly.
"I cannot know how many centuries may have passed since I have stored this broadcast, but hopefully it has not been so many that you are not an altogether different sort of men than we were.  Some of us believed that the time of mankind upon this world was done, inhumed by the destruction that we wrought, and that some other creature, perhaps our own sentient formulations, would rise to replace us.  I, however, have always had faith that high magic civilization will emerge again, built by that most magnificent of beasts, mankind."
Another pause.
"It is my dearest hope that those things which I might teach you concerning us, those that went before, shall be of use to you and perhaps guide you away from those acts of hubris that brought us low."
"My own people, the Pyrai, were a great power on our world, first among nations and chief in many magical endeavors ..."
Without missing a step, Wilhm continued on, relating the words of a man who had lived before history.  When he spoke of wonders, he used terms that had no meaning to spin tales of the fantastic and the impossible.  When he spoke of places, he described lands that were now seas, mountains that might only be islands, and cities of which no evidence survived.  When he spoke of people, he recited strange sounding names and improbable events that were not even myth.   When he spoke of the wars that ended his civilization and doomed his city, he was forlorn, brief, and cryptic.
"This is only a small portion of my story.  I have so very much more to tell and to explain.  In stasis, I await you.  If you should feel that you might gain benefit from my knowledge, then come to the shelter beneath my city.  I am secured in location thirteen on the thirteenth under level.  The primary ward will admit biologics.  The key to my chamber is sldkf-sldkjfl-alksj-lkjsdlfj-alksjd-elwhj-lsiod--"
Mar interrupted Wilhm.  "What's that?"
"It is what the song says."
"Yes, but those are just letters."
"It is what the song says."
"All right. Go on."
Picking up where he left off, the young Gaaelfharenii finished the letter groups, enunciating six more, for a total of thirteen.  The number of letters in the groups varied, but the entire alphabet was not used, only a subset of thirteen letters.  When finished, Wilhm paused for several moments and then began the message again.  The unnamed originator had left his message to loop continuously, speaking to a world that could not hear him, apparently for all eternity.
Mar let Wilhm go through the entire message again and then stopped him.  "Thank you, Wilhm. I don't need to hear it a third time."
"There is something sad in that," Eishtren said without inflection.  "It can only be heard by the Gaaelfharenii, and only then when they are this close. Had we not come, and Wilhm with us to interpret, then the last words of that ancient survivor may have gone unheard forever."
Aelwyrd drifted back to walk just to Wilhm's left and looked up at Mar with a bright expression.  "Are we going to let him out, my lord king?"
"The man who left the message?  I have no idea what type of magic stasis is, but I don't think it would keep him alive for millennia."
"The king is right, lad," Lord Hhrahld rumbled.  "Likely that fellow perished before your hundred times great-grandfathers were born."
"But what if he lives?" Aelwyrd insisted with the persistence of the young.
"That's not why we've come," Mar told the boy firmly.  "We'll find Oyraebos' second text and leave the dead safely in their tombs."
Disappointed but accepting, the recruit returned to his place by the quaestor.
Beyond the bridge, the city began.
At first, only scatters of crumbled stone of various sorts lined the road, most of the pieces no larger than a fist.  Amongst the aggregate were stones similar to that of the road, but a large majority were of a different, bluish type.  Mar also noticed bits that looked like natural marble, dolomite, and limestone.  Presently, mounds of rubble coalesced, though none of the accumulations were higher than an armlength.  Though no standing walls appeared, occasionally regular lengths of foundation blocks peeked from beneath the broken heaps.  Sand and soil had encroached into the ruins, but not nearly so much as he had seen in the Waste City.  Interestingly, there was a greater concentration of vegetation here than previously along their march: large patches of dheaia and other scrub, some thin grasses, spiny stalked weeds, and an odd species of small tree, previously unknown to him, that had a limbless trunk and a flare of fronds instead of leaves. 
"They must have rebuilt the road," Eishtren said, swinging his head about as he walked.  "It crosses straight over the debris."  He pointed to the southwest, where vague signs of dark cobblestones showed through.   "That might have been an original street there."
"They built a long time after all this was thrown down," Lord Hhrahld judged.  "It is clear that they scraped together some of the rubble for the roadbed."
Aelwyrd pointed ahead.  "There are standing buildings up there.  Maybe they just didn't get this far when they rebuilt."
As night began to fall, they reached the first cluster of intact structures and Mar called a halt. The mountain was very close and very big, now, and at this distance the mists that surrounded it could be made out clearly.  Mar thought that it could only be about two or three leagues away, just three hours walk, but decided that it would be better to deal with any potential difficulties they might encounter in the morning, when they were all rested and fed.
While Eishtren and Aelwyrd investigated the box-like buildings that sat in neat rows alongside the left side of the road, Mar told Wilhm to put him down.  He had had enough of being toted about and intended to scoot about under his own power for the rest of the day.  As the Gaaelfharenii released him, for just a moment he felt a familiar tightening of his brigandine and bobbed off the surface of the road for an instant before settling slowly on his buttocks.
Thrilled, he delved the spells and found that tendrils of flux responded when he prodded them.  With a determined effort, he coaxed almost an armlength from the brigandine and floated unsteadily, swaying slightly from side to side.
Lord Hhrahld looked pleasantly surprised.  "Your magic returns, my lord king?"
Mar grinned.  "This may only be a ... I don't know ... magic oasis, but hopefully we're leaving the morass, or, at least, the worst part of it.  Let's see what the others have found.  I want to try out my new 'legs.'"
He drifted toward the buildings, unsteadily and not in a straight line, but pleased beyond words that he could once again move about under his own power.
With solid walls of the formed olive stone and interiors that were a good two manheight from floor to ceiling, the buildings proved all but featureless and, aside from simple alterations in layout, identical.  The rather large rectangular holes for the windows and doors were exactly the same size throughout, and the interiors of the rooms sported only blank walls, floors, and ceilings.  A few were more than one story, but none had stairs or other means of access to the upper floors.  There were no balconies, columns, buttresses, arches, or decorative features of any kind.
As far as Mar could see, there was no indication that any had ever been finished or occupied.
"They made the bones of the buildings but never lived in them," Eishtren proposed, echoing Mar's thought as they moved into one at random to set up their camp.  He and Aelwyrd, following routine, set about unloading the keg from Wilhm's pack and measuring out their evening ration of water. 
For his part, Wilhm walked to a corner and sat down with his back against the wall.  His contribution to supper would be, as usual, staying out of the way.
"It could be that whatever furnishings they had were insubstantial," Lord Hhrahld argued.  "The evidence of their lives simply rotted away and blew out with the wind."
"I would think that some vestige would remain, however small, my lord.  Surely, some residue in the corners, if nothing else."
The Lord-Protector distributed hard bread wrapped in waxed paper from a tin.  "Think of the time involved, Quaestor.  Nothing but the stone structure itself could withstand millennia."
As the two continued to debate the possibilities, the discussion no more than a mental exercise to occupy the time, Mar turned his own thoughts to what they would discover on the morrow.
With any luck -- well actually, with fantastically improbable luck -- the second text would be sitting in plain view, at an easily accessible, eminently safe location, and its retrieval would simple, straightforward, and quick. 
Regardless, no matter what obstacle or danger stood between him and the text, he would find it and return.
Telriy and their child awaited him.
 



FORTY
 
As it turned out, Mar's luck was again non-existent.
"By all the gods, it actually is a mountain of ice!" Lord Hhrahld exclaimed.  "I had thought the description to be merely metaphorical."
At Mar's quizzical look, the pirate explained, "I did, after all, receive an education before I went to sea, my lord king."
Mar smiled, but still found it difficult to reconcile the cultured, insightful aristocrat that now was with the insane, bloodthirsty pirate that had been.  Likewise, it seemed somehow impossible that the Gaaelfharenii had ever been something other than a grizzled, scared, tattooed renegade.  "Good thing the Gaaelfharenii magic still works here."
Lord Hhrahld tilted his head in acknowledgement but made no comment.
The thought had occurred to Mar that the beneficial effects of the magic might have become permanent, but he knew of no way to test whether this was true.  He did know that the ethereal connection between the two giants had not weakened here in the Waste.  It was apparently immune to the magic dampening morass, and he had speculated that the bond existed in some ethereal environs outside that which produced his own magic.
Eager to determine if his newly returned magic would fade once more, Mar had goaded the others to rise before dawn, reload their packs, and move on.  With every step that the other men took, his control of the ether had improved and by the time the sun rose, he had been able to move along at a modest speed with only a moderate effort.
About a league along the ancient olive road, the ruins and the sporadically placed reconstructed buildings rolled over a slight rise, and it was here that Mar and the rest had stopped to spy upon their destination.
Below the rise, the land spread out in a vast vale and Wilhm's mountain, a huge, humpbacked cone of solid ice, colored gray, green, and brown by suspended impurities, squatted in the center of this, with falling snow and clouds obscuring its peak and melt water cascading from its flanks.   Rivulets of slush drained around its base, cutting numerous narrow channels through the ruins and into the russet soil beneath. This collected on the southern side to form a good sized, oblong lake.  Both ruins and road were submerged under the ice choked waves and presumably buried beneath the ice mountain as well.  Even here, at a distance of two or so leagues from its base, the air was much cooler and a breath of dampness flavored the steady breeze.
"Using rough estimates for the angle and the distance, I would say that it must be at least seventeen hundred armlengths high and as much as a league at its base," Eishtren said.  "Had we a transit, I could determine its exact size and calculate its volume."
"Why doesn't it just melt away in the heat?" Aelwyrd asked.
"I would guess that it is continually replenished at the top faster than it can melt away," Lord Hhrahld told him.  "There is a great magic at work here, one older than the underground river, for it must have been created to drain away the water."
"It is not as impressive as I thought that it would be," Eishtren said, "with a name like The Mother of the Seas."
Mar rolled out his hand and stump to make an uncaring gesture.  "We have no way of knowing what all this looked like ten centuries ago when Khavurst was here.  The mountain may have been bigger and the outflow larger."
 Lord Hhrahld rubbed his chin. "Well, come to think of it, if you look at it just right, you might say that the mountain somewhat has the shape of a woman's breast, and therefore could be, so to speak, a mother in the purest sense of the word.  The seas of this world take life from it, in a manner of speaking."
Eishtren cocked his head one way and then another.  "I do not see it, my lord."
Aelwyrd gave the old pirate a startled look.  "You mean a woman's breast looks like that?"
The old Gaaelfharenii laughed and patted the boy on the shoulder.  "No, lad, not at all and thank all the Gods that it does not.  I mean that the silhouette ... well, suffice it to say that you will find out soon enough."
Mar turned to other giant, who stood looking steadily at the mountain, his face expressionless.  "Did you dream last night, Wilhm?"
"Yes, my lord king."
"What did you dream?"
"I dreamed about the mountain."
"Do you know how to get into the mountain?"
"We must follow the road."
"That will be a fine trick." Lord Hhrahld chuckled. "We need all only learn to breath underwater."
"Actually, I could manage something if my magic was at full strength," Mar told him seriously.  "As it is, we'll have to figure something else out.  Let's get closer."
At the shore of the lake where the road slid beneath the waters, the temperature was much lower, a refreshing change from the swelter of the Waste, but after a few moments Mar began to wish for a jacket instead of his thin shirt.  A thin foam of ice slush had washed up among the rocks and sand of the shore and floating irregular chunks of adulterated ice were visible all across the thousand armlength body of water.
"The entire lake must freeze over in the dead of winter," Eishtren speculated. He stooped and trailed a hand through the lapping waves.  "The water is not much above freezing now."
"A man could not swim very long in that," Lord Hhrahld stated.  "Cold water has been the death of many a sailor."
"It's not very deep.   I can see bottom for at least fifty armlengths," Aelwyrd, standing alongside Eishtren, pointed out. "Maybe we could wade it?"
"We're not going to try to swim or wade," Mar told them.  "The lake is higher than it should be.  The underground river and the road were built together, and they wouldn't have intentionally built the road under water.  Something is keeping all the water from draining and we need to find out what that something is."
After trudging north around the shore for perhaps a thousand armlengths, they discovered that that "something" was a landslip that had fractured a section of the olive stone drainage channel leading into the maw-like inlet of the underground river.  The break, nearly at the middle of the hundred armlength channel, had allowed the collapse of a large mound of excavated rubble and this had tumbled into the channel and choked off half the flow. The frigid water gushed over and through the blockage, but the level of water held behind it was as much as two manheight higher than that leading away from it.
"If we had a legion of engineers with all their equipment and mules," Eishtren said offhandedly, "and six months time to spare, we could build an earthen cofferdam and a diversion channel, and then clear the blockage."
"The four of us could dig a ditch to divert some of the water," Lord Hhrahld said.  "It would take a number of days, but if we could lower the level of the lake even an armlength, then we might be able to get down into the channel to work on the top of the dam."
As the two continued to discuss the problem, Wilhm shrugged out of his pack and put it on the ground.  Assuming that the young giant intended to sit and rest, Mar floated nearer the channel and attempted to use his resurgent magical abilities to budge some of the smaller chunks of rubble.  He managed to stir a piece of stone about the size of his chest, but did not yet have sufficient control to break it free.
He was still contemplating the rushing waters below when Wilhm, stripped down to trousers and under tunic and entirely expressionless, walked up alongside him and stepped off into the channel.
Yelling, Mar reacted instantly, surging after the Gaaelfharenii and stretching out his hand to try to grab him.  Though he caught Wilhm's shoulder briefly, he might as well have tried to hold back a landslide.  Wilhm plunged into the swirling water and vanished from sight.
 



FORTY-ONE
 
Hovering just above the surface, Mar had almost decided to dive into the rushing torrent after Wilhm, when the young Gaaelfharenii emerged at the base of the blockage, dripping but apparently undamaged, and climbed up through the cascading water to a point about a third of the way up the irregular slope.
Grumbling about the unpredictability of magical giants, Mar zipped toward him, ready to upbraid, but Wilhm did not turn about to look or otherwise pay him any heed, but rather immediately started to grasp the larger blocks and hurl them up and out of the channel.  At first, the Gaaelfharenii's pace was that of a normal man, but he steadily increased the rate at which he ejected the pieces until his movements were almost a blur.
Mar, watching the stones rocket away to crash down far from the channel, eased back lest he be struck by a random toss, but stayed near enough to give aide if Wilhm should need it.
"My lord king!" Lord Hhrahld shouted down from the channel wall.  "Should we attempt to descend into the channel as well?"
Keeping one eye on Wilhm, Mar flew back up to where the other three stood watching.
"No, I don't want anyone else down there if the dam gives way," he told them.  "I don't want to have to try to get more than one out."
"The flow is already much greater," Eishtren pointed out.  "It looks to me as if he is weakening the dam in the exact spot needed to cause it to collapse.  Perhaps we should withdraw our intrepid giant before it does, my lord king."
Mar turned both eyes on the laboring Gaaelfharenii.  Indeed, as the quaestor had said, Wilhm had already opened a large breach in the center of the dam and a great outpour had burst out.  Grumbling again, Mar flew back, stopping just out of the flood now blasting into Wilhm.
"Wilhm!" he shouted over the gush of the water.  "Climb back out now!"
Not turning, Wilhm replied with a strong, "Yes, my lord king," but made no move to obey.  Then, peering intently at the structure of the blockage, he said, "There is one more piece."
The Gaaelfharenii reached both hands into the cavity he had created, submerging everything but his head in the process, strained for a moment or two, then snatched out an oblong section of granite about the size of Mar's head and held it aloft triumphantly.
As the entire dam began to shift, Mar flew into the shower of spray splashing from Wilhm's torso, wrapped his arm and stump around the Gaaelfharenii's trunk-like bicep and willed his brigandine to haul the two of them upward, pouring so much flux into it that the seams began to pop and crackle with spurts of crimson and almond sparks.
For a second or two, it seemed as if his diminished magic would be unable to raise the both of them, with Wilhm's legs dipping down into the burgeoning deluge, but gradually they did rise free of the water and over to the side of the channel.  There, Eishtren, Aelwyrd, and Lord Hhrahld rushed over to catch hold of Wilhm and ease him to the ground.
"Wilhm," Mar scolded sternly, "don't ever do anything -- and I mean anything -- without asking me first.  Understand?"
The younger Gaaelfharenii nodded his head once, ponderously.  "Yes, my lord king.  I will not do anything without asking you first."  Then he just stood there dripping.
"Wilhm, go put you outer clothes and armor back on. Wait, on second thought, let your trousers and tunic dry out first."
"Yes, my lord king."  Wilhm continued to stand in the same spot.
Mar sighed.  "Aelwyrd, take charge of Wilhm, would you please?"
While the recruit led Wilhm off to find a sunny spot out of the wind, Mar joined the quaestor and the pirate at the lip of the channel. The blockage had been completely swept away and a full flow of water coursed through.
"How long will it take to lower the level of the lake?" Mar asked the two.
"Considering the volume involved, at least a day," Eishtren guessed.  "Maybe two."
"And that is provided that the tunnel can accommodate the increased discharge," Lord Hhrahld added.  "If there is some other constriction that we cannot see, then the tunnel will backfill and the lake will take longer to drain down."
Fortunately, the level of the lake did begin to diminish rapidly without apparent disruption and when they returned to the olive stone road, they were able to walk about fifty paces further along it than they had before.   The retreating water had left a layer of slimy silt on the road, but it was already drying rapidly beneath the midday sun.
Mar elected to follow the contracting shore, rather than retreat to dry ground and wait till the road was completely clear, so that by nightfall, they were half again closer to the base of the mountain of ice.  As the lake shrank, its outline became narrower, with the shoreline to their right moving east.  Since putrid looking muck covered the revealed ruins and lakebed, they scrapped a big circle of pavement mostly clear of mud for their camp, had a quick meal and turned in for the night.
By midmorning of the next day, the entire road was clear all of the way to the mountain with only a few shallow runnels cutting across some of the lower sections.  Bisecting a loop of the lake as a series of short bridges linked by causeways, the road made a slight turn to the east to run almost due north and swooped under the ice in a twilit tunnel defined by isolated archways of the same olive, seamless stone.
Mar delved the archways to confirm his suspicions and then told the others, "There's a spell in the arches.  I think it repels the ice."
Eishtren walked over to one of the simple, square columns.  "You must be correct, my lord king.  There is a span of space between the stone and the ice all the way around.  The ice is as smooth as if it had been poured into a mold."
"There is no diminishment in the ether here," Mar said. "The morass stopped abruptly about fifty paces back.  Something in the mountain must protect these spells."
Aelwyrd asked, "Shouldn't the air coming out be really cold?"
"It should be nearly freezing, recruit," Eishtren replied, "but it feels warmer than the exterior. That must be more magic at play."
Lord Hhrahld looked into the tunnel.  Though not completely dark, the depths faded into a bluish-green haze.  "Only one way in and only one way out, as far as we know now.  If there is trouble of any sort, we could find ourselves trapped."
Mar frowned.  "Wilhm, did you dream last night?"
"Yes, my lord king."
"Do we go into the mountain?"
"Yes."
"Do we still die in the mountain?"
"I did not dream that last night."
"Do we come back out?"
"That is not in my dreams."
"How far do we have to go into the mountain?"
"All the way."
Mar pondered the ice tunnel.  If Oyraebos' text was not inside the mountain, then it could be anywhere in the expansive ruins.  Were that the case, then finding it might be impossible.  However, it seemed reasonable that whoever had hidden it had intended that someone eventually find it, and that that entity would have placed it such that it could be found in a straightforward manner.  Of course, the logic of his deductions could be erroneous, but the only way to learn for sure was to proceed.
He waved the others into the tunnel.
Eishtren ordered Aelwyrd to count paces aloud and when the boy reached two thousand, three hundred, and six, the tunnel widened into a hall defined by a row of larger archways.  At the center of this, a ramp led down into blackness.
"Quaestor Eishtren, let me have one of your arrows," Mar directed, inciting Aelwyrd to dash up to him and present one the armlength long shafts, fletched end first.  Mar studied the feathers and then the steel barb, and then flipped the latter up. Concentrating, he ignited the steel, wrapping the resulting bright orange ethereal flames in a sphere of confining flux.  He handed the torch to Aelwyrd, asked for a second arrow, and then created another.
Holding this torch steady, he asked, "Everyone ready?"  Receiving nods all around, he moved down the ramp.
The room below was square, featureless, and also composed of the olive stone.  Mar had expected thick dust, if not clutter and silt, but there was none.  Another ramp, the mirror of the first, led down from it.  The room at this second level was identical to the first, as was the third, fourth, and fifth, but the room on the sixth level had a cased opening that took up nearly all of one end.  Through this they found a tube-like corridor with walls covered in a pale blue tile that opened up both to the left and the right.  As soon as they entered this, white light sprang from curiously flat, flameless lamps mounted down the center of the ceiling.  Seeming to exude a bluish-white glow from their entire surfaces, the lamps showed that the corridor extended in each direction for twenty armlengths.  Both branches ended in apparently identical, perpendicular cross corridors.  Here, again, there was no dust or refuse.
"Looks like we no longer need these."  Mar concentrated on his arrow-torch, tightening the suppression flux until the flame extinguished, then did the same for Aelwyrd's.
 "The exit looks as if it were added after this was built," Eishtren pointed out to Aelwyrd.  "See how there is an irregular seam here where the tile of the corridor meets the olive stone?"
"What specifically should we be looking for, my lord king?"  Lord Hhrahld asked, gazing right, then left.  "A crypt? A reliquary?  Some hidden chamber?"
 "Frankly, I just don't know," Mar admitted. "The clue left with the first text said only 'Seek ye foremost The Mother of the Seas.'  For whatever sadistic, nefarious, or whimsical reason, the author was intentionally cryptic.  We'll just have to search the whole place."
"Right or left?" the old pirate asked.
Mar shrugged.  "Wilhm, do your dreams tell which way we should go?"
After a lengthy pause, the younger Gaaelfharenii replied, "No, my lord king."
"Well, let's try right first."
The left branch of the right-hand cross corridor was only a stub, sealed after ten paces with a plug of olive stone.  The right branch made an immediate right angled turn and doubled back, to intersect another corridor that proved to be the original left cross corridor, meaning that they had simply walked around a rectangle.  One end of second cross corridor, coinciding with the dead end of the other, was also blocked by olive stone.
"I hope this place is not a maze," Lord Hhrahld grumbled.  "I hate mazes. I was lost in one on the isle of Ge'slindaep off the Western Shore for almost a month."
"If it is," Eishtren proposed, "we should establish a descriptive nomenclature to map our route."
At Aelwyrd's confused look, Lord Hhrahld clarified, "We will have to pick an arbitrary direction to describe the turns we take, lad.  For instance, if we call the first corridor north-south, with our original direction being north, then this one would run east-west, with the dead end here being west. Understand?"
Aelwyrd continued to look blank.  "No, my lord."
"Right, then.  Just take it on faith that the direction that I am facing is west.  What direction is our only direction to continue?"
"East?"
"Exactly right.  We will keep track of our turns based on that orientation."  As the five of them moved on, the old pirate went on at length, enthralling the recruit with a rambling discourse on basic orienteering, map reading, battle movement, course headings, and precision surveying.
As it turned out, the level was not a maze but simply a regular grid of corridors, all brightly lit, whose various ends had been sealed, in no recognizable pattern, with the olive stone.  They encountered no doors or alcoves and at the rough center of the grid was a single room, twenty by thirty paces.  By Lord Hhrahld's reckoning, it lay northeast of the entrance.  Here they found a darkened, circular shaft five paces across.
Mar floated over the shaft.  "Stand by here.  I'll take a look."
As he expected, light sprang out from flush mounted lamps as he descended below floor level, revealing an otherwise smooth tube that appeared to cut through bedrock.  Pausing for a moment, he delved the magic of the lamps and found a remarkably simplistic modulation.  It was such an obvious construction of natural flux that he felt dumb for not having discovered it on his own.  In any event, it was easily replicable and once he found an appropriate vessel, he should be able to produce these magical lamps by the dozens with as little effort as it took to make sand spheres.
Continuing, he rotated his head back and forth, trying to watch all sides at once.  The shaft went down as much as four manheight and then opened into a vastly larger space, a circular cavern with a domed roof.  Here the lamps, formed in concentric rings, came on in stages, rather than all at once.  He stopped and hovered just below the bottom of the shaft, still about six manheight from the floor, and rotated to take in the orderly ranks of metal devices, thousands upon thousands, that occupied all of the area of the floor save for an empty circle immediately below and a straight, narrow aisle that led off to his right toward a dark tunnel mouth. 
With at least two dozen readily identified types, some of the silvery objects were no larger than a dog, some where twice the size of a horse, some were the size of a house, and many were sizes in between.  All appeared folded in upon themselves, with leg-like structures, implements, and armatures tucked into compact, vaguely box-like volumes.  The devices were segregated according to size, with the smallest closest to the center and the largest against the far walls.  It was clear that these were mechanisms of some sort, as he could clearly discern gears and cogs amongst their complicated innards, but he discerned nothing that would allow him to guess their function.  When he moved down far enough to delve one of the nearest, he found it bursting with incredibly complex and intricately interconnected flux modulations, but none of these appeared to be active. 
Trying to trigger any possible response from the spells, he approached one of the nearer ones and placed his hand upon a burnished protrusion, prepared to flee at the first movement, but the magic remained dormant.  He flew all about the room, checking devices at random, but found none that reacted either to his presence, touch, or ethereal nudging. 
Satisfied, he returned to the level above, told the others to gather together and link arms to make the managing the spells easier, infused their boots and clothing and armor, and then lowered the group down the shaft and to the clear area at the center of the cavern.  As soon as their feet touched down, he urged them down the aisle. 
"My lord king, have you noticed that these apparatus are lined up like armsmen on parade?" Eishtren asked, after only a few steps, peering with evident suspicion first to his left, then to his right.
"Yes, but their spells are dormant. I checked."
"They do not look like engines of war," Lord Hhrahld suggested.  "That large one there ahead appears to be bearing a large shovel or scoop."
Mar's unease flared and then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw one of the smaller constructions whirl to life.
 



FORTY-TWO
142nd Year of the Reign of the City
(Ninthday, Waning, 1st Wintermoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
 
Ghorn rattled his chain again. The fingerwidth thick links were soft iron, old, and begrimed with filth that covered a chancre of rust.  He was the first prisoner in the old dungeon beneath Steel Point in probably a century and his captors had not bothered to replace the original appurtenances. 
As an experiment, he snapped the chain taut several times.  The links both sounded and felt disagreeably strong.  Carefully placing his bare feet in the inky blackness, he followed the chain to the wall and examined its fastening by touch.  At about the height of his breast bone, the end of the chain had been welded directly onto a stud that extended a scant quarter of a fingerlength from the rough stone of the wall.
After a moment's thought, he took a firm hold on the chain with both hands about half an armlength from the stud, hiked up his leg and placed his right foot on the slime coated wall alongside it, flexed his back to take a strain on the chain, and then carefully raised his left foot from the floor. 
His right foot slipped off and he dropped heavily into the muck that filled the bottom of his cell.  As the chain jerked to the end of its length, the manacle on his right wrist dragged along his forearm, gouging deep enough to draw blood.  Ignoring the injury, he rose and used the edge of his hand to scrape the slime from the large block that contained the stud.  It was still slick with damp and mildew when he was done, but he thought he could gain traction now, and repeated his balancing procedure.  This time, when he went to raise his left foot, his other did not slip, and he successfully secured his stance, leaving him suspended perpendicular to the wall.
Slowly, he took up a greater strain, pushing with his legs as he tried to straighten his back.  Holding tension on the chain as long as he could, he focused intently on his hands, trying to detect even the slightest movement.
When the stud gave an abrupt, oily screech and slid a fingerlength from the wall, he fell again, landing hard on the flat of his back, but his unseen grin was as wide as his face.  Climbing to his feet, he examined the end of the stud behind the chain.  It was as thick as the meaty part of his thumb, but its surface was deeply pitted.  For it to have moved at all, the anchor welded to its other end must have corroded away.  Wrapping most of his left fist around it, he gave it a strong tug, felt it move slightly, then wrenched it back in forth in an attempt to loosen it further.  While he managed to grind some of the rust from the shaft, the stone around it remained solid. 
Undeterred, he caught hold of it, braced his feet against the wall again, and gave it another tug.  This time he gained nearly two fingerlengths.  He continued this procedure -- wrenching the stud to loosen the caking rust and then pulling on it -- until he had nearly a third of an armlength extending from the wall.  At this point, a solid section of the shaft with a larger diameter lodged tightly in the hole.  In spite of his best efforts, it refused to come further out.
Bending his knees, he took it in both hands, lodged his shoulder against the end, and then pressed upward for all that he was worth.  With the strain pressing blood up into his head and making him feel as if he would swoon, the stud began to bend and slowly but steadily turned up near vertical.  He stopped to rest then, his labored breath bursting in and out of his mouth.  As soon as the racing beat of his heart had slowed, he grabbed the stud again, walked his feet up the wall to brace himself, and forced it back level.  He repeated the process -- bend, rest, bend, rest -- twelve times, the metal growing increasingly weaker and warmer.  On the thirteenth downward bend, the near scalding stud snapped off cleanly in his hands.
Grimly wrapping the chain loosely around his forearm, he felt around the wall until he reached the narrow door and then squatted on the hinge side to wait.
They fed him moldy bread and tepid water once a day -- or, at least, as far as he could figure it was once a day -- throwing the door fully open to toss a pan inside.  He had waited what he thought was two hours after his meal to begin work on the stud.
Compelled by the prediction of the Gods thrice damned sorcerer to wait, he had spent seventy days in this foul cell. Today, the seventy-first, he would escape or die in the attempt.    
Ghorn dozed some, but was wide awake when the light of the guard's lantern crept under the door.  Listening intently, he heard the man put down his lantern and then twist a large iron key in the big lock.
Quietly, Ghorn settled a loop of the chain around his fist, priming his legs for a terrific lunge.  As soon as the door was snatched open, he hurtled through, swinging with savage anger.
The hammer of his chain-wrapped fist struck the wide-eyed fellow alongside the ear slot of his helmet and such was the fury of the blow that the guard was cast down instantly, stunned or dead, Ghorn did not know or care which.  Without pause, he rolled the guard over on his back, pulled the saber from the sheath on his belt, then caught up the lantern.  He almost ran on immediately, but turned back to hurriedly strip the guard of his trousers and boots and don them; desperate he might be, but he was not yet so deprived of his dignity that he wanted to run through the fortress naked.  He did not bother with the mail shirt, under tunic, or helmet, not wanting anything that might slow him down.  His only hope was speed.  He had to escape before armsmen or magery could be turned out against him.
Though he had only seen the route out of the dungeon the one time -- when he had been dragged into it -- he remembered it exactly and sprinted around corners, up dank passages, and finally up the exit stairs.  At the top, the heavy door leading into ground floor of the fortress was slightly ajar and he stopped, stilled his breath to suppress the noise, and peered out.
Beyond was a wide, vaulted corridor that ran the length of the fortresses' main keep.  What little he could see of it was empty.
Now, he had a choice to make. 
Left led through the keep to the bailey and the main landward gate.  The gate was most likely closed and attempting to drop over the high outer wall would almost certainly be crippling if not fatal, but it seemed reasonable that a postern gate would be accessible, presuming that he could fight his way through any guard detail.   The landscape beyond was as inhospitable -- especially at this time of year -- as any in the world: rock, sparse vegetation, and few sources of fresh water.  The peninsula was more than twenty leagues long and had not a single habitation along it.  A man on foot could reach the mainland in three or four days, but even then the nearest village must be nearly a hundred leagues along the coast to the east.
Right led to the inner courtyard.  From there, any part of the fortress was accessible, including the harbor gate.  Supposing that he could dash through and get down to the harbor, he figured that there must be an even chance that a small courier boat would be tied up at one of the piers.  He was a good enough of a sailor to manage something like that on his own, and a small boat running before the wind could outrun a galley, particularly if he had a decent head start.
He pulled the door open, edged his head out to look, and, when he saw no one along its whitewashed length, slipped out and went right, moving at a wary lope, trying to keep his stolen boots from striking heavily on the worn black flagstones.  Passing several closed doors, he proceeded without mishap until the double doors at the far end of the corridor were only thirty paces away.  Here, a smaller cross corridor intersected the main corridor, and he slowed for moment, hearing two male voices chatting to the left.  He considered his lack of options, then sprinted directly ahead, his eyes fixed on the exit.   
A sudden, startled shout told him that his passage had not gone unnoticed.
Reaching the doors, he threw the latch and burst out, barreling right under the sun washed arcade without stopping and almost ran headlong into two monks.  He dodged, throwing out the saber to chop at both, elicited a scream and a grunt, and continued at a dead run without glancing back to see what damage he had done.
There were many shouts behind and ahead of him now, but he ignored them, making a right and then a left to join the corridor that led to the harbor gate.
Nearly silent, a crossbow bolt whizzed by his head and he rapidly reversed direction as the dozen armsmen barring the way to the barred gate charged.  Turning on his heel, he sped into a chambered hall and then left into the narrow opening of a spiral stair, leaping up the treads four at a time.  With his pursuers lagging only a couple dozen paces, he continued up the stair, passing one landing, then another.  At the third, a monk stepped out to bar his path, drawing back his arm as if to hurl something. 
Ghorn thrust hard and pieced the Phaelle'n through and through, then muscled the shrieking man around and shoved him off into the stairwell with the sole of his boot.  The monk tumbled downward, his cries diminishing with every bloody bounce.  For good measure, he threw the lantern after him.  The glass globe burst, but the brass reservoir did not and the flame simply went out.  Grunting a curse, he fled upward once more.
He did not bother to count the landings he passed, but by the time he reached the top of the stair, his breath came in ragged gasps and his steps were unsteady.  The half-circular platform with roundel windows all around told him that he had mounted one of the towers.  The diametric wall had a single, pine plank door with a hand latch.  Opening this, he found an equally small, also half-circular room that was empty save for a simple table and chair sitting before a man-sized casement.
Dealing first with the obvious, he slammed the door, then dragged the table and chair over to wedge against it, even though he knew it would not hold for more than a few seconds.  Taking deep breaths to ease the ache in his lungs and using his free fist to knead the ache under the side of his ribs, he walked to the casement, swung the two sashes inward and stepped up onto the sill to look out.
Directly below, the tower outer wall dropped to the battlements, then swelled outward slightly to join the main outer wall of the fortress.  Below this were the cliffs and the sea.  The harbor and the fortified switchbacks leading down to it were off to his left and beyond those the lighthouse.  From where he stood to the breakers crashing against the rough jumble of splintered rock at the base of the cliff was not less than thirty manheight.  Readying the saber, he stepped down from the sill and turned back to the door.
Heavy steps echoed up the stairwell, milled about for a moment, then approached the door.  The latch rattled and then the door shook in its frame as weight -- two shoulders, he thought -- slammed against it.  The chair shattered, but the angled table only jumped, holding firm.
Weight hit the door again and this time the table skittered aside, allowing the panel to open and spill two off-balance armsmen into the room.  Others, swords drawn, crowded behind.
Ghorn crouched and thrust, impaling one of the armsmen through his unarmored thigh and then, without another look, spun about and flung himself out the casement, leaping out as far as he possibly could.
 



FORTY-THREE
 
Eishtren drew and fired.  His arrow pierced the approaching mechanism and wedged into the floor beneath it, pinning the thing in place.  Scrabbling frantically with six multi-jointed extensions, the contraption tried to continue, then abruptly stopped resisting.  After a moment, it extended a segmented arm from its forward end, curled it back to grasp the shaft with a four-fingered silver claw, and began to investigate it.
Mar was unsure what level of intelligence this implied and likewise whether these actions indicated that it could or could not see.  It had nothing that he would term a head or eyes.
Eishtren fired again, this time at a more busy section of the mechanism near its roughly pear-shaped center.  His arrow striking something more vital, the mechanism slumped lifeless with a small burp of purple flame and orange smoke, its various appendages splayed in random directions.
On the heel of the quaestor's second shot, both Gaaelfharenii drew swords and held them at high guard, Lord Hhrahld moving left and Wilhm right.
For a brief few seconds none of the other mechanisms moved, then those nearest each swordsman vibrated and began to unfold, and that movement triggered their neighbors, and that theirs, so that the activation rippled across the entire room and brought all of the stored devices to life.  In another moment, a wave of the smallest mechanisms shifted toward the party, their ball shaped metal feet making a clattering roar.
Eishtren fired continuously, each shot killing one of the smaller models.  For a few seconds, the advance paused as the first wave dodged back under the cover of their larger cousins. The quaestor shifted his aim to these, but scored few hits as the bigger devices, using arms or claws or scoops or hammers moving at incredible speed, slapped his arrows away.
Mar manipulated flux to seize Eishtren, Aelwyrd, Wilhm, and Lord Hhrahld and raise them off the floor out of reach. Just below the domed ceiling, he drew the group into a tight cluster to facilitate easier control, with the quaestor and his recruit in front and the two Gaaelfharenii behind.  Though all the armored men were a strain, the Gaaelfharenii were particularly difficult as their boots and the leather straps of their armor were not sufficient to permit him to comfortably overcome the weight of their mail, breastplates, greaves, and swords for an extended duration, compelling him to constantly re-infuse their leaky wool trousers and other garments to provide additional lift.
The quaestor stopped shooting but neither Lord Hhrahld nor Wilhm sheathed their weapons.  Aelwyrd had emptied two of his quivers, but still held an arrow in each of his fists, ready to pass them to Eishtren.
As the mechanisms coalesced in a swirling mass below, Mar was on the verge of relaxing when individuals of various sizes rose up from the floor and flew toward them.  Making a gut decision in a split second, he swept his charges toward the tunnel instead of back up toward the shaft. 
As they raced toward this possible exit, the flying mechanisms curved in the air to follow like a swarm of angry bees.  Seeing that, he realized that they had no predictive ability but were simply homing on the group's location moment by moment.  Looking ahead, he saw that none were attempting to intercept them or otherwise block their path to the tunnel.  All those that had been stationed nearest the tunnel had initially shifted toward the center of the cavern, leaving the way open.
"Should I resume fire, my lord king?" Eishtren asked, taking an arrow from Aelwyrd.
"No, conserve your arrows.  We'll withdraw into the tunnel.  We'll have a narrow front and our flanks will be protected.  Once we gain some breathing room, we'll pull back and try to block the tunnel."
"What if there are more in the tunnel?" Aelwyrd asked.
"Then we'll fight our way through them."  He did not bother to add that they would have no other choice.  He increased their speed.
They made it to the tunnel about fifty armlengths ahead of the pursuing mechanisms.  Mar landed the others and forged ahead as the row of overhead lamps lit.  The tunnel was just a straight passage, tiled as had been the corridors above.  It went only thirty paces and then swept down a ramp into the dark. 
Under the circumstances, it seemed unwise to barrel on into the unknown.  He stopped, turned, and waved the other four ahead.  "Get behind me. I'll see if I can use my magic to hold the things back."
The first mechanism through the mouth of the tunnel was the size of a barrel and had a pair of two armlength scythes for arms.  Mar tried to drive it back, but it was immediately clear that the metal beast was immune both to his lifting spells and his driving spells.
"Shoot it!" he ordered Eishtren.
An arrow zipped by Mar, penetrated the scyther lengthwise and it dropped dead in its tracks.
The second mechanism through was one of the dwarven ones.  He tried to overload one of its modulations, but again had no success.   "Eishtren."
This one blew up in a moderate explosion, the remains smacking into the walls of the tunnel and skidding against the body of the scyther.  Next came two of the scythers and three of the dwarfs in a bunch, crawling over the remains of their fellows.  The quaestor did not wait for Mar's order, dealing expediently with all five, and even managed to destroy two of the dwarfs with one arrow.
Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm moved up to flank Mar and the Lord-Protector suggested, "Let us deal with these smaller ones, my lord king, that we might preserve the quaestor's ammunition."
Mar nodded, fading back as a mixed mass of medium to small mechanisms rushed into the tunnel.   Both swordsmen began swinging and a great din went up as steel smashed silver metal.  The sheared bodies of the mechanisms began to pile up and in just a few moments the end of the tunnel became choked with wreckage, so that the attackers had to climb over a waist-high barrier, slowing them appreciably and making them even easier prey for the lightning blades of the giant warriors. Then, abruptly, both of the great longswords became still; the shattered pieces of the mechanisms had completely plugged the tunnel.
"Let's go!" Mar commanded, speeding toward the ramp.
At the head of it, a great smashing noise caused him to look back.  Spinning relentlessly, an auger two armlengths wide had penetrated the plug and two flipper tipped armatures began to rip the hole wider as a mechanism with the semblance of an obscenely large mole bored through.   Over and around it, the smaller mechanisms rushed into the tunnel and gave chase.
"Run!" he yelled with desperation.
And run they did.  Down one level, suddenly lit spaces ignored, and down again. Five levels in all, they raced ahead of the stampeding mechanisms, which continually gained on them, until finally their lead dwindled to a pace or two.
Wilhm spun about on the landing of the sixth level and slashed out with his sword, slicing the leading trio of dwarf mechanisms neatly in two.  Behind them crowded something with dozens of gesticulating rigid arms and Lord Hhrahld's blade eviscerated it in two strikes.
Then the swarm filled the air above the ramp, diving down at the Gaaelfharenii and Eishtren stepped up between the two to put his bow back into action, his flawless aim detonating a dozen enemies in the space of a single heartbeat.
As Mar had seen in Mhajhkaei, Eishtren was no longer shooting arrows, but rather pure shafts of ethereal flux.  Aelwyrd stood frozen, staring helplessly at his empty quivers.  Flares of light and sparks began to jump from the bow, and in the ether, a storm had sprung up, with vortexes of great power spinning off from the weapon.  The quaestor had become enshrouded in a clashing rainbow-cacophony as the strong modulations in his bow began to build toward failure.
No respite was gained from this weird magic, however.  With a manheight long rod glowing red-hot extending before it, a mechanism the size of a wagon trundled down the ramp, picked up speed, and raced toward them.  A particularly strong bolt leapt from Eishtren's bow to meet it, and the mechanism erupted in a globe of fire, smoke, and flying metal.
A small piece of the shrapnel struck Eishtren in the shoulder with a hammer blow, denting his mail but not penetrating.  The blow threw off his rhythm, however, and for a few seconds no flux bolt flew from his bow, allowing a mechanism with two armlength long shears at the end of four reticulated arms to lunge toward the quaestor.
Lord Hhrahld interposed himself between the shearer and the bowman, grinning broadly as he drove his sword straight through the metal creature.  As it shuddered and died, the shearer hooked its right arm around faster than Mar could follow and impaled the Lord-Protector directly through the center of his chest, spraying blood, bone, and viscera.  Immediately, the Gaaelfharenii's eyes went dim and his ruptured body limp, but he did not fall, held upright by the dead mechanism.  Nor did he release his grip on his sword, still lodged in the guts of his killer.  Nor did the savage grin fade from his quiescent face.
With a furious scream and eyes burning with insanity, Wilhm exploded into a whirlwind, his sword slashing through the still charging mechanisms with mad abandon.  Still screaming, he raged up the ramp, flinging bits of dead mechanisms in all directions.
Cursing all the non-existent gods and his own magical impotence, Mar followed.  Death had always been a central element of his life, but now the death of brave men seemed to have become the predominant feature of it.
Eishtren and Aelwyrd came on behind, the quaestor's bow sewing carnage and blasting any mechanisms that continued to twitch in Wilhm's wake.
The young Gaaelfharenii did not pause or slow, sprinting back up the ramps like some vengeful spirit.  He took wounds, bruises and slashes on face and hands, lost a mail sleeve to a grappling hook, was bowled over by a compact mechanism that had no arms but took five bolts from Eishtren's bow to make it be still, and finally reached the tunnel at the top.  Here the still mobile mechanisms, large and small, fled before him, pouring out of the tunnel and back into the cavern.
Mar flew up to him and grabbed his shoulder.  "Wilhm!  Stop!  I command you to stop!"
For an instant, it looked as if Wilhm would continue his careless dash, but he did halt, his arms slowly lowering like some clockwork winding down to let the point of his scared and dented sword rest on the knee-deep carpet of severed mechanism arms, legs, and bodies. Then he sank to his knees and sat back on his heels, leaning on his sword.  The hoarse bellows of his breath made a slight echo in the suddenly quiet tunnel.
Then another mechanism landed out in the cavern at the tunnel entrance.  As it entered, it completely filled the space, squatting to drag itself forward with two arms as thick as Mar's waist.  Protruding parts of it scraped deep gouges in the ceiling, smashing lamps and bringing down a shower of tile.  It had thick, shielding plates where a head should be and a heavy mesh covered its entire body.
Without complaint, Wilhm rose up to face it, raising his longsword across his body in a formal guard.  Eishtren moved up next to him, Aelwyrd shadowing him with dogged determination, and began to launch shot after shot into the monstrosity.  None of his bolts slowed it.  Once again, the magic of the bow swelled toward annihilation.
Mar hovered alongside the three, pressing his magical sense outward.  The lining of the tunnel was, like the mechanisms, immune to his manipulations, but he realized that there must be rock beyond it.  He expanded his awareness, found good, honest stone all about, detected a significant fault, poured flux into the material immediately adjacent to it, and willed the mass inward.  With a great resounding crack, a long stretch of tunnel roof came down as the overburden sheared free, crushing the advancing behemoth with resounding finality and permanently sealing off the tunnel.
Most of the lamps went out, but when the dust settled, there was still enough light to see.  Eishtren and Aelwyrd stood stunned, staring at the rough granite face.  Wilhm, expressionless again, sheathed his sword, turned about on one heel, and began walking unhurriedly back.
Looking anxious, Aelwyrd asked Eishtren, "Are we sealed in, Quaestor?"
"We are alive," the officer replied.
Without further words, the two of them turned and followed Wilhm.
As Mar followed them in turn, he glanced back at the barrier.  It could never contain the amount of flux that would be required to raise it back.  It would simply detonate like a gigantic sand sphere.  
When he caught up with the others, Wilhm was in the process of removing Lord Hhrahld's blood covered body from the shearer.  Instead of laying the old pirate on the floor, Wilhm caught him up in his arms, cradling him like a babe.
"He's dead, Wilhm," Mar told him.  "We can't do anything for him."
Wilhm shook his head with unchallengeable certainty.  "My dreams have told me that I must not leave him, my lord king."
"My lord king, if we are to all die in this place after we have come so far," Eishtren said in an emotionless tone, "it is fitting that we should all be together at the end."
Nodding with fatalistic submission, Mar turned and moved down the ramp.
 



FORTY-FOUR
3002 Before the Founding of the Empire
Bunker 8, City of Pyra
 
Engineer Rheldq raised his glass.  "To friends present and past!"
Communicator Syndys clinked her glass with his.  "To the future!"
The remaining three, the other two engineers, Grys and Maey, and the young medic, Llylquaendt, raised their glasses without adding to the toast.  The five of them drank together.
Maey, six months pregnant with Grys' child, said, "We should be going before the sun gets any higher. The cargo litter will only get us to the edge of the ruins, and we'll need to get as far as we can before we have to lie up for the day."  She left unspoken her oft repeated complaint that they should have chosen to leave months previously, before summer had set in.
Rheldq smiled and nodded.  It had been his obstinacy that had delayed their evacuation.  "You three get the litter ready.  I'll see Llylquaendt down to his coffin."
"I'll come with you," Syndys said.  "So you won't have to walk back up alone."
She was coming along to make sure that he did not go back on his promise to go with them.  He could not say that the thought had not occurred to him -- to metaphorically go down with his ship like a good captain -- but there was truly nothing left for him, for any of them, here.  He should have agreed to go when Braquendt and his group had departed.
"That's fine," he told his wife.  "Grys, Maey, we'll be back up just as soon as we get Llylquaendt buttoned up."
The five of them separated at the ramps, two going up and three down.
"Are you sure you want to do this?" Syndys asked the medic.
The young man grinned.  "Yes, positive.  The world up there is a nasty, difficult place.  I've never lived anywhere else but in the heart of Pyra and I'm just not cut out for the rural life.  Besides, this is my chance to see the future!"
Rheldq tried not to frown.  Returning to stasis had been the medic's idea and Rheldq had argued with him only long enough to make sure that it was not a whim, but he still thought that the young man would be better off living out his life, such as it was, in the here and now.  "How long did you decide on?"
"A century.  I figure by that time that you technical types will have a nice civilization going replete with all the magical comforts that I'm used to."
Rheldq laughed, though he did not actually feel amused.
The lowest level of the bunker was the largest and had been designed to accommodate ten thousand stasis coffins.  The two hundred and fifty of the pilot project and the small medical section barely made a drop in one corner of the vast space.
Llylquaendt's coffin stood open and ready, humming quietly to itself as it went through function checks.  The medic removed his coverall, folded it neatly and placed it on an adjacent shelf, then climbed in.
"Goodbye and good luck, Llylquaendt," Syndys told him warmly, then leaned down to give him a hug and buss both of his cheeks.  "Check on our great-grandchildren.  Tell them that I said to behave."
"Yes, mam!"
Rheldq shook the medic's hand.  "Good luck."
Llylquaendt grinned again. "Yes, sir.  You too!"  Then he folded his hands and keyed the coffin's lid. The magics put him to sleep before the lid had fully closed.
Syndys took Rheldq's arm firmly and steered him toward the exit.  "Let's hurry!  Our future is waiting!"
 



FORTY-FIVE
 
None of the doors were locked and all, powered by magic, swung open at a touch, giving access to spacious rooms furnished with chairs, tables, and lounges, but otherwise empty of any evidence of occupation.  No clothing hung in the built-in armoires, no small clothes nestled in the drawers, and no shoes hung in the wall mounted trees.  There were no toys, tools, artwork, decorations, or refuse.   Most of the chambers were bunkrooms with rows of double bunks precisely separated by wide aisles.  Every mattress had pristine white sheets, blue blankets, and a covered, firm pillow.  None of the furnishings were made of wood or stone, and none showed tool marks.  There was some metal, but for the most part the ancient carpenters had used a slick, cream colored material that appeared to have been formed directly into the needed shapes.
Nowhere was there dust, cobweb, or mildew and Mar surmised that some unseen magic maintained the place in a pristine state.
"It is a barracks complex," Eishtren affirmed.  "This was intended for at least two legions."
"The garrison didn't have a chance to move in," Aelwyrd said perceptively.  "Maybe they all died in battle."
The quaestor shrugged.  "Perhaps.  We shall never know."
Mar made a point of opening every door and looking into every space, seeking any indication of the text, but saw nothing, as he had grudgingly realized that he would not.
They returned to the ramps and the waiting Wilhm and his burden.  The Gaaelfharenii had been completely uninterested in looking around, barely responding when Mar told him to wait until he and the others returned.  With the magic bond having evaporated at Lord Hhrahld's death, Mar feared that the giant was in the process of reverting to his original quasi-stable, often dangerous and debilitated, state of mind.
Down to the eleventh, every level below the tunnel was like the first, immaculate and empty.  The twelfth level, though, showed clear signs that it had been lived in.  Everything was in order -- chairs pushed under tables, beds made, and common areas policed -- but there were scuffs on floors, wrinkles in blankets, and an empty glass bottle and five glass cups sitting haphazardly on a counter.
"Whoever they were, they tidied up, drank a toast, and departed," Eishtren said, lifting a glass to take an exploratory sniff.  "This perhaps suggests discipline, camaraderie, and purpose."
Now convinced that the text would be with whatever waited on the lowest level, Mar decided not to waste any more time searching for it on any of the others.  "There's another ramp going down.  Let's find the bottom."
That, as it turned out, was the very next level, which, when its lamps came on, was revealed to be the largest yet, a three manheight high cavern with a flat ceiling supported by equidistant natural rock pillars as big as a house.  Nearest the ramp in neat rows were one hundred and fifty glass and metal containers measuring two armlengths by one.  Each sat on a metal framework that raised them an armlength off the simple stone floor.
"Those look like caskets," Aelwyrd commented, making a face.
"They may very well be."  Mar floated over to the nearest along the central aisle and peered through the patterned glass lid into its dark interior. 
He found the container empty, though it was clear that it had been designed to hold a person, having a bottom sculpted in the reverse shape of a person's nude rear half.  This one had been intended for a woman, with the outline of the depression having moderately wide hips, generous buttocks, and a narrow waist.  He floated around the device, examining its exterior, but as far as he could tell there were no physical controls, though he could discern subtle flux modulations of many sorts in several different locations.  None of these seemed associated with any particular physical part, however.
Wilhm walked serenely by him, paused to lay Lord Hhrahld's body in the center of the aisle, and then continued on, stopping in front of another of the containers, apparently just waiting.
"Is there something there, Wilhm?" Mar asked him.
The Gaaelfharenii's head tilted back and forward once: a nod.
While Eishtren and Aelwyrd walked to Wilhm, Mar floated over the intervening containers to land at the center of the one that the huge warrior faced.  Immediately, he saw that this one had an occupant.
"It's an old man!" Aelwyrd exclaimed as he arrived.
"Or a well preserved corpse," Eishtren cautioned.
The boy spun about suddenly and counted from the end of the row, then jumped slightly in excitement.  "This is number thirteen!  And this is the thirteenth level!"
Eishtren frowned.  "Ah, yes, the message."
Mar assumed a matching expression.  "Even if this man is still alive, what's to say that he should be awakened?"
"He asked us to, my lord king," Aelwyrd protested.  "We can't just leave him here!"
"He may have the better of it, lad," Eishtren said.  "Unless I miss my guess, we cannot get out the way we came in."  At Mar's confirming nod, he went on, "It might be better to leave him to his rest.
The recruit looked unconvinced.  "He might know another way out."
"Possible," the quaestor begrudged.  He swung his gaze to Mar.  "My lord king, the boy may have a point."
"Releasing him from his tomb may be beyond my abilities," Mar said. 
He looked down at the casket, studying the interned man's placid face.  Wrapped in long white hair and a thick white beard with a shaved upper lip, it was a normal face, weathered, seamed, and scarred.  But, rather than the pasty gray tinge of death, the skin of his face had the flushed rose of life.  It certainly seemed plausible that this man could be alive.
The question remained: should Mar attempt to release him? He was not one to judge a man by character of his face, but this buried ancient certainly looked harmless.
"I'll see what I can do, but stand ready with your bow."
"Yes, my lord king."  In a quick movement, the quaestor strung his bow, then took a few paces back, Aelwyrd following.
"Wilhm, you take a few steps back as well."
As soon as the young giant had moved to the other side of the aisle, Mar delved the coffin, trying to discover modulations that might be keys.  He spent a good amount of time wandering through the complex maze of spells, but he may as well have been passing through a forest of near identical trees.  Then he had an idea.
"Wilhm, sing the message again, but just the part at the end, the letters."
After a lengthy pause, during which he seemed to be running silently through the entire repeating message, the Gaaelfharenii complied.
As Wilhm sang, Mar noticed that certain segments of the coffin's modulations would pulse in correspondence with specific letter groups, emitting minute whiffs of effervescent flux.  When the Gaaelfharenii finished, Mar had him sing the codes again, watched closely and mentally marking each affected segment.  A third repetition convinced him that he had identified all the segments.  Tentatively, he nudged one of the segments and it immediately changed configuration.  Selecting another at random, he applied the same ethereal stimulus, and it also changed configuration, but the first appeared to reset.
"It's just a combination lock," he told the others.  Quickly, he ran through the codes in the order that had been given, nudging each associated segment.  Without fanfare, the interior of the coffin lit and its top and sides, formed as one piece, pivoted open.
Mar drifted back from the coffin, watching the now revealed body.  Eishtren drew his bow, an invisible shaft of flux forming between his hands.  Aelwyrd clutched his empty quivers, holding his breath.
After a few seconds, the old man man's dark eyes blinked open and he immediately sat up, not arthritically or stiffly as it seemed he should, but smoothly and spryly, and swung his legs over the edge of his container.  Approximately Eishtren's height, he was lean, bony, and wrinkled and wore his hair quite long, it falling most of the way down his back.  The well-groomed, lustrous beard was evidently a source of significant pride; the fellow straightaway ran his fingers through it to put it in shape and then gave a tweak to the end to re-establish a well-trained curl. He was entirely nude, but not self-conscious of being so and apparently unconcerned that they should see him thus.
With evident energy, he looked expectantly from Mar to Eishtren to Aelwyrd, but then his expression fell to betray extreme disappointment.  He said something that sounded close to, but was not quite the Gheddessii'n tongue, saw their incomprehension, then said something in an entirely different language.
"That sounds like Stroovish," Eishtren said, "but I can't be sure."
Listening to the quaestor, a look of recognition crossed the old man's face. "How about this language?  Do you understand what I'm saying now?"
Mar nodded.  "Yes, we can understand you, for the most part."
The man's accent was decidedly odd.  He used archaic stems and abandoned conjugations, pronounced most of his vowels wrong, and rolled the wrong consonants, but his speech was close enough to Imperial Standard to be readily understood.
"We heard your message," Aelwyrd blurted out.
"Is that still going out?  That was an old idea, a waste of time, really.  I suppose I forgot to shut it off.  I'm pretty sure that I intended to, but at my age plans tend to slip my mind."  He took them all in.  "Well, I must say, that you aren't what I expected."
"How so?" Eishtren asked.  He still held his bow at the ready.  Mar gave him a look and he relaxed the string, diffusing the shaft of flux, but did not remove his fingers from the string.
"I thought that when next I awoke, it would be at the hands of magenfolk."
Absently the old man swung his head around to view the cavern, then back around at Mar, glancing down to see, apparently for the first time, that Mar stood in spite of having no legs.
"Well, perhaps some of you are magenfolk," he corrected, studying Mar in more detail.
Llylquaendt saw that they did not understand the word.  "That's one of the words of the language of my people, the Pyrai.  It meant 'those who live magic.'  As I recall, this language doesn't have corresponding words for a lot of concepts that we had, especially technical terms. No matter.  Let me introduce myself.  I am Llylquaendt, medic second class, Army of the Republic."
As Mar, the quaestor, and the recruit offered their names, Llylquaendt's eyes roamed over them again, almost as if they could not light on any one spot for any length of time, and then encountered Wilhm standing off to one side, at which point they widened slightly.
"The really big fellow," he asked Mar sharply, "is there any chance that he is an uberman?"
"I don't know what that is," Mar admitted. "Wilhm is from Mhajhkaei, a Mhajhkaeirii."
"And a spirit-giant, a Gaaelfharenii," Aelwyrd inserted quickly.
"Oh! I think I remember that place. Nice village on the sea, is it?"
"It's The Greatest City in All the World!" Aelwyrd corrected proudly.
"There must have been a lot of changes this time.  The civilized world is a bigger place now, I take it?"
"While the Great Waste is sparsely populated, all of the lands of the southern part of this continent, the islands in the sea, and the southern continent are inhabited," Eishtren informed him.  "There are large cities throughout and robust trade."
"And war, I suspect?"
"Yes," Mar replied.  "There is war."
Llylquaendt sighed.  "So it shall ever be.  Now, I suppose that we should --"
"You will fix the pirate."
Wilhm's interruption brought Llylquaendt's somewhat capricious attention back to him.  "You certainly look like an uberman.  How did you get by the automatons?  Their programming should have initiated their defensive protocols --"
"You will fix the pirate."  Wilhm drew his sword.  "Now."
The ancient shrunk back slightly. "Uhm, right, certainly, but which one of you is the pirate?"
Not knowing what Wilhm meant by 'fix' but trusting that his dreams would not direct him to disaster, Mar pointed mutely to draw Llylquaendt's attention to Lord Hhrahld's body.
"Oh, another uberman."  The old man walked over to look down at the Lord-Protector.  "He's been impaled on something?  A sword, I suppose.  Nasty things.  Now, this is important -- how long has he been dead?"
"Three hours," Mar guessed.  Without access to the sun, it was difficult to accurately measure time.
"That's within parameters.  Has he ever expressed a desire not to be resuscitated?"
"What does that mean?"
"Ah, reinvigorated, resurrected, brought back to life?"
Eishtren looked shocked.  "You can do that?"
"Only if the individual has never expressly forbidden it.  My oaths prohibit me from administering treatment in that case.  Death is the natural end of life and I may not interfere when a person has chosen release over existence."
Eishtren and Aelwyrd both looked at Mar, who turned to the young Gaaelfharenii.  "Wilhm, what do you think should be done?  Do you think he would have wanted us to try to return him to life?'
"He is not finished yet.  My dreams say that he will breathe again."
"Right, that seems clear enough."  Llylquaendt bustled from the rows of caskets toward a glass and metal walled enclosure near the wall.  Panels slid back at his approach.  When he realized that no one had followed him, he turned about and gestured impatiently. 
"Now, you, the big one --"
"Wilhm."  Mar said firmly.
"Right.  You, Wilhm, if you will just get him up and put him in the autodoc -- this contraption here with the red hood. That's good.  Make sure all his arms and legs are inside the green lines.  His right boot is hanging out.  Good.  And also put in all the bits of him that you can scrape up, including the dried blood that is all over your armor.  The more of him that we have, the higher the degree of certainty that the repaired structures will be properly cross-referenced.  We don't want it to do a great deal of fudging.  That tends to make things ... inconvenient."
After Wilhm scraped the blood from his armor and sprinkled the crumbling mess onto Lord Hhrahld's chest, Llylquaendt made several precise gestures at the autodoc and multicolored mists sprang out to obscure the old pirate's ravaged body.
"The process will take as much as two hours.  Mind, when he awakens, he will be disoriented and slightly sedated.  The autodoc routinely administers a mild euphoric and a strong analgesic, which work to moderate the trauma of his most recent memories, which would be, of course, those of his death.  Often patients will experience short term memory loss, confusion, and negative emotional reactions."
"This altar can bring any person back to life?" Eishtren asked with a neutral expression.
"No, it can only revive those who have recently perished.  This device is normally used in an ambulance on the battlefield.  The absolute upper limit is two hundred and fifty-eight minutes.  After that, the cellular degradation in the brain is too great.  And, of course, it can only fully repair major injuries in the torso and limbs.  It cannot deal with drastic head trauma that involves more than thirty-five percent of either of the hemispheres of the brain."   
Seeming to lose his train of thought, Llylquaendt strolled back toward his casket, found a folded blue garment on a counter and put it on.   The one piece outfit had trousers and jacket made together and it sealed in front by means of double-breasted brass clasps.  After donning a pair of ankle-length, soft boots, the old man came back over to where they stood watching the mists writhe and swirl.
"There's no need for you to monitor the autodoc," he told them.  "It works all on its own.  I don't really understand all the protocols myself -- I just know how to operate it, not how it was made.  It'll chime when he's done.  Now, why don't all of you catch me up on the state of the world in this new age?"
 



FORTY-SIX
 
Aelwyrd, with occasional additions, corrections, elucidations, and explanations from Eishtren, eagerly did so. Wilhm did not contribute other than to give single word responses to the medic's direct questions concerning his life in Mhajhkaei.   Indeed, Llylquaendt was full of questions, posing dozens to each of them, many of which suggested a detailed though centuries outdated familiarity with the lands of the southern coast and a broad awareness of the basic geography of the Silver Sea.  He seemed most interested in the progress of magic -- though he frequently referred to it as technology.
While the conversation flowed back and forth, Mar extended his magical senses with one part of his mind to surreptitiously follow the changes being enacted in Lord Hhrahld's corpse by Llylquaendt's mysterious and wonderful autodoc.
Presently, the ancient seemed satisfied that his knowledge was sufficiently updated and, responding to questions from Aelwyrd, told his own story.
"I was barely seventeen the first time I went into stasis -- that's just a suspended state of life, not really like sleep, but thinking of it that way might help you understand it.  In stasis, a person does not age at all, does not need to eat or void their bladder and bowels, and is totally oblivious to the passage of time.  The technology was brand new and a military secret.  As far as we Pyrai were aware, we were the first to perfect its use with people.  I was a volunteer, as all of us were, but I had only been in service for eight months, most all of that spent in training, and my main motivation was to avoid duty with a combat regiment."
"There were two hundred and fifty of us in the pilot project, with our group organized as a heavy engineering company.   We went into stasis expecting to be awakened after a test period of six months.  The War came, though, and someone in the surface facility decided to reset our timers for one hundred and fifty years."
He gestured both hands at the cavern.  "This was a doomsday bunker, the most secure and protected fortress that we had ever constructed.  It was encapsulated in thirteen redundant wards and made ethereally neutral by a cage of discharged flux woven into its very structure.  The Construction Corps completed it scarcely a year before the stasis chambers -- what we called our 'coffins' -- were installed.  The bunker was intended to preserve a contingent of our people through any calamity, even the utter annihilation of the entire surface of our world."
He paused and grimaced.  "Horrifically, that is exactly what the War accomplished.  Pyra and every other habitation, large and small, were utterly laid waste."
Aelwyrd, all ears, wanted to know, "What caused the war?"
Llylquaendt shrugged.  "What always causes wars, the stupidity of mankind.  Our war had burned, cold and hot, for the better part of two centuries with only brief interludes that people optimistically deemed 'peace.'   Ostensibly, it was an irreconcilable conflict between two major alliances over a small spit of land that had been invaded and reinvaded for millennia, but all that is ultimately irrelevant, since the coveted bit of land and all other points of contention were completely erased from existence."
"In stasis with my fellow volunteers, I was oblivious to it all, of course, but the fragmentary records that we discovered when we emerged indicated that the wreck of the entire world and the fall of our civilization came very quickly, perhaps in as little as one night and one day.  There were some survivors in out of the way places, some who were lucky or unlucky depending on their point of view, but the vast majority of the people, all of the cities, and the great bulk of technological devices were destroyed utterly and completely."
"Your friend with the sword as long as I am tall, the one you call a Gaaelfharenii?  He is a product of the war, a secret weapon, as it were.  Because of my medical specialty, I was allowed access to the intelligence reports.  Ubermen were -- I suppose I should say are since they clearly continue to this day -- genetic supermen.  Do you have that word, genetic?  No? Well, it has to do with genes, the stuff that life is made of, the inborn, inherited instructions, so to speak, that determine how fast a man can run, how strong he is, how long he will live, and so forth.  We Pyrai found experimentation with the essence of man distasteful and unethical, but others did not shy from such.  Even so, the reorganization and enhancement of genes was, I was told, an arduous and complex process with numerous opportunities for disastrous error. In our time, ubermen were rare.  I had only seen images before this.  "
"Forgive me, I tend to wander.  That's the blessing of the aged.  As I said, we awoke from stasis to find our city and our people gone.  You know something funny?  We named the war that killed everything the 'Final War.'  We should have just called it the 'one before the next one.'"
Eishtren nodded in mute agreement.
"At first, our commander remained convinced that we must rebuild Pyra, and we planned and labored to that end.  From my perspective now, this made absolutely no sense.  The ruins were centered in a parched desert and surrounded by a huge magically dead zone, both the results of catastrophic magical weapons."
"What about the ice mountain?" Mar asked.
"That came later, and I'll get to that in a minute. In the beginning, we only had to contend with the desert and the dead zone.  The second, we overcame, at least as far as the former boundaries of the city, with an expansion of the bunker's protective grid.  We thought that the first would readily submit to the proper application of hydraulic engineering techniques.  We turned out the automatons stored in the bunker and set them to begin reconstruction of the city that was.  All went well for five years, and though we were few, it seemed that with sufficient time and effort, we would achieve our goal."
He laughed, derisively.  "The questions of how we would repopulate the city, replace all of the technology that had vanished, and re-establish its industries and commerce, we silently conspired to ignore, trusting that dedication and service would produce solutions to these problems as well."
"Then we made contact with the Remnants."  Llylquaendt fell silent, his brow clenching at the unpleasant memory.
"Who were they?" Aelwyrd prompted.
"Descendants of disparate military units that had survived by luck or chance as we had, protected in hidden bunkers far beneath mountains and even under the ocean.  They had continued to maintain advanced technology, unlike the scattered primitives who scratched for survival in the wilderness.  Sadly, they had also maintained their great-grandfather's hatreds.  Instead of joining together to recreate something new, they argued, strove at cross purposes, and conspired against one another.  We learned of them and they of us just as they rushed to ignite the next war.  Our commander proclaimed us neutral, beseeching them all to leave us in peace, but one of them decided to make sure of that by sealing us in with the ice.  When we succeeded in melting an exit, the war was finished."
Guessing the answer, Mar asked, "Who won?"
"No one.  They exterminated themselves and crushed the last dregs of high magic civilization."  Llylquaendt shrugged.  "The war between the Remnants was the end of us too.  For better than a year, we returned to work.  We built a canal to drain away the melt water --"
Aelwyrd nodded. "The underground river!"
"Yes. We had some vague plan to use it to ferry manufactured goods from the bunker to the sea, to perhaps establish a colony there.  But at that point, we were simply going through the motions.  We had lost heart.  What was the point?  The world had changed forever and the few of us could not change that.  The decision was finally made to evacuate the bunker and to establish a new settlement beyond the desert.  A fresh start seemed preferable to any further attempt to resurrect this dead city."
"You did not go with the others," Mar stated.
"No, I was young. I thought that stasis would allow me to see a better future."
"Has it?"
Llylquaendt lowered his eyes.  "No.  Naively, I believed that in a hundred years the savages would rediscover magic and that civilization would rise again.  As I'm sure that you know, it did not.  I emerged from my coffin to find a world with few inhabitants and no magic, so I entered stasis again, setting the timer for three centuries.  When I awoke that time, I explored the world for a decade, searching for a place where civilization might develop again, but I never found one.  Eventually, I realized the terrible fact: men no longer had the capacity to perform magic.  They had the wrong genes.  Oh, there were a few who could still manipulate the ethereal fields, here and there, but their abilities were stunted and their spells worse than parlor tricks.  In disappointment, I returned here."
"Since then, I have come out once every century or three to check on the condition of the world.   Always it was the same, a difficult, laborious, and contrary place.  The last time I went in, I set no timer at all."
"Why not?" Aelwyrd asked.
"Stasis is not immortality. Every moment that I had spent outside of my coffin was one that had counted against me.  I had lived my entire life in episodes, some short, some long, and I had grown old exploring a world that was different but depressingly the same each time I saw it anew.  The diagnostics told me that I was over a hundred and might have three years of life left.  I decided to close my eyes and save what little I had for a future like the past that I had lost.  To awaken me again would take the skills of very powerful magenfolk, and I incorrectly concluded that such could only exist in an era of high magic civilization."
A chime echoed across the cavern.  Llylquaendt smiled, instantly dispelling his own melancholy.  "Well, enough of that.  Your other giant is ready."
The mists cleared from the autodoc, showing a patently restored Lord Hhrahld.  His injuries, large and small, had vanished.  Even his armor and garments had been repaired.  Though his eyes remained closed, the old pirate's chest now rose and fell with a natural regularity.
"When will he wake?" Eishtren asked.
"In a moment or two. The magics are designed to bring him around slowly to make the adjustment easier," Llylquaendt told them.
After a short time, when the Lord-Protector's eyes did open, he lay still for barely a second before suddenly springing up with a growl and bounding over their heads, his great leap carrying him far out into the cavern.  When he landed, his eyes darted back and forth as his hands grasped at his scabbard for his missing sword.
"That was ... impressive," Llylquaendt said, eyes round.
Mar flew over to face the pirate.  "How do you feel?"
Lord Hhrahld relaxed and responded courteously, "Well, my lord king, and you?"  The big man's hands brushed tentatively across his chest, feeling the curved perfection of his breastplate where before there had been a great rent.  "I was dead, was I not?"
"Yes."
"Your magic, my lord king?"
"No.  It was some of the magic of this place.  Are you fit for service?"  Rigid discipline seemed the right track to take with a man who had been dead but was now alive.
The Gaaelfharenii braced.  "Always, my lord king!"
"Then let's go back to the others."
At the group, the old pirate considered Wilhm for a moment, then stepped forward and embraced him, as a father would a son, the first such display that Mar had ever seen the Gaaelfharenii make.
For his part, Wilhm only smiled slowly, as if all were again right with the world.
While Eishtren succinctly informed the Lord-Protector of all that had occurred during his demise, Mar spoke to Llylquaendt. 
"Do you intend to return to your coffin now?"
"No.  Or, at least, not immediately.  I might as well take a look at this world of yours.  Perhaps, I will stay around to see what you will make of it and to have one final taste of life.  I'm afraid that I have despaired of ever seeing a world like mine again.  I'll not follow you back to your war, though, but will seek a place of peace, some quiet locale that worries only about its own affairs."
"That may be hard to find."
Llylquaendt smiled.  "Somewhere on the margin, then.  A place out of the direct line of fire, if nothing else."
"That might be here, unless there is another way out.  I had to collapse the tunnel leading in.  Your mechanisms attacked us."
"The automatons do not, in point of fact, belong to me, but are integral to the bunker installation.  I don't have the skills to change their protocols and have never worked with them.  The techs and the engineers did that.  I would imagine that they attacked because of the giants.  Their presence would have caused the automatons to automatically go into defend-at-all-costs mode.  Regardless, the tunnel is not a problem.  There are two emergency exits.  One has a lift, but the other is just a stairwell.  Both are in separate, isolated shafts. If the lift isn't working -- and I think I vaguely remember that it had malfunctioned -- I'm afraid that we'll have to walk all the way to the surface."
"We'll manage," Mar told him.  "Let's go."
"Right. The shafts are at the other end of this level." 
As they collected the others and started across the cavern, Llylquaendt commented, "I must say, though, it seems more than passing strange that you came down here just to awaken me."
"We didn't.  We came looking for something else and stumbled upon you instead."
"Oh! You must be -- wait a minute!"  Llylquaendt walked quickly back to a shelf next to the autodoc, squatted, rummaged through a clutter of various odds and ends, and pulled out a brass cylinder. 
"Perhaps this is for you?  An old fellow gave it to me on one of my expeditions, it must be two or three emergences ago, and asked that I bring it home with me.  He said that a king with no legs would come looking for it one day.  I was so intrigued that I kept up with it."
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Now that they were well clear of the morass -- Llylquaendt's dead zone -- the rowboats cruised along at a normal clip.  Mar did not attempt to make his top speed, as the driving wind would have made the flight chillingly unpleasant in the small craft and also have prevented normal conversation.
"We'll reach the marsh and the lake before dark," Mar told the quaestor and the recruit.  He sat with his back to the starboard gunwale so that he could glance back at the following rowboat and forward to watch his course, steering once more by the line of vents.
 On this leg of the return journey, the medic, desiring to question the Gaaelfharenii concerning the bounds of their physical abilities, had elected to ride in the cramped second rowboat with Wilhm and Lord Hhrahld.  His own testimony had suggested that he would hold up well during the trek back from the bunker to the grounded craft, and he had indeed done so, seeming thoroughly adapted to the harsh physical conditions of travel in the Waste.
"If we camp tonight at the lake, we'll be back aboard Number One by mid-afternoon tomorrow," Mar added.
"Do you know how long we have been gone, my lord king?" the quaestor asked.  Eishtren sat on the next bench back, facing opposite of Mar so that he could see where the king could not.  Secured in its cover, his bow, as always, lay in the thwart next to him. "I failed to keep track of the days."
"I didn't keep track either, but I'd guess it wasn't more than a fortnight."
"I counted the days, my lord king," Aelwyrd said with a grin.  He picked up one of the empty quivers and showed them scratches on the hard leather of the base.  "It was thirteen days to find Master Llylquaendt and it's been twelve days coming back." Aelwyrd sighed.  "It'll be nice to get a hot meal."
"I must admit that sleeping in a proper bunk will be a welcome change," Eishtren said.
Mar quirked his lips in a half grin.  "Me, I'm looking forward to a bath."
With one stop to stretch their legs, they reached the marsh by supper time and cruised on up to the lake.  Just before they reached its shore, the sight of rising columns of smoke alerted them that the Gheddessii cantonment was now occupied.  In view of this development, Mar decided to spend the night in the rowboats high above the lake.  The Gaaelfharenii, Eishtren, and Llylquaendt accepted the decision without comment, but Aelwyrd allowed a low groan to escape.  Sleeping in the confined boats would no doubt be disagreeable.
However, as Mar steered across the lake, he found his course veering unaccountably toward the northern shore.
"Are we going to overfly the camp, my lord king?" the quaestor asked, showing concern.
"No, I didn't intend to, but for some unknown reason I can't seem to hold my course."
Mar halted the rowboats and studied his spells.  Almost immediately, he found a foreign flux modulation attached like a leech to his driving sound-color.  From this a thin twine of grinding-purple snaked through the ether toward the Gheddessii's cantonment.  Though he was able to repeatedly sweep the invading spell from the boats, it always instantly reformed.
He cursed S'lskaigho, Protector of Forgotten Things.  "The seer!"
Eishtren raised his eyebrows.  "Who is that, my lord king?"
Mar gave the quaestor and Aelwyrd a short summary while he warped the other rowboat forward alongside, and then recounted the incident at length to the full group.
"He's put a geis on you," Llylquaendt said right away.  "It's an extremely powerful spell because it will adapt and grow in strength to compel obedience to your oath. 
 We had numerous laws regulating their specific usage as contractual surety in commercial transactions.  In all other cases, especially those of interpersonal relations, they were unlawful in Pyra."
"I only made a promise," Mar objected.  "I did not swear."
The medic shrugged.  "In this case, apparently there is no distinction."
"Is it possible to disrupt a geis?"
"Not that I am aware.  They are ethereally persistent and automatically regenerate themselves.  Save for the unlikely existence of a flaw in the protocol that might allow the perpetrator to escape the stipulations, they are unbreakable."
"Can we back up out of its range and go around it?"
"I think, good magician, that if you investigate further, you will find the true source of the spell to be yourself.  In almost all cases, the protocols are tied directly to the perpetrator.  The trace that you described likely just allows the geis to have a location reference to its goal, and the spell itself will remain an integral part of your person until it is discharged.  What was it again that you promised to do?"
"To bring him the 'magic maker' from the mountain."
"That's not a designation that we would have used.  You have no idea what it is?"
"No.  I haven't actually thought about it at all, until now."
Llylquaendt looked thoughtful.  "From what I know of such spells, it seems to me that the geis would have prevented you from leaving the bunker until you had acquired the target item.  Logically, therefore, it must not have been there in the first place.  I'd think that you have fulfilled the stipulations simply by making the trip and returning empty-handed, but you will, of course, have to return to the origin to see the geis discharged."
"If I understand you correctly, all I have to do is land, tell them it doesn't exist, and we can go on our way?"
"That would be my guess, yes."
"Lord Hhrahld, Eishtren, opinions?"
The old pirate displayed an eager, anticipatory grin. "Wilhm, I, and the quaestor's bow can dissuade them from attempting any unpleasantness, my lord king."
"I concur, my lord king," Eishtren said.  "If all that needs to be done is to inform this seer that what he wants does not exist, then that sounds like the simplest thing to do."
Seeing no error in the quaestor's logic, Mar agreed.
At the cantonment, he brought the rowboats down in a clear space between a group of the now canvas-roofed buildings, choosing a location a significant distance from the seer's trap.  The appearance of the flying craft sent goats, chickens, dogs, and children scattering in all directions.  While Eishtren stayed aboard, standing with bow drawn, both Gaaelfharenii hopped lightly to the ground brandishing their swords.  Aelwyrd faithfully took his assigned place at the quaestor's side, though his quivers remained woefully empty.  After Mar disembarked, Llylquaendt, displaying evident curiosity, climbed down as well.
Within seconds, a wide circle of hard eyed warriors, their jhuhngt'n in place, had surrounded them, though none had drawn weapons.  Certain that the Gheddessii seer would quickly make an appearance, Mar simply waited.
Llylquaendt, displaying no apprehension, walked around a bit, examining the nomads and peering at the simple buildings. 
"I think I recognize these people.  I might have come across their ancestors on one of my past expeditions.  You said that they are called Gheddessii?  You know, that's quite similar to a Pyrai word, xedesi, which means wanderers." 
The medic rattled off a few phrases in his own tongue at the nearest tribesman, but elicited no discernable response.  "Did you see her eyes tighten? I think that she understood but is just ignoring me."
Within another tense moment or two, the seer passed amongst those watching and approached, his jhuhngt'n hanging free to show a grin full of black stained teeth.  He made a looping gesture with the two longest fingers of his left hand.  "Good. Magic maker."
Mar shook his head.  "I couldn't find your magic maker.  It wasn't under the mountain."
"T’egh e’.  Magic maker."
"No, you don't understand.   The magic maker wasn't there."
The seer shook his head and gestured at Llylquaendt.  "He make magic."  Impatiently, he added a long, elaborative sentence in his own language.
"Good magician," Llylquaendt offered suddenly, "I might be able to help clear this up.  Their language sounds like a close derivative of my own. If you will permit me?"
At a loss, Mar nodded.
Llylquaendt spoke to the seer at length and the Gheddessii expounded earnestly in reply for all of ten minutes. Though, to Mar's ears at least, there were obvious differences in the two languages, apparently these were not sufficient to forestall communication. Something the Gheddessii said about midway through caused the elderly Pyrai to become flustered and he begin to shake his head repeatedly and say, "Jghe!"
"What is it, Llylquaendt?" Mar demanded.  "What does he want to do with you?"
"Why, this old reprobate intends to put me out to stud, like some champion race horse!  He wants me to espouse a large number of females of child bearing age from this village and also, if I understood his protestations correctly, from several neighboring encampments belonging to his clan.  His express purpose is to breed an entire generation of sorcerers!"
Aelwyrd snickered. "So that's what magic maker means!"
Lord Hhrahld, with a burst of uproarious laughter, doubled over with mirth.  Wilhm looked slightly confused.
"Well, Master Llylquaendt," Eishtren said diplomatically, clearly attempting to hide a rare smile, "you have said that you wished to taste a bit of what life has to offer.  Perhaps, you should consider sojourning here for a time?"
The Pyrai presented them all with a withering glare.  "Don't be ridiculous.  Even were I to submit to this indignity, you must understand that it will not work as he expects.  It's true that any descendants of mine would inherit what magical affinity I have, but I was a medic precisely because my magical abilities are no more than average.  I fall squarely in the normal range.  None of my kin were ever sorcerers or wizards or even what you would call witches.  They were tradesmen, clerks, middle grade professionals, and the like.  Why, the very idea is ludicrous."
Mar waved his hand and stump placating.  "You don't have to stay, Llylquaendt.  I can tell that the geis is gone.  I promised to bring you here, not leave you.  We'll just board and take off.  My magic is at full force here and there's enough wood and leather about so that I can turn this whole place upside down if necessary."
Somewhat mollified, the old man nodded.
Mar looked to the seer.  From the man's expression, it seemed as if he had understood parts of what Mar had said.
"Wait!" the old Gheddessii insisted.  "Is message to magic maker!" 
Without waiting for a reply, the Gheddessii launched into a long and complicated song in his own tongue.
The effect of this on Llylquaendt was dramatic.  At first his eyes went wide in shock, then his shoulders slumped and he began, amazingly, to weep.
"What is he saying, Llylquaendt?" Mar demanded.
Retrieving his composure, the old Pyra wiped his eyes and blew his nose noisily into the sleeve of his garment.  "It's a personal message addressed to me by name from my commander's wife when she was very old.  They must have passed this down through a hundred generations.  She asks me to use my skills to help this people, who she calls her children, to minister to them and ease their pain and sickness where I can."
Mar considered this and found that he had no objection.  "Is that what you want to do?"
Llylquaendt straightened resolutely. "Yes, I think I must.  These are my people as well, all that is left of Pyra."
The Gheddessii put on a feast and danced by firelight till the early morning.
Having slept on a pallet of soft furs with bellies full of horse stew, Mar and the rest rose before dawn, momentarily roused Llylquaendt, found slumbering in the arms of a not quite young woman, to bid him farewell, and then continued on their way.
Mar blazed through the cut at a speed of better than ten leagues an hour, so that they arrived at the cataract lake well before noon.  When Number One hove into sight, even Wilhm began to show an anxious energy.
The full crew of the skyship, legionnaires and supernumeraries, boiled out to fill the deck of the skyship as the rowboats approached, and as soon as they docked alongside, a boisterous welcome erupted, with questions, hurrahs, and laughter overflowing.
There was, however, one person that Mar did not see.
"Where's Telriy?"  He pressed Ulor as soon as he was aboard.
The marine looked very grave.  "I don't know, my lord king,"
"What do you mean?"
"She's gone, my lord king. She disappeared from her bed eight nights ago and none have seen her since."
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ADDENDUM
 
The Forty-Nine (give or take) Gods
 
Aenhishk'lhe, Stepchild of the Leafy Goddess
Awandrehachor, God of Poems and Sonnets
Alosth, Sublime Half-Quarter-Goddess of the Rapine of Civilization
Bhalrgam, Mystical Lord of the Fleet of Foot
Bhenthiabuka, God of Condiments
Bhist-gem-naet,   fertility goddess
Bhurghrah, God of Waste, Sewage, and Refuse
Bhizg'g, God of the Malformed and patron of all beggars.
Borloi'gh'nyh, Archfriend of Arsonists and Clumsy Fools
Chaoel, Ascending Goddess of the Marvelous Loom
Cyhalis’ts’psqo, God of Boats, ships, rafts, and buckets of all sorts
Ephtehg’rha, Lord of Shipwrecks
Fflygao, the Under Oligarch of Foliage
Gheshuai -- Chief Suzerain of Unhappy Marriages, Cuckolds, and Oppressed Husbands
Gwolth, Invisible Ultimate Priestess of the Arcane Rites of Sand
Gz’l, God of Heretics
J'yorstagnoephiactle, Patron of Rat Catchers.
Knorthrha the Night God
Luftorh, God of the Oceans
Mhokh, God of Death
Mehl-shzu, God of Nautical Trades
Myrae’n the Snake Goddess
Nhal-bhy-chu, Goddess Mother of Chance Events
Nhish, Goddess of Grain
N'm, God of Seafood
Oahkthegk, God-Regent of mountains and deserts (and all ancillary terrain, inhabitants, and conditions)
Oos'ghlsiana, Mistress of Forests, Seedlings, and Shade.
Pernaphrhan, Overseer of Trickery
Plegh, The Unknowing God
Ptem-ko-ah, God of the Outerworld
Phrusht, Guardian of the Drowned
Rwalkahn, Demigod of Righteous Vengeance
Rwalkahn, in his rival persona as 32nd Avatar of Pernaphrhan
S'lskaigho, Protector of Forgotten Things
Shurzha, God of Purity
Soohlmed, God of Idiocy
Trhoozh, Master of Luck
W’aerliq, God of Forests, Meadows, and Trees in general. In some cultures, also the God of the Hunt.
z'm, Demigoddess of Jocularity
Zzgssii, the Leafy Goddess, whose various incarnations are distinguished by the placement of key leaves in her bodice
Zsnigh-mhi, Demigod of Tile roofs, Sheds, and Cisterns
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