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PROLOGUE
16th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 80th Day of Glorious Work
(Eighthday, Waxing, Harvestmoon, 1643 After the Founding of the Empire)
 
Senior Archivist Brother Salhm’l used a clean cloth to wipe his forehead.  Although he had a large tarp stretched above the sifting table to provide shade, the merciless advance of the sun had already heated the heavy tropical air and he felt as if he were wrapped in a sweltering blanket.  The cloth came away damply brown.  There was always dust in the air; the digging in the thousand-armlength square terraced pit only stopped with full dark.
One of the locally hired laborers dumped another load of sandy earth into the wire-bottomed table in front of him.  Like most of the workers, the young man had a sparse yellow beard and hand-drawn sienna designs on his neck beneath his left ear.  As far as Salhm'l had been able to determine, the intricate marks had no other purpose than decoration, though each villager's designs were unique.
“Gently, Gh’os’!”  Salhm’l reproved benevolently, offering the fellow a kind smile.  “Remember, some of the fragments are delicate.”
All of the laborers would respond attentively to anything vaguely similar to “Gh’os’, which more or less translated as "good friend."  The laborers were too numerous for him to attempt to learn all their names, even had they been willing to reveal them.  Names were considered sacred among the Ehaerhoeferii and none of those employed by the expedition would admit to any name longer than two syllables, though written studies suggested that Ehaerhoeferii'n names grew over the lifetime of the individual, with phrases and modifiers aggregated according to a complex, little understood process.  It was known that very elderly adults had names running to hundreds of syllables.  Some scholars contended that these names enunciated the entire essential history of an Ehaerhoeferii'n life.
“Of course, sir!” the laborer fired back in a rote fashion, feigning utter incomprehension.  With hardly a pause, the villager turned to dash off back toward the dig site.
The local Ehaerhoeferii spoke an obscure dialect of Old Lower Stroovish and though they all seemed to understand Imperial Standard well enough, none of them would admit to being able to speak more than a dozen words.  Salhm’l and his brethren, Junior Archivist Khaelm and Senior Novitiate Ghevauch, had concluded privately that the laborers were fluent in Imperial, but considered it in some quixotic fashion humorous to pretend otherwise.
Salhm’l wiped his forehead again and began raking his trowel through the load of soil.  This site, like most here on the Ehaerhoefe’n sub-continent, had produced artifacts with the distinctive characteristics of Precursor Culture Number Eight.  Based upon this prevalence, he had theorized that PC #8 had been the dominant political entity of its region and had proposed that it be so designated in the Comprehendium.  With any luck, this expedition would discover sufficient evidence to confirm his theory.
Salhm’l set his trowel aside as an encrusted lump came to light.  He shook the fragment to free it of loose material and held it nearer his face to permit his weakened eyes to focus on it.
It was plainly just another example of a relatively common find: a metal bracelet of a size that indicated that it had been intended to be worn on the wrist or lower forearm.  Without fail, all of these artifacts, which came in many variations of size, decoration, and design, exhibited similar damage.  Each had been exposed to an event involving extreme heat, which the stratigraphy proved to have been of short duration and near simultaneous throughout the region, and had thereby been rendered, to a greater or lesser extent, into slag.
He took a small probe from his tool rack and scrapped at a section that seemed to retain a semblance of its original shape.  Hints of blue in the bright metal beneath the surface accretion suggested that the bracelet had indeed once had a magical function.  At digs in other locales from much earlier periods, he had found traces of the blue alloy in artifacts whose residual flux signatures had indicated artificial manipulation.  This bracelet, unfortunately, had suffered much too severe damage to be able to provide any new insights.  He could safely conclude that it was simply another casualty of the catastrophic event, but nothing more.  He placed the lump on a tray to the side for later cataloging.
Salhm’l’s Ability was non-existent, but he had no doubt that this piece, like all previous artifacts unearthed by the expedition at this site, would prove completely drained of flux when delved by Brother Khaelm.  Not even a minimum of migrated background ether would be detected.  Many in the College of Archivists supported the theory that some -- as yet unidentified -- ethereal event in the Period of Disruption had rendered such common magical items into a ‘negative’ or ‘anti’ flux state. 
Methodically, he continued sifting.  Useless bits and pieces of vanished magic were the commonplace produce of his archival expeditions and contributed practically nothing to the advancement of the Work.
Some time later, another of the laborers pounded up one of the ramps and dashed down the trail through the spoil heaps, skidding to an excited halt at the awning.  Puffing from the run, the youth exclaimed, "Come quickly, sir!  We have found something!”
Salhm’l sighed, thinking of the long walk down the sun-drenched ramps into the musty labyrinth of the dig.  Still, Brother Ghevauch would not have sent for him because of some routine matter.  “Very well, let me get my hat.”
Both Ghevauch and Khaelm awaited him at the lowest level, surrounded by a dozen laborers and their equipment.  Some of the Ehaerhoeferii had taken the opportunity to lounge in the scant shade along the northern side of the excavation, but most were observing the Phaelle’n as if they expected something interesting or amusing to happen.
Salhm’l nodded a greeting at his brethren.
Ghevauch pointed down into a shored trench.  “There is a plaque, with an inscription.”
“The language appears to be in an ancestral form of Stroovish,” Khaelm added.  “But I am unfamiliar with it and cannot make sense of the grammar.”
Salhm’l was the acknowledged expert on languages of their group.  He climbed down the short ladder into the trench.  The other Phaelle’n followed and the laborers gathered around the lip to watch.
Affixed to an intact section of solidified aggregate wall at waist height, the metallic plaque measured three span in width and one in height.  The embossed characters, all majuscule, were about half a fingerlength tall and formed two groupings, one above the other.  Salhm’l took a stiff brush from his apron and dusted the plaque, looking for ancillary marks or pictographs, but saw none.
“This is clearly a Precursor script variant."  He pointed out one of the characters.  "This is a Subpart Sixth Eighth Linear and identifies this as a specialized dialect that has been associated with martial endeavors,” Salhm’l concluded.
“Excellent!” Khaelm exclaimed.  He was younger by a decade than both Salhm’l and Ghevauch and had yet to have his enthusiasm tempered by the constant disappointments that their work normally entailed.
“Have you a translation?”  Ghevauch prodded.
“The first word is uncertain, having been variously thought to mean ‘struggle of winds’ or ‘unfettered combat.’  The second has been exhaustively confirmed to mean ‘temple of protection.’”
“We are below the original level of the ground here,” Ghevauch commented, pointing out of the trench to a dark stratum in the overburden.  His early training had been in mining and the supervision of the digging and matters of engineering were his areas of expertise.  “This could be the lower levels of a fortress or perhaps a shelter from attack.”
“Has the context been disturbed?”
Ghevauch made a gesture to include all of the wall section and the floor of the trench.  “This area doesn’t appear to have suffered dislocation.  The layers above this were composed of distributed material, mainly crushed brick and rock with discolorations that suggest decayed metal or wood.”  He tapped the floor of the trench with a booted foot.  The sound was flat, solid.  “This floor, however, is the artificial stony composite, and the coloring suggests the enhanced, extremely durable variety described last year by Brother K'hraiw in his monograph.  My guess is that the damage did not extend below this elevation.”
“Could a chamber have survived beneath us?”
“Yes, I think that likely.”
“Brother Khaelm, have you detected any modulations?”
The Junior Archivist nodded quickly.  “There is a shadow around the plaque itself.”
“Nothing else?  You quartered the entire trench?”
“As you say, brother,” Khaelm replied with a hint of annoyance.  His Ability was a respectable one-and-one-eighth and he took some pride in it.
Salhm’l moved about to study the plaque from different angles.
“It may be an entry device,” Ghevauch suggested.
“I agree,” Salhm’l said, stepping back.  “Brother Khaelm?”
The younger Phaelle’n advanced to the plaque, then hesitated.  “Should we evacuate the site?”
Salhm’l glanced at Ghevauch, received a quick headshake.  It was clear that, like Salhm’l himself, the other man wanted to be present to view whatever might result, even if it meant his own injury or death.  Opportunities such as this were rare.  Salhm’l did not bother to consider the laborers.  They could be replaced.
“Proceed, brother,” he told Khaelm.
Khaelm assumed a relaxed posture within an armlength of the plaque, closed his eyes, and began a whispered rhythmic phrase.  The laborers stirred, murmuring amongst themselves.  The locals had previously shown that they thought Brother Khaelm’s exercise mantra to be some form of magic.  Salhm’l had judged it prudent not to correct that misunderstanding.  The repeated nonsense-words, however, did nothing more than help the Junior Archivist regulate his heartbeat.
After a moment, Khaelm leaned down and spoke a single word distinctly to the plaque.  “Open.”
“Any reaction?”  Salhm’l queried after a moment or two.
Khaelm sighed “None that I could detect.”
“Perhaps,” Ghevauch suggested, “the spell is not sophisticated enough to key on meaning?”
Khaelm shook his head.  “In most cases, a spell keyed vocally will show processing feedback.  Even if there were a particular pass phrase or the command had to be presented in a specific language and intonation, I would experience some type of flux wave.”
Ghevauch frowned.  “Movement or object key, then.  Pity.”
Salhm’l frowned likewise.  If the key sequence were an arcane gesture or illustrative dance, then the probability of discovering the proper motions was miniscule.  To date, no standard frame of reference had been established for such keys in regards PC #8.  If the key were a specific object, then the chances of keying the plaque were zero.  Any such objects surely would have been destroyed in the Period of Disruption.
“Suggestions?” he asked.
“A ‘temple of protection’ might imply an emergency shelter or refuge,” Ghevauch mused.  “A complex key sequence might hinder an evacuation.  I would think that the entry would be designed to open quickly, with little effort.”
“A palm tap or touch of the fingers?”
“Exactly.”
“Brother Khaelm?”
“I concur.”
“Proceed.”
After another moment of preparation, Khaelm placed his palm on the plaque and pressed lightly.
“Anything?” Ghevauch asked.
“Wait.  This--" Khaelm rotated his wrist, paused, then said quickly, “No, this!”
Khaelm tapped his index finger once against the center of the plaque.  Just beyond the Junior Archivist, a large section of the floor sank down silently and slid out of sight, leaving a dark rectangular opening.  The opening extended beneath the split-log shoring and some of the retained burden slid downward with a hollow rattle of gravel.
“Sounds deep!”  Khaelm enthused, an excited grin stretching his thin face.
Brother Ghevauch spun to the laborers and barked, “Torches, Gh’os!  Quickly!  Quickly!”
A rope ladder fetched from the equipment locker let them down into the chamber.  Salhm’l – seniority had its privileges, after all -- went first, descending carefully into the white rectangle of admitted light.  Ghevauch and Khaelm followed.  The laborers passed a lit torch from hand to hand down the ladder and jostled each other as they tumbled down behind the Phaelle'n.
Salhm’l took the torch and walked slowly forward into the cavernous room.  He stopped after a dozen paces when the dim light revealed huge objects of metal and glass towering over him.
The devout Ghevauch fell to his knees.  “Glory to the Duty, the Duty of All Men, and damnation to those who shun the Duty. . .”
Khaelm gasped and then leapt into the air, shouting triumphantly.
Behind the three, the voices of the Ehaerhoeferii began to rise in a mixed jumble: prayers to their gods, ancient words to ward evil, arguments over shares, awed exclamations.
Salhm’l simply smiled.  After forty years of work, he would finally see his name scribed in the Annuals of the Archivists and his monographs published permanently in the Comprehendium.  Most importantly, he would be able to append the so very important letters to the end of his signature.  Senior Archivist (Field Investigation Specialist) Salhm’l, D.R. – Discover of Relics!
 



ONE
 
Telriy found him hiding in a tree.
Mar slid around the massive trunk of the white oak to stay out of her sight, hopping lightly from one waist thick branch to another, but the girl walked without hesitation to his refuge and scanned the thick foliage until her eyes locked on his position.
“I know you’re up there, Mar,” she called softly.  “There’s no point in trying to hide.  I still can’t see the ether very well – it comes and goes like a light mist -- but you stand out like a blazing torch.  Sometimes you make everything else look gray.”
Mar grunted an inarticulate sound.  For the moment, his encyclopedia of curses failed him, as he was unsure whether he should denounce Fflygao, the Under Oligarch of Foliage, or Aenhishk'lhe, the Leafy Goddess’s Stepchild.  “What do you want?”
Telriy, her upturned face barely visible through the profuse leaves, cocked her head and half-smiled.  “And lo, the people did grieve for the King, having been turned away from his bier.”
“What’s that?”
“The Legend of the Great King, Canto Six by Erstophe.  It’s a very old poem but is quite well known in the Archipelago.  You’ve never read it?”
“No.”  He did not bother to add that he found poetry -- not song lyrics or limericks or nursery rhymes, but real poetry, the kind published in self-important tomes and broadcast in public squares to non-existent audiences -- in and of itself pointless. 
“It’s a fantasy loosely based on the life of Great King Hnoro of the Middle Kingdom.”
“He reigned over the area occupied by the coastal provinces of the Empire from 590 to 670 BFE?”  The small pamphlet The Good Kings had made an interesting read, but an even better fire during one bad winter.
“I wouldn’t know,” Telriy cast off dismissively.  “I was trying to make a point, but it’s clear that subtlety bounces right off you, Mar.  Now, will you please come down?”
“I’m not going back.”
“Can you dissolve the Blood Oaths?”
Mar did not answer.
“I thought not,” Telriy confirmed in a calm, reasonable tone as if the question of his kingship had been resolved once and for all.  She examined the ground at her feet, evidently found it sufficiently clear of roots and stones, and then carefully spread her skirts and sat.  From a pocket, she produced a brush and then pulled the pins from her hair.  Around her, the wind rustled the undergrowth and swept a few of last year's dried leaves in a noisy ripple.
Sometime later, when he had grown tired of waiting for the girl to speak again, Mar drifted to the ground and said, “I’m leaving.” 
He paused, frowned.  “Come with me.”
Telriy continued to move the brush methodically through her hair, five slow strokes on the left, then five slow strokes on the right, tilting her head alternately to allow her hair to dangle straight for each pass.  Without raising her head to look at him directly, she replied evenly, “Alright.  Where are we going?”
“I don’t know.  Does it matter?”
“No, I’m sure it doesn’t.”
“What does that mean?”
The girl made a loop with the fingers of one hand, swept her hair behind her, and replaced the pins.  Her nonchalance made Mar fidget.
“You’re my husband and my fate, Mar,” she told him.  “Wherever you go or whatever you do, I’ll be there.”
“There are no gods and there is no fate,” Mar ground out.  He disregarded her claim to a marriage.  He had grown tired of denying it.
“The first I’d not argue.  For the second: if the future can be read, then it’s already written.”
Mar found he could not refute that last statement.  Marihe, the Moon Pool, and even his own premonitions had revealed the future to him.  But if the future was already written, it was not etched permanently on some monolithic stone but scrawled lightly in fading inks on a breath of the wind.  He knew without a doubt that the course of events could be changed, for he had done so.  With the power of magic, he had shifted death to life.
But was that proof of the existence of destiny or proof of its non-existence?
The Mhajhkaeirii had made him a king.  He had not thought it possible, had promised himself that he would do whatever it took to prevent such a disaster, had not had the slightest forewarning that such an unlikely event could transpire.  But here he was all the same, hiding from people whose very lives he could now literally feel if he listen-looked closely to the ether.
Marihe had foreseen his kingship and the Moon Pool had prophesied it.  In hindsight, his choice to fight alongside the Mhajhkaeirii had almost decreed it.  Although he had believed himself in control of his own actions, every choice he had made had conspired to place him exactly where he did not want to be.
Telriy tucked her brush away and offered him a hand.  He pulled her to her feet without thought, a simple courtesy.
She interlaced her fingers with his and caught his free hand also, so that they stood close together, hands clasped.  She gazed into his eyes with an unwavering intensity.
“You're the leader of all these people, whether you want to be or not.  The Oaths make you their king and there is no way that the Oaths can be broken.  Your only option is simply to accept the inevitable.  I have, and you should too.  Stop wasting energy and thought fighting against it.”
She rose up on her toes to bring her face close to his.  "I'm your destiny, Mar, and you're mine."
Temptation and indecision flared, but Mar ignored both.  And then, he knew.  He was not sure if it was some emanation from the ether or a flutter of an eyelash that betrayed her, but he knew all the same.  He laughed shallowly. 
“You’re lying.  You don’t believe that.”
Telriy frowned, released his hands, and then took a stiff step backward.  “What spell tells you that?” she pressed.
“No spell.  I just know.”  And he did, with a clear indisputable knowledge as certain as his awareness of his own existence.
Her frown deepened.  “Did your magic reveal my thoughts?”
Feeling somewhat vindictive, he shrugged.  Maybe it had been just a lucky guess, but he did not want her to know that.
Intent, she searched his face, but gave no indication on her own of what she found.
“I do believe," she told him evenly after a moment, "that men and women have a predetermined path in life, a fate, though not in the sense most do.  My grandmother always told me that the future is not written, it’s built.”
He blew air out the side of his mouth rudely.  “The future isn't a house."
"But it is constructed just like a house.  A house doesn't simply come into being, but is assembled stone by stone and board by board.  Likewise, the future doesn't simply spring into existence.  The future is assembled from each individual choice that a person makes.  Everyone has choices, some big, many small.  Some people have fewer choices, many people have their choices made for them, but no one has none.  These choices construct the future, second by second, opening some paths and closing others, realizing some possibilities and irrevocably destroying others.  Choices you make today will determine where and in what state you'll be tomorrow.  You're the carpenter of your own future, building what will come tomorrow.”
“Alright,” Mar agreed, “I can see that, but that just means that a man’s circumstance is self determined.  It doesn't prove that any man – or woman -- has a binding destiny.”
Telriy smiled.  “It does when you consider that choices have different weights of importance and that therefore all choices don't have the same significance in determining the future.  Some choices – many of them in fact -- mean nothing at all and have no noticeable consequence.  Do you remember what you had for lunch on this same day five years ago?  It certainly had very little effect on what's happing today.”
“Five years ago, I ate whatever I could steal.  I very seldom had the luxury to be selective.”
“Oh, but you did chose, in a myriad of different small ways.  You chose where to steal the food and who to steal it from.  You chose to steal at any certain moment rather than go hungry longer.  You chose where and when to eat the food.  You made dozens of other choices I could not even guess at.  My point is that all of these choices were insignificant, without consequence, and had no discernible affect on your future, your fate.”
“'Myriad possibilities, myriad futures,’” Mar quoted.  “The philosopher-blacksmith Ehartj’hm said that in 510 AFE.  A thousand different choices give a thousand different futures.  I'd say that helped prove that there is no destiny.”
Telriy made a sour face.  “Pah!  A thousand choices but only one future!  Have you been sectioned into a thousand different bits, one flying this way, one that?  No!  Has your soul been scattered to the winds?  No!  Are your thoughts strewn unconnected across the face of the globe?  No, no, no!  You are here, all of you, every facet of you, in this one place at this one time!  There is one and only one tomorrow and after that the same for all your days!”
When Mar did not respond immediately, she continued.  “Some choices are keys to the future -- they can change the entire course of a life.  The day we met, I could have escaped you easily.  This must have occurred to you by now.”  She flashed her Maiden’s Companion at him and then made the blade vanish.  “I chose not to do so and today we’re husband and wife.  That choice was mine alone and it laid the foundation of the future we now live.”
“What of my choices?  Didn’t they matter?”
“You’ve had them and you’ve made them.”  Telriy stated flatly.  “You chose to drag me along with you.  In effect, you chose me.”
Mar rubbed his forehead tiredly.  He had a sudden dull pain between his eyes.  He did not know if she was right -- if he had already chosen his path and thereby determined his future -- but he could not find an argument that would proclaim her to be wrong.
"Now, Mar, are you going to embrace your destiny or keep trying to deny it?"
In place of an answer, he started walking.  He had options.  He knew this implicitly.  Even if he had a fate, the only fate that he would accept was one that would suit him, not Telriy.
But she had been right about one thing: he could not escape those who had sworn the Blood Oath.  Magic that he could not control had made him their king and he would remain so imprisoned until the day he died.
Unless he could discover a stronger magic.
Telriy caught up with him.  "What do you intend to do now?"
He grimaced.  "Whatever it takes."
 



TWO
 
As they made their way back through the trees of the woodlot to the edge of the barley field, they came across a gang of youths scavenging dead branches and foraging for dewberries.
"It's the King!" screeched one girl of about ten, startled by Mar's sudden appearance from behind the wide trunk of a canted elm.  She dodged backwards, bumped into another girl and almost dropping the berries that she had gathered in the hem of her blouse.
"Oh!  It is!" the second girl burst out.  "Hryen!  Come see, it's him!"  The boy she called to, a bit older than both girls, ran over, hurdling underbrush and deadfalls in his haste.
As the young were want to do, the first girl recovered almost immediately from her fright and enfolded Telriy with eyes gone large.  "My lady, are you the Queen?"
Telriy gave a half-smile.  "I suppose I am."
Mar mumbled a curse under his breath, earning himself a sharp look from the "Queen."
"What did the King do to save you?" the second girl asked breathlessly.
Telriy cocked her head slightly.  "What do you mean?"
"The good kings always save their brides from some terrible danger!"
"That's right!"  Hryen confirmed.  "That's the way 'tis in all the books."
"It's always something really, really hard!" the first girl chimed in.
"Well," Telriy began thoughtfully, "as it did happen ..." She let her voice turn conspiratorial.  "In an ancient city far to the north, beyond all known habitations, in a lost land where the Empire still reigns in all its glorious splendor, he found and rescued me from a terrible inferno in the greatest library in the world.  Disguised as a boy to escape the vile intentions of evil sorcerers, I had been seeking clues to an ancient treasure when he saved me and took me for his own."
As the trio oohed and ahed in appreciation, their compatriots, nearly a dozen with the oldest no more than fifteen, congregated around the royal pair, clamoring in their excitement.  Some went so far as to touch their clothes in awe, while others only stared.
Mar, disgruntled by the delay, pushed on without a word, but the children happily tagged along and the small parade attracted considerable attention as it proceeded through the encampment of the refugees.  More people came up to them, mostly children and curious adults, with the majority of the latter being women of all ages and circumstances.  The adults, by all indications, gathered for the sake of idle curiosity or simple boredom while the children seemed drawn by the prospect of an exciting spectacle.  The refugees swirled around Mar and Telriy in a fluctuating cloud, and a steady noise of laughter, chatter, and whispers followed them.
Mar overheard some of the comments.
“Not very old, is he?”
“No, but maybe it’s this magery that makes him young?”
“Eh, I hadn’t thought about that.  I wonder if he could do anything for the wrinkles around my eyes?  I think that they’re starting to make me look old.”
“Pah!  You are old, dear.”
“Fifty-two’s not old!  And, anyway, I’m younger than you!”
“No, you’re not!  Your younger sister is younger than me!  And besides --”
Embracing her newly minted royal role with cheerful disdain, Telriy soon attracted a train of younger children, including a toddling girl in one hand and a slightly older boy in the other.
“I’m holding the Queen’s hand!”  Mar heard the boy inform a sibling proudly.
About halfway back to the skyships at the crossroads, one adolescent rake, braver than most, ran up and planted himself directly in Mar's path. 
“Can you make me fly?” he challenged with only a modest quaver in his breaking voice, watching not Mar's reaction but alternately that of a girl of his own age that had joined Telriy's retinue and those of a squad of boys who watched expectantly to one side.
His thoughts elsewhere, Mar absent-mindedly infused the lad's boots and belt with a slightly shifted variation of the lifting sound-color, then asked him, “Where do you want to go?”
As he rose a fingerlength from the ground, the boy tensed, wobbling slightly, and the rims of his eyes went white.  “I didn’t actually mean right this second!"
“Knew you didn’t have the guts, Ihrol!” a companion hooted.
Ihrol’s face clenched in annoyance and he shot the other lad a sharp look.
“Clamp it, Bhel!  What I meant was --" The boy's eyes danced over the temporary awnings, improvised tents, cook fires, and trampled vegetation.  “-- over there!”  He threw out an arm to point across a low stone fence into a small area devoid of bedrolls or cook fires.
Most of the adults and children had gathered about, watching intently.  Mar, struck by the abrupt concern that these battered Mhajhkaeirii might react negatively to his magic, especially were a child the object of it, started to set the boy back on his feet, but stopped when he saw Telriy give him a quick wink.  Taking a quick poll of the expressions of the women and few older men standing about, he tried to gauge the mood of the crowd.  Seeing no antagonism or distrust, he flexed his shoulders in a careless shrug.  It seemed a poor use of time, but truthfully, he did not know what else he should be doing instead.
He started immediately to send the young supplicant on his requested flight, but decided to indulge in the theatrical.  Raising his hand in what he hoped to be an arcane manner, he intoned, “Then be gone to where you wish!”
The boy squalled in delight as he rose above the heads of the crowd and sailed out into the clearing.  Many of the children squealed and shouted, and Ihrol’s band ran after him whooping.
“Me next!” another boy implored.
“Me too!” cried a girl.
Stopping, Mar spent the better part of an hour flying the children about.  Some of them had stout enough shoes and belts to travel a goodly distance, but most, especially the smaller ones, received only a quick hoist and a few twirls.  The exercise was neither tiring nor difficult and it was also, he came to realize, completely without purpose and utterly harmless.  This realization improved his mood.  It cheered him to show that magic could be used for more than war, death, and destruction.
Telriy appointed herself arbiter of the game, forming a queue and scolding those who tried to repeat the ride.  After a bit, women began to approach her both singly and in small groups.  None tarried long, but conversed earnestly and made way for others that waited.
Finally, the queue came to an end.  The children wandered away to play or were called to lessons or chores.  The adults likewise scattered to attend to more pressing needs or tasks.  Eventually, Mar and Telriy were once more unaccompanied
“What was that about?”  Mar asked her as they continued.
“The women?”
“Yes.”
“They wanted me to intercede with you on their behalf.”
“About what?”
“Missing husbands, sons and daughters conscripted to the militia and not heard from, the lack of basic needs.  Some wanted to complain about conditions.  A few had suggestions.”
“What did you tell them?”
“I told them that the King would look into their concerns as he was able.  That’s what they expected me to say.  That’s how it’s done.  Subjects have the right of petition.  They all know that.”
“What do you mean?”
“The Mhajhkaeirii haven’t had a king for nearly two thousand years but they all know how it’s supposed to work.  They’ve all read the adventurous stories and the classic poems and seen the plays.  They memorized the nursery songs as children.  Rationally, most of them would say that they accept the dry history that scholars teach them in school -- that kingdoms were oppressive, burdensome, and inefficient political structures designed for the enrichment of a single man.  In their hearts, though, they believe the myths – that a king is the champion of the people, their defender, and their guide, a paternal leader whose purpose is to perform heroic deeds and succor them in times of need.”
“That’s a wagon load of horse dung.”
Telriy twitched her shoulders in a shrug.  “Belief is a powerful force, Mar. Don’t neglect it.”
When they were nearly to the crossroads, traveling down an irregular lane formed by a dozen or two large, white canvas tents that must have come from the stores of the fallen Western Redoubt, a middle-aged woman of some heft appeared in Mar's way.  She started to bow, obviously thought better of it, tried an inexperienced military salute, and then simply rolled her eyes dismissively.
“You’re the king, are you?” she asked hurriedly.  “The one that can do the magery?”
“He is,” Telriy spoke up.  “Both.”
“Can you help the child?  My niece, that is?  She’s of a fever.”
Mar shook his head.  “I don’t know.  I’ve never tried such a thing.”
“Well, can you look at her?”  It was not a plea.  It was clear that the forthright woman was interested only in finding a solution to her problem.
He started to shake his head again, but thought of the things Telriy had said of kings and reconsidered.  “I’ll do what I can.  Where is she?”
The girl -- ten years old, her aunt said -- lay sweating on a simple pallet in one of the tents.  Half a dozen other children ranging in age from about eight up to nearly grown occupied the shelter with her.  The oldest girl was platting braids in a younger sister’s hair, while the four boys were occupied with a simple finger sign game.  Aside from a few thin blankets, the family had no possessions.
“She won’t hardly take anything but water, and not much of that,” the aunt informed.  “There’s no meat for a proper broth.”
Mar knelt at the girl’s side.  Hazel eyes smiled up at him.
“Are you the King like Mheherie said?”
“Yes,” Telriy answered for him again.  “He is the King.”
“My name is Kheaelie,” the little girl whispered seriously, “and I know that kings are not bad like Ehv said.”
One of the smaller boys whiffed angrily but did not interrupt.
Mar laid the back of his fingers on the girl’s forehead.  The heat of the fever was instantly notable.
“Where’s her mother?” Telriy asked the aunt.
“Missing since the Monks attacked.”
“Her father?”
“Dead, as far as we know.  He was in the militia.”
Mar closed his eyes and focused inward.  He had saved Ulor, had successfully knit his ripped flesh back together with little effort, but then the damage had been obvious and the nature of the repairs equally so.  Here, he had no idea of what he should look for.  He delved the ether about the child's body, looking deeper than he ever had, searching for some obvious wrongness.  He found uncountable multitudes of sound-colors: streamers, meshes, spirals, waves, and other complexities that defied description in an incomprehensible muddle. 
There were simply far too many; he had no idea of where to begin or what to do.  He opened his eyes.
“You, Ehv, come here.”
The boy looked anxiously at his aunt.  “I didn’t mean it!  I promise I didn’t, Aunt Celhis!  I promise!”
The woman hesitated.
“I need a reference,” Mar explained.  “Someone that I can look into to see what’s wrong.  The boy doesn’t have the fever, does he?”
“No, they’re all fit as best I can tell.  Do what you’re told, Ehv.”
“Auntie –“
“Boy, you’d better do as I say or I’ll get after you!”
Ehv hopped up and dashed to Mar’s side.  “Yes, Aunt Celhis!”
Ehv was not much older than Kheaelie.  Mar placed a hand on his shoulder and began reading the ether.
“Does he have to do one of those naked dances where he’s covered in calf blood?” one of the other boys wondered with bright-eyed interest.
“Hush, Thyryl!”  Celhis scolded.
Telriy grinned.  “The King is a magician, not a sorcerer, Thyryl.  He does his magic with his clothes on.”
This brought a laugh from all the children, even the nervous Ehv.
Mar released Ehv and turned back to Kheaelie.  There were hundreds of differences between the flux that flowed inside of and around the two, but the most glaring was one that only the girl possessed: a sinuous string of ringing violet that seemed to be fighting with ribbons of eager umber.  Where an umber managed to trap a violet, it bonded itself to the offending flux and then the new construction evaporated.  The problem seemed to be that the umbers were few in number and the violets many and multiplying.  The apparent solution seemed to be to increase the umber ribbons.  How could he do that?
Needing time to study the problem, he stole it with hardly a contrary thought, humming The Knife Fighter's Dirge, and the tent and its occupants faded.
Tediously and exhaustively, he experimented, stirring the ether with tentative strokes.  Eventually, he discovered that an involved miasma of rumbling seashell, coughing jade, and squeaking coal would birth an umber ribbon if nudged in a specific fashion.  With careful precision, he began producing the helpful umbers and was gratified to see the numbers of violet strings quickly diminish.  In moments, all the violets were gone.  For good measure, he strengthened any sound-colors in the girl’s body that had the feeling of weakness and carefully left everything else as he had found it.
When he slipped back into the normal stream of time, Kheaelie sat up from her pallet, the flush gone from her face.  “I feel better now, Aunt Celhis.  Can I have something to eat?”
The woman placed her hand on the girl's forehead.  “Fever’s gone.  My thanks, my lord.”  No exuberance, no celebration, just another task accomplished.
Mar got to his feet.
“Ah, my lord ... king?  If you’re not rushed?”
“Yes?”
“The Lady Zilsmhaer, she’s in the next tent and has got a nasty burn on her arm.”
Mar took a deep breath.  “Show me.”
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142nd Year of the Reign of the City
(Firstday, Waxing, 3rd Summermoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
 
Still feeling the draining effects of the battles of his last day in
 The Greatest City in All the World, Eishtren sat down heavily and leaned his back against the post that would be one corner of the shelter.  The freshly cut pine sapling tilted a bit as his weight rested against it.  With nothing but the split end of a plank to use as a shovel, he had only sunk the posthole a bit less than half an armlength.  He thought it would do, though, as rumors suggested that this current bivouac was to last only a matter of days.
Aelwyrd handed him a cup of water. 
"Thank you, Recruit."
At fourteen, Aael's grandson was yet two years shy of the minimum age for a provisional enlistment, but that hardly seemed to matter now.  He had fairly leapt for joy when the quaestor had promoted him from the Youth Auxiliary.
Aael, sitting nearby on the ground with stumps outspread so that he could scratch at another posthole, waggled his hand at Aelwyrd.  "Bring me some of that, grandson."
The boy snapped to and dashed to the wooden water bucket.  Eishtren's band had only the one pottery cup, but Aael did not rinse it before filling it again for his grandfather; the stream was half a league away and they had no water to waste.
Kyamhyn moaned on his pallet and Eishtren got quickly to his feet and crossed to the injured clerk.  Fugleman Truhsg had rigged an awning from the poles of Aael's litter, two stout branches, and their three spare blankets to give the dying man some shade, but they had been unable to do more to make him comfortable on the hard ground.  The legionnaire opened his eyes as Eishtren knelt beside him.
"Quaestor, is there anything to drink?"
Eishtren nodded.  "Recruit Aelwyrd!  Fetch some water here!"
Kyamhyn managed only three weak sips before his eyes closed once more.  Eishtren handed the cup back to Aelwyrd and felt the clerk's forehead.  Kyamhyn's fever, if anything, was worse.
"How long has he got?" the boy asked.  Now no stranger to death, Aelwyrd apparently accepted it as a natural course of events.  Most of the Auxiliaries, the children, seemed to have become equally fatalistic; they did not cry, wonder after vanished parents, or talk of the life that they had known in Mhajhkaei.
"Tomorrow or the next day or the day after."  Eishtren stood, retrieved his split plank, and walked to the X scratched into the turf where the third posthole needed to be dug.  The quaestor squatted and started work. 
Their bivouac lay on the western edge of the encampment, the first open spot that they had been able to find upon disembarking from the skyship two days before.  Their nearest neighbors were an extended family group of more than twenty who had tents, bedding, and some utensils, supplies that they had trucked with them when they had evacuated to the Citadel.  The patriarch of the group had loaned Eishtren the blankets and the water bucket, but had apologetically admitted that they had little else to spare.
When Eishtren had almost finished the second posthole, the Auxiliaries came tumbling along the meandering shoe-trampled trail from the main section of the encampment, returning from their scavenging mission.  All laughed and talked excitedly, displaying more energy and spirit than they had at any time since the quaestor had first seen them.
 A disgusted look crossed the Signifier's face as he observed this complete lack of discipline.
"Recruit Aelwyrd," Aael barked, "Take muster of Auxiliary Task Force One!"
The boy ran to the arriving group and snapped an order.  Quieting abruptly, the children scampered into two irregularly spaced ranks and made ready to sound off.
About Aelwyrd's age, the leftmost boy carried a large bundle of branches secured with a cord.  He called out his name first.  "Hryen!
"Lyeut!"  That was Hryen's sister, though she had hair the color of dry sand rather than the seared brown of her sibling.
Siel, Mlehn, Dehnl, Polg, and Bieldu, five black-haired brothers with closely spaced ages from thirteen on down, all of whom carried bundles of branches, declared their names next to finish out the front rank.
The second rank consisted of Tsyie, Klyvett, Mhye, Pertwie, a tight-knit group, four girls, who were simply playmates and not siblings, and the fraternal twins, Daymion and Oeryhm, who were just barely seven.
Aelwyrd pivoted and saluted.  "All present, Signifier!'
Miraculously, of the twenty-one children that Eishtren and his band had shepherded aboard the flying ship the night of the evacuation, eight had been repatriated within the first few hours of the next day to relatives or near-relatives amongst the refugees, including, to the quaestor's great relief, the five youngest.
Using an awkward, strained, and painful-looking ambulation involving his good arm and two stumps, Aael toddled over to sit in front of the formation.  "Report, Hryen."
"Signifier, we have brought the firewood, as ordered, and also discovered some dewberries!" 
Aael looked at the juice-stained fingers and smeared cheeks of the Auxiliaries and scowled.  "That'd be right fine, Auxiliaries, if you'd have brought some back for the rest of the detachment!'
"But we did!"  Tsyie piped up, squeezing between Mlehn and Dehnl to display her harvest.  She had caught up the berries in the hem of her blouse and the once white fabric had turned the color of red wine.  "Almost a whole quart!
"Heh!  Well, it'll be spoiled in a day.  You all might as well divide it up amongst yourselves.  Aael, get that firewood stowed away and then you, Hryen, Siel, Mlehn, and Dehnl head out east toward the border of this field.  Farmers generally don't shift any stones farther than they have to.  See if you can find some to line the edge of the fire pit that the rest of the Auxiliaries will be digging."
At the end of his rank, Daymion, clearly unable to contain the news any longer, burst out suddenly, "We saw the King!"
"Well, did you now?" the Signifier queried sourly.  "And what did the King have to say?"
Daymion, irrepressible, grinned.  "Not much, but he did make me fly!"
Before the Signifier could express the scathing comment evident on his face, a young woman approached the group from the neighboring bivouac.
"It's the Queen!"  Tsyie, Klyvett, Mhye, Pertwie screamed in unison, almost as if they had practiced the chorus.  The Auxiliaries shouted and bounced, exulting as a group, and their formation dissolved.  Babbling and jostling, they surrounded the visitor, who received the attention with affable grace.
"Auxiliaries!"  Aael barked.  "Return to your formation!  Now!  Get after it!  I said MOVE!"
As the children threw themselves back into their ranks, Eishtren drew near the young woman and braced to attention.  He had seen her once before, during the night of the evacuation.  A marine had pointed her out to him as the pilot of the leading skyship and proclaimed that she was a magician.  The distinction had already come into common usage amongst the refugees, marines, and legionnaires: the magery done by the despised Phaelle'n was vile sorcery; that of these new champions of the Principate was gods-blessed magic.
"Greetings, my lady.  Welcome to the 4th Payroll Section, Mhajhkaeirii Logistics Legion.  I am Quaestor Eishtren.  May I be of assistance?"
The lady took in the quaestor curiously, and then gave him an odd, out-of-focus look.  "I'm Telriy nhi' Celiy ez' Mar," she murmured distractedly
Her use of the out-of-fashion form, most often encountered only in legal documents, introduced her as the daughter of Celiy and the spouse of Mar, the King.  Somewhat unusually, she had not appended the matching prefix nh' to indicate her paternal line.  Eishtren did not concern himself with what this omission might mean.
The lady's eyes refocused and her expression became circumspect as she regarded him.  "Have you any sick or wounded here?"
"Yes, my lady.  Clerk Kyamhyn has taken a hard fever from his wounds.  My fugleman does not believe that he will survive longer than a few days."
"My husband will see to him when he's done with the broken foot in the last camp.  Do you have food for the children?"
"The Auxiliaries?  Yes, my lady, we received a distribution of rations this morning."
"Water?"
"Yes, my lady.  Sufficient for our drinking needs, that is."
She looked by Eishtren towards the two flimsy corner posts.  "You've no tents?"
"I have dispatched Fugleman Truhsg and a team to seek canvas.  I expect that we will have our shelter completed by nightfall.  The Auxiliaries have been able to supply us with a quantity of firewood and we have enough blankets."
He had given what he had thought were logical orders, but his experience on field exercises outside the walls of the Citadel was minimal.  "If have been in some guise deficient in command, I will correct those deficiencies immediately, my lady."
"I wasn't being critical, Quaestor.  We've come just to provide any aide that we can with magic, and I've also been gathering information on conditions."
"Yes, my lady."
The Lady Telriy -- the Queen, he amended -- gave him another odd look.
Then the King of the Mhajhkaeirii appeared from between two of the neighboring tents and with impatient steps came to join his wife.
Eishtren felt an immediate surge of pride.  He, like all of his band save the youngest of the Auxiliaries, had made the Blood Oath.  It had been a sight to behold, the thousands kneeling to shed blood and recite the words.  Even those who had not been able to see the king directly had been moved -- by the sacred power of the Forty-Nine in concert, many said -- to swear their allegiance.  The cut on his right hand had already healed to a thin, white line, a clear sign of the miraculous nature of the wound.  Everyone in the encampment save the very young or very sick had that scar, or one like it on finger or cheek or bicep.  It was a mark of unity and shared identity.
Eishtren sank to one knee and saluted.  He had seen that in a theatrical once and it seemed the proper thing to do in the presence of his king.  Aelwyrd followed suit immediately and, at Aael's urging, the Auxiliaries belatedly also copied him.
The magician sighed tiredly.  "Don't do that.  Get up.  And don't ever do it again."
Eishtren shot to his feet, coloring.  "Yes, my lord."
"My lord king," Aelwyrd whispered loudly, his prompt surely heard by everyone present.
Eishtren ignored the recruit.  He had no idea of the protocol that the King expected and, as did any good officer, he knew the first rule of encounters with superiors -- keep your mouth shut as much as possible.
"Mar, this is Quaestor Eishtren," the Queen introduced.
"I know who he is," the magician's mouth compressed into a tight line.  "Where's your bow, Quaestor?"
"It is here, my lord."  He strode to his pallet and retrieved the bow, which he had wrapped in his blanket in order to keep it out of the direct sun.  He had no oil to rub into the wood and he feared it might dry unduly and suffer warp.  He removed the blanket, passed that to the attending Aelwyrd, and presented the heirloom to his sovereign with both hands as if it were an offering to the Gods.
The King did not touch it as he bent to examine it.
The Queen sucked in a sharp breath.  "Mar, I can see it."
"It's a wonder that everyone can't see it.  It's worse than it was.  Quaestor, does it glow in dim light?"
Eishtren blinked.  "Glow, my lord?"
"It does glow at night, my lord king," Aael spoke up from his place in front of the entranced Auxiliaries.  "Not yellow like a fire, but sort of blue or sometimes orange.  I noticed it the first night during the evacuation and every night since."
"Don't ever break it or allow it to be damaged," the King ordered.  "Not by accident and certainly not on purpose.  Understand?"
"Yes, my lord king."  If it had been anyone other than this magician-king, Eishtren would have taken offense.  To suggest that he might somehow misuse his grandfather's bow was absurd.
The King nodded brusquely and marched toward Kyamhyn's pallet.  "Now, what's wrong with this man?"
"A fever from battle wounds, Mar," the Queen supplied.
The Auxiliaries appeared on the verge of rushing after the King to watch.  Eishtren looked down at Aael.  "I heard mention of the Auxiliaries collecting stones?"
"Yes sir!  Auxiliaries!  Tsyie, Hryen!  Form quads!  To your duty!"
Doing nothing more obvious than sitting at the man's side quietly, the King, with the Queen observing from a few paces away, spent less than five minutes with Kyamhyn and, to Eishtren's eyes at least, there was no open sign of his magic.
With no expectations of significant improvement, the quaestor simply waited. To his amazement, when the magician stood and moved away, Kyamhyn sat up, clear eyed and vigorous, though apparently dumbfounded, and then got to his feet. 
Scratching inattentively at a bandage on his shoulder, the clerk pulled it away to reveal undamaged flesh where there had previously been a grievous, purpled gash.  Then, with a sharp indrawn breath, Kyamhyn raised both hands to his jaws.  The ragged rips that the quarrel had made when it passed through had been healed completely, with no blemish or scar.  Sticking one finger inside, the conscript opened his mouth wide to count his teeth, in the process showing pristine white molars amongst his otherwise stained snags.
"They're all back!"  Kyamhyn marveled.  "Even the ones that I'd lost before!  It's a miracle from the Gods!"
Grinning for the first time in days, Eishtren clapped the legionnaire's shoulder.  "How do you feel, Kyamhyn?"
The man stretched, full of energy and profoundly hale.  "Hungry."
"Aelwyrd, bring something for him to eat," Eishtren ordered, his spirits suddenly lifted.  There could be no doubt that this magic and this king had been ordained by the Forty-Nine.
Eishtren compelled the clerk to sit and eat and with a much lighter step returned to wait upon the King.  Arriving at the tail end of a conversation, Eishtren found the magician talking quietly with Aael.
"I'll think about it, my lord," the Signifier offered.  "I'm some used to the way I am."
"If you decide to try it, come find me.  I can't guarantee anything, and I think it'll take a long time if I can figure out how to do it, but I'd like to try.  I should learn a lot from the attempt."
Still unconvinced of whatever the King had asked of him, Aael tucked up one corner of his mouth.  "As you say, my lord."
Lady Telriy turned as Eishtren approached.  "Quaestor, I'd like your section to take a billet aboard Number One.  I think she needs a permanent crew."
The King raised his eyebrows but did not interrupt.
"I exist to serve, my lady.  However, I must point out that the Auxiliaries may not find reassignments in the short term."
She awarded Eishtren a slight, understanding smile.  "I intend them to remain attached to your section.  I'm going to set up quarters for the King and myself aboard Number One.  This afternoon, gather up your legionnaires and auxiliaries and report to us there."
"Yes, my lady."
A deafeningly loud screeching sound began to traverse the sky from the south to north, causing Eishtren to look up.  After a quick search, his eyes locked on a pair of dark, silvery objects just beneath the clouds.  These were moving at an extreme speed and passed immediately above the encampment, shooting away into the distance.  The quaestor turned to follow and saw the objects make a wide turn before they crossed the horizon and then drive directly back along their path, headed straight for the Mhajhkaeirii.
"Get under cover!" the King shouted.  With a rush of air, the magician rose away rapidly, accelerating as he sailed out to meet these new and unknown skyships.
 



FOUR
 
Hovering directly in their path, Mar peered toward the strange skyships.  At this distance, the objects were mere glints against the sky.  Might they have the semblance of some fantastical beast, like the Bhrekxa?  But no, as they drew closer, it became clear that these were also crafted apparatus like the Phaelle'n's gray ships, the artifice of magical smiths.
He did not question that these new apparitions belonged to the Brotherhood.  Who else would have access to ancient magic?
He strained to extend his awareness out through the ether, seeking to divine the nature of the oncoming skyships' spells.  The distance was still beyond his range, but he did sense an oddness in the background magic.  As they drew near with shocking rapidity, he began to perceive more, encountering an incomprehensible array of densely wrapped and intertwined flux modulations like nothing he had previously experienced.  Extremely powerful, all were awe-inspiring admixtures of sound-colors, braided in such complexity that he could not determine where one modulation ended and another began.
Within seconds, the two craft had closed upon the encampment once more, and they dove towards the crossroads and the moored skyships with obvious malignant intent.  The dart-like shapes hurtled in front of him at a distance of no more than a hundred armlengths and crossed over the forward end of the barge train, hardly ten manheight above the upper canvas awning of Number Two.  Reddish light spat from the Phaelle'n crafts' forward sections as each unleashed a dark, wavering stream that ripped into the moored skyship's timbers.  Number Two exploded spectacularly, the raking fire shattering her decks and hull in a blast of erupting flux and yellow fire.  The stricken skyship buckled along her midsection and broke apart, her bow and stern sagging in different directions.  As dark gray smoke began to climb into the air, the two attackers streaked away, almost faster than Mar could think.  Whirlwinds spawned in their wakes, toppling tents and raising clouds of dust that swept across the panicked civilians. 
Mind racing, Mar tweaked the flux supporting his brigandine to drive him toward the wreckage.  Leagues away, the two attacking skyships banked to return for another pass over the crossroads.
He knew immediately that his immature skill could not affect this new menace.  He had brought down the Bhrekxa by disrupting the flux modulations of its spell, but he had no hope of doing the same with these.  The complexity of their spells was simply beyond him.
With his will alone, he had been able to deflect the green flux lances when he, Mhiskva, and the marines had been attacked in the Mhajhkaeirii'n street.  Could he do the same to dark streams?
Clearly, the Mhajhkaeirii'n skyships were their primary target; the Phaelle'n could have easily wreaked terrible carnage among the helpless civilians.  Taking a protective position above Number One, his heart began to race.  Like arrows, the approaching skyships seemed pointed directly at his chest. 
Below, marines and legionnaires scrambled onto the upper deck of Number One carrying shields and crossbows.  Telriy, easily identifiable, sprinted in their midst as they rushed toward the steerage platform at the bow.  He was too high to shout a warning and patently did not have the time to descend to order them away.
Belatedly, The Knife Fighter's Dirge sprang to mind and he began to hum, working to gain the time he needed to prepare for the coming onslaught.  As always, his spell made the progress of the world around him slow to a crawl, but when he went to move toward the Brotherhood's skyships, he found a strong flux resistance pushing back against him.  The farther his magics drove him from his original location, the stronger the resistance became.  Inundating his brigandine with an overload of ethereal energy, he surged perhaps another armlength, but the air around him filled with scalding-blue, scarping shrieks of violated flux.  With some alarm, he realized that travel through slowed time, which he had not previously attempted, might actually be impossible.  Abandoning the fruitless attempt, he allowed his spell to fade and saw red fire flare again from the attackers.
Focusing his full attention toward the wavering streams, he sensed within less than a second that each was actually composed of unenchanted bits of some material hurled at a great speed.  Their impetus reflected from the background flux as a pale, grumbling-yellow.  Reacting without plan, he raked a random wave of scrambled static-purple from the ether and flooded it toward the bits, trying to intercept them scant armlengths above Number One.  The grinding clash of flux where the static-purple met the grumbling-yellow dissipated the latter in a stark burst that roiled the background gray, and the bits began to scatter, losing all speed and dispersing to earth about the grounded skyship.
Then the Phaelle'n skyships had passed over, stunningly close, the rushing wind of their passage battering him and driving him backwards through the air, leaving him with a fleeting impression of sharp metal and dark glass.
Elated at his success, he rotated to face the next attack.  Number One began to pull grudgingly away from the burning remains of Number Two and a large group of armsmen had moved in to haul on ropes fastened to Number Three, dragging it back to prevent the spread of the fire to the rest of the train.
Driving on Number One, which Telriy had turned to the east, the sharp-edged metal birds unleashed their torrents of grumbling-yellow driven bits, but once again, his static-purple shield leached their speed and scattered them harmlessly.
Five more times the Phaelle'n attacked, but each time without success.  When they altered the angle of their attack to bear instead on the barges, he flew back to cover them.  The speed of the monks' ships gave them indisputable advantage, but it also precluded rapid corrections of their course, allowing Mar to judge accurately where they intended to strike.
After the fifth ineffectual pass, the aerial craft abruptly banked away and disappeared to the south.
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17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 45th Day of Glorious Work
(Firstday, Waxing, 3rd Summermoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
The Greatest City in All the World
 
From dozens of leagues away, Abbot Jzeoosl's voice came clearly through Whorlyr's headset.  "Brother Whorlyr, we are beginning our first run.  As instructed, the two of us shall concentrate on but one of the flying boats."
"Understood."
Up to this point, the brethren had been unable to coax the far talking enchantments of the Shrike Relics to communicate with anything but themselves.  None of the recovered handheld far talking discs evinced even the slightest sound when the magics in a Shrike were activated.  Brother Salhm’l, the discoverer of the Shrikes, had speculated that the vessels encoded their flux messages in a specific manner designed to prevent interception.  Thus, in order to monitor the attack, it had been necessary to utilize an additional Shrike.  This, of course, also necessitated a third operator to sit in the control compartment and verbally relay events.
Whorlyr had been fortunate to be present, reporting the status of his cloister and their Relics to Martial Director Lhevatr, when notification that the research team had successfully activated the Shrikes had come from the Chief Skryer.  Without a second of delay, the Archdeacon had commanded that a trio of the Relics be brought to Mhajhkaei.  The first pair had arrived in the conquered city but a scant hour later, flown in under cover of darkness by the researcher who had finally cracked their key sequence, Abbot Jzeoosl, and his assistant, Junior Specialist Brother Hyeu. 
Waiting with his deployed cloister in the commandeered opulence of the Palace's Garden of the Eternal Mhajhkaeirii'n Peace, Whorlyr's mouth had fallen agape as the massive Shrikes descended from the night sky in utter silence, their landing struts crushing ornate flowerbeds and cracking decorative walks.  He had heard rumors of their existence, but had discounted the outlandish story as just another bored novitiate's fancy.  Larger than two wagons placed end to end, with sharp forward edges and a sweptback shape, it had seemed to him that the wingless craft did not so much resemble the merciless songbird for which they were named as they did the flattened, burnished head of spear.
The Archdeacon had seemed only slightly less impressed.  "The description that I had received led me to believe that they were not quite so large.  There is room but for a one occupant?"
"Indeed, Preeminence."  Martial Director Lhevatr, standing, as he often did, at the head of the order's elbow, had replied.  "As I understand it, the control compartment contains only a single seat.  There is also a large compartment behind retractable panels on its belly, but thus far the consensus of our scholars is that this is storage for large, independently launched weapons, none of which were stored with the Shrikes."
"What of the third Relic?"
"None of the other candidates successfully accomplished the key sequence, my lord, in time for their departure.  Abbot Jzeoosl has expressed doubts that any others of his research community have the combination of Ability and clarity required to do so in the short term."
"A satisfactory candidate must be found within the hour, Marital Director."
"Yes, Preeminence."
Simultaneously recognizing and seizing his opportunity, Whorlyr had boldly stepped into the Archdeacon's presence and offered himself as a volunteer.
Clearly eschewing offense at this breach of protocol, the Archdeacon had observed him for a moment and then asked, "Your Ability?"
"Two and one tenth, Preeminence."  Whorlyr had let his pride show.  That placed him in the top tenth percentile of all gifted brethren.
"What meditation mastery have you achieved?"
"I hold the Tenth Degree of Ibin'sho'wg, Preeminence."  That placed him in the top one thousandth percentile of all members of the Brotherhood.
"Brother, your eagerness to embrace the Duty is well regarded.  You may study with the Abbott, but be forewarned, time is of the essence." 
Whorlyr had been unable to suppress his grin.  Even were he to fail, the attempt could do nothing but enhance his status in the fraternity of the Great Phaelle.  Were he to succeed, the experience of contact with this newly revealed, perfectly preserved, and fully operational Holy Relic and the extended contact with the Archdeacon and his chief advisors would no doubt lead to accelerated advancement in the hierarchy!
Dispatched immediately through the Emerald Gate back to the Home Community on Shoarian, Abbott Jzeoosl had returned in an astoundingly short time with the necessary third Shrike and commenced to instruct Whorlyr in the enunciation of its key.  In less than two hours, the ecstatic K'hilbaeii had successfully mastered the series, a single forty-seven syllable phrase in a dead tongue that had thirteen distinctly accentuated intonations.  When he brought his Shrike to a life, a mild vibration had stirred its metal skin as softly colored lights and unclearly perceived flux fields had sprung up.  Mirroring the magical reaction, an ecstatic thrill had passed through Whorlyr as the intoxicating magics of the war Relic had enfolded him, and straight away, he began to plot how he might insure that he would be fully instructed in their use.
Now, in the waning hours of the next morning, Archdeacon Traeleon, Marital Director Lhevatr, and several attendants from the College of Archivists stood on a wooden platform immediately beside the opened observation hatch of Whorlyr's Shrike.  Around them, at the entrances to the Palace, along the garden's enclosing curtain walls, and amongst the benches, statuary, and maltreated vegetation, a full congregation of heavily armed Salients, including Whorlyr's own cloister, stood guard.
"Status, Brother," the Archdeacon commanded.
Whorlyr exchanged a few words with the abbot.  "Preeminence, Brother Jzeoosl reports that they have begun the attack."
Within seconds, another message came through the headset.  "Brother Whorlyr, we have succeeded in the destruction of one of the flying boats."
Whorlyr announced the success to those waiting.
"It was totally destroyed?"  Martial Director Lhevatr asked, wanting clarification.
Whorlyr spoke again into the mouthpiece of his headset and then replied.  "Indeed.  They have broken its back and it is aflame."
"What is the response of the Mhajhkaeirii'n sorcerer?"  Archdeacon Traeleon asked.
"Brother Jzeoosl.  Your status?"
"Neither craft has taken damage.  The Apostate has not struck against us."
"None, as yet, Preeminence."
"How many of the cylinders for the impulse engine catapults remain?"
Whorlyr voiced the Archdeacon's question to the distant Abbott and received an immediate reply.  "His gauge reads eighty-three percent."
"Continue the attack."
"As you say, Preeminence."
Calm and unruffled, the Archdeacon asked no further questions and took a sedate seat on a waiting stool.
Whorlyr resisted his own temptation to pester Jzeoosl for an update.  After several minutes, the leader of the attacking pair spoke at length.
"Preeminence, Brother Jzeoosl reports that the Apostate had erected a strong ward above the other flying boats.  The accelerated cylinders have been completely neutralized."
Without expression, the Archdeacon nodded.  "As we suspected.  His ammunition store?"
Whorlyr held a short exchange with Jzeoosl.  "Thirty-seven percent."
Archdeacon Traeleon turned to Brother Lhevatr.  "Martial Director, your analysis?"
"Preeminence, as per our primary objective, we have confirmed the capabilities of the Shrikes.  We have also discovered that the Apostate has no recovered magics to bring against them, at least at this time.  Also, we now know that the ward Relic in his possession is effective against all forms of distance magical weaponry that we can access currently."
"Recommendations?"
"While I see no difficulty in the use of the Shrikes against other enemies, we should not send them against the Apostate a second time.  As he can counteract their main armament, the risk that his magics may damage or destroy them is great.  My initial impressions suggest that we should utilize them primarily in a defensive mode to protect the Holy Trio against further attacks from the Apostate's flying boats."
Whorlyr watched this exchange carefully, seeking to determine whether the rumors that Brother Lhevatr was in disfavor had merit.  Advancement in the Brotherhood often required the leveraging of schisms in the upper ranks.  One must, however, take care to choose the ascendant faction.  Many brethren had chosen their allegiances unwisely and suffered for it.
The Archdeacon raised one eyebrow slightly.  "I would disagree, Martial Director.  I see the outcome of this experiment as a revelation of the Apostate's vulnerabilities.  First, while he did finally succeed in protecting their flying boats with his ward relic, he had no forewarning of the attack and therefore must be unable to skry.  Second, it seems clear that the only offensive magic available to the Apostate was the enchanted missiles, and that the cache of these has in all likelihood been exhausted.  Third, the Apostate can readily be taken by surprise.  You will immediately make preparations for a decisive strike against the escaped Mhajhkaeirii'n bandits along the lines we discussed this morning."
Brother Lhevatr's face gave nothing away.  “As you say, Preeminence.” 
The Martial Director came to attention and made the archaic imperial salute.  This display struck Whorlyr as odd.  It was well known that Lhevatr, one of the few brethren who had risen to his position outside of the militaristic order, was not a Salient.  The manner of his obeisance hinted that he might be a member of the small, insular, secretive, and half-mythical Society of the Duty.
The Archdeacon turned to command Whorlyr.  "Brother, signal the craft to withdraw."
"Yes, my lord."
The Archdeacon gathered his attendants with his eyes and moved to descend from the platform.  As if struck by a thought, he stopped and turned back to face Whorlyr again.
"Brother, you have demonstrated satisfactory proficiency with the Shrikes.  As Abbott Jzeoosl's research efforts are too important to risk in further combat missions, I believe that operation of the Shrikes shall be given over to brethren seasoned in the arts of war.  I intend to nominate your advancement to Junior Assault Brother within the hour.  My expectation is that the Deaconate Congregation of the Salient Order will speedily concur.  At that point, you will be placed in command of the cloister that will form as flyer helmsmen are trained."
Not bothering to wait for an acknowledgment, the Archdeacon turned about again and departed for the Palace.
Feeling like shouting with glee, Whorlyr instead simply allowed a triumphant grin to envelope his face.
 



SIX
 
When Mar located Number One -- barely two hundred yards from the encampment and climbing slowly -- and slammed his boots onto its upper deck, his anger was so ferocious that he literally could not see straight.  A hazy cloud of grinding-coal flux generated by his outrage boiled from his skin and obscured his vision.  But he knew exactly where Telriy was; she now gave off a wane, whispering-emerald in the ether that he could sense from a hundred armlengths away.  Ulor, Phehlahm, and a dozen other armored marines and legionnaires had formed a defensive turtle around her, spears, swords, and other wickedly sharp implements bristling.
"My lord king --" the subaltern (Both Ulor's and Berhl's impromptu promotions by Mar had been readily accepted as fact by all the Mhajhkaeirii.) began.
Mar enchanted the leather of the armsmen's armor and effortlessly swept them all from his path, leather creaking and metal clanking, and advanced toward the forward platform where the young woman waited.
"What in the foul name of Gheshuai do you think you're doing?" he exploded when he was barely an armlength from her.
Telriy's eyes flared as she leaned toward him, her body stiff and vibrating.  "It should be obvious that I'm steering the skyship."
"Who told you to do that?"
"Nobody told me to do that!"  Her tone and volume now matched his own.  The marines and legionnaires stood about in awkward silence, uncomfortably witnessing the tiff with guarded expressions.
"I told you to take shelter!"
"Who else could move the skyship?"
"I could have!"
"That's idiotic!"
Feeling his blood surge through his veins, Mar clamped his mouth shut in inarticulate rage.  The ether reacted to the intensity of his emotion, the background gray adulterating with bursts of spectral color that washed static through the air around him, causing tiny, bright blue sparks to jump from the armor and weapons of the Mhajhkaeirii.  Alarmed by this expression of uncontrolled magic, an aggravated impulse drove him to soar off the skyship, ascending at a terrific rate.
Telriy did nothing to stop him as he took flight and he did not look back.
It took almost a full hour for his anger to cool.  For the first few minutes, he simply flew an orbit about the encampment, seething, but the cool air and solitude eventually moderated the keen edge of his colic.  After his thoughts cleared somewhat and he realized that the Phaelle'n might return, he began to scan outward for any sign of their presence, then expanded his circuit when the associated possibility of ground attack occurred to him.  The bucolic countryside presented no Phaelle'n legions or magical apparatus creeping upon the unsuspecting Mhajhkaeirii and at length he relaxed his vigilance, meandering along without purpose or direction.
At one point, he took a thirst, and, spotting a well beside a large rambling house about two-thirds of a league from the crossroads, he descended for a drink.  Shut up tight, the house was from all appearances empty, the occupants no doubt spooked by the magical invasion of the Mhajhkaeirii'n evacuees just down the road.  Excellently maintained, the well had a stone paved apron and a tile roof supported on four brick columns.  There was, however, no rope and bucket hanging from the pulley on the cross arm; the owners had apparently taken it with them.
He made a swing around the house but found no container or utensil to retrieve the water.  Following his natural inclination, he started to break into the house, but hesitated, contemplating the consequence of the Magician-King of the Mhajhkaeirii burglarizing a yeoman's cottage.  The pomposity of the thought made him laugh at himself, but still, he did not try the door.
He spent some minutes in a futile attempt to spell the water up the masonry lined well, but could not discover a way to raise the liquid using flux modulations.  The water itself defied infusion and none of the common elements around him -- dirt, air, grass -- responded favorably to his efforts.  Finally giving up, he rose once more and winged his way toward the crossroads.
Number One had returned to the tail end of the line of the three barges and the other two surviving skyships, and Telriy looked to be jockeying it into position in order to latch on to the train.
Avoiding her and another probable shouting match, he made up his mind to let her do just as she saw fit and instead landed near a group of legionnaires using shovels to scrape a firebreak around the still roaring coals of the devastated Number Two.
A fugleman ran up to him immediately and saluted.
"My lord king, Lord Ghorn wanted t' speak with y' as soon as y' was back!  I should send word y're here?"
Still taken aback by the lightning change in his status and the accompanying transformation in the general demeanor of the Mhajhkaeirii, it took Mar a moment to register the fact that the fugleman was not simply being polite, but actually asking his permission to inform the Prince-Commander of his return.
Not having spoken to the prince since the last retreat from the city, he wondered for a moment if Lord Ghorn might be holding any ill will against him due to the unorthodox nature of his rescue.  Bemusedly, he nodded his head.  "That'd be fine." 
While the legionnaire trotted away, Mar took stock.  Lying about a hundred paces from the docking tower, the wreckage of Number Two straddled the northern arm of the Elboern road, scattered in a small area in the fields to either side.  Although the crops and earth had been scorched for a short distance from the piles of burning timbers, the fires had not spread further into the encampment.  Groups of Mhajhkaeirii'n armsmen had organized fire brigades to monitor the threat and others were escorting segments of refugees to a safer distance away from the pyre.
When no immediate demands for his magic presented themselves, Mar found himself studying the yellow, soaring flames of Number Two for an extended moment.  As with all things, fire had its own distinct and fascinating ethereal signature.  The flux that mirrored the flames was composed of several sound-colors.  Prominent among them was a sifting-purple that seemed to seep from the heart of the coals, transforming to a slightly darker exuberant gray mist before it merged with the background ether.  Experimenting, he brushed his magical sense against a transient hint of the sifting-purple emerging from a smoking and blackened brand at the edge of the blaze.  Instantly, flames sprouted from the charcoaled piece and danced along its short length.
The arrival of Lord Ghorn, who must have only been steps away, forestalled further experimentation.  Mar moved away from the fire to meet them.  The prince, Lord Purhlea, Mhiskva, Aerlon, and half a dozen other walking-wounded marine and legion officers, most of whom Mar recognized, came toward him at a pace that suggested urgency but not alarm.
Hobbling up with the aid of a cane made from half a spear shaft, the Prince-Commander, with Mhiskva, Purhlea, and Aerlon his watchful shadows and the others in a clutch behind, asked, "My lord magician, is there any sign of another attack?"
The Mhajhkaeirii'n lord's form of address reminded Mar that Ghorn -- luckily -- had been unconscious at the disastrous moment of the Blood Oath.  As far as he could tell, the prince's demeanor toward him was its normal combination of gruffness and professionalism.
"Not yet, but we'd better expect them at any time."  The presumption that other airborne attacks were inevitable was one that Mar shared.
"My lord king, should we order that the civilians be moved out into smaller camps, to present a less concentrated target?"  Lord Purhlea asked. 
Mar suppressed a frown.  He had not known specifically that the Knight-Commander had taken the Oath, but now there was no doubt.  He shook his head.  "I couldn't defend them if they were all spread out.  I may be able to deflect their fire, but only over a small area."
"This new Phaelle'n threat makes our position here untenable," Lord Ghorn judged.  "We should plan to relocate as soon as possible."
"Now that the Monks have skyships of their own, an open camp such as we have here is decidedly vulnerable," Aerlon contributed.  "We need rather some solid cavern where we might take shelter from attack from above."
Mhiskva frowned.   "We are better than ten thousand civilians and three thousand armsmen.  We would need a cavern the size of a small city."
"To my knowledge, no such cavern exists in all the world," Lord Ghorn stated.  "I would think that the deep cellars and redoubts of a fortress might offer some protection, but aside from the Citadel, I know of nothing large enough to shelter us all."
"My lord, what of the Castle of the Winds in Pamplyea?" one of the junior officers, Legate Rhel, suggested.
"A dry ruin on a desolate crag that is collapsing of its own weight," the prince countered.  "One attack would turn it into a pile of rubble with us buried beneath it."
"We could dig our own shelters into the ground," Aerlon mused.  "Perhaps lay logs over trenches and heap mounds of soil atop them."
"That might work," Lord Ghorn agreed.  "Not here, though.  We are still only three day's march from the city.  Phaelle'n legions may already be on the way, now that they know exactly where we are."
"My lord," Mhiskva asked, "shall I give orders to prepare to set sail for Pamplyea?"
The prince shook his head slowly.  "I doubt that that would be far enough.  The monks will likely soon extend their invasion throughout all the home provinces.  In addition, the new manor house and the hamlet cottages are built mainly of wood.  They would offer no protection."
"There's a legion post in Elboern," another of the junior officers suggested.
"That is only another five leagues and still too close to my mind.  In addition, it would be impractical to quarter our entire host in the town."
When Mar opened his mouth to speak, all of the others, including Lord Ghorn, fell quiet.  "I know of a place.  There's a large plateau in the forest off to the north along the Ice River.  At its top are the ruins of an extensive town or fortress, and I think it's big enough to take all of us.  A lot of the buildings are in good shape and would give some shelter to the civilians till we could build something more permanent."
The Prince-Commander looked immediately interested.  "How defensible would it be against land attack?"
"Without magic, it can't be reached.  The edge of the plateau all the way around is a sheer cliff probably five hundred armlengths high."
"My lord king," Mhiskva asked, "how far is it from here?"
"I'm not sure.  Maybe thirty or forty leagues, maybe less.  It took me several days to reach Mhajhkaeirii'n territory, but the speed of my sand raft was much less than the speed that the wooden skyships are capable of."
"That once seemed a good distance," Aerlon commented.  "But now with ships that can sail on the air, it hardly seems but a short jaunt."
"True," Lord Ghorn agreed.  "However, as far as that goes, a thousand leagues could be considered the same."
Mhiskva nodded.  "It does seem to be the best of poor choices, my lords."
The Prince-Commander made up his mind.  "Then with your permission, my lord magician, we will assemble and prepare to embark for your plateau."
Mar took a breath, uncomfortably aware that Lord Ghorn had not presented this request as a mere courtesy.  "Fine with me."
"Captain, begin preparations for departure."
"Aye, my lord Prince."
Struck by an immediate problem, Mar spoke up before the captain could depart.  "We can't take everyone at once."
Lord Ghorn raised his eyebrows.  "This I understood.  Even with our skyship fleet reduced, we should still be able to transport the entire contingent in stages as before, or am I mistaken?"
"No, we could do it that way, but I can't be in two places at once.  If I stayed with the camp and Telriy steered the skyships, then the barge train would be completely vulnerable.  I think the Phaelle'n skyships could knock all of them down in one pass.  If I went to protect the barge train, the refugees here would be helpless.  Another attack like the last one would decimate the people here on the ground."
"It would take a fleet of skyships," Lord Purhlea warned, "perhaps an armada, to move everyone at once."
"How many skyships, exactly?"  Lord Ghorn wanted to know.
A subaltern holding a bundle of notes and evidently acting as clerk to the group spoke up.  "Using figures generated by our experience, the carrying capacity of the remaining skyships and barges is no more than two thousand.  Call it eighteen hundred with an allowance for cargo.  To carry the remaining approximately eleven thousand individuals, we would need a minimum of twenty-two skyships of the current size and configuration."
"We haven't the timbers to build even one," Aerlon pointed out.
"My lords," Rhel interrupted, "the King mentioned rafts.  Would the magic work if we cut all the trees roundabouts and built log rafts?"
All eyes turned to Mar.  "Yes, I could make them fly.  I can make anything of wood fly.  For some reason that I don't know, wood seems to have a close affinity for the lifting and driving spells.  I'm not sure what spells the green wood would need, but I'll have no trouble figuring them out."
Lord Ghorn stroked his chin.  "We would need tools and supplies that we do not currently have in quantity -- spikes, ropes, hammers, saws, adzes --"
"I can get those," Mar promised with burgeoning enthusiasm.  He had a solution that would -- quite happily -- allow him to exercise skills other than magical.
"The hamlets in this area could ill afford to loose the mass of things that would need for the construction of the rafts," the Prince-Commander demurred.  "While we have clear right to requisition everything the yeomanry and peasants possess, I believe we must tread lightly in order to defend their existing loyalty to the Prince.  It would not do for heavy-handed acts on our part to provide the monks with fertile new ground in which to plant their vile teachings."
"I didn't mean that we should take the supplies from around here."
"Where then, my lord magician?"
"From Mhajhkaei, of course.  I'll steal them from the Brotherhood."
 



SEVEN
 
With barely a whisper of sound from the hull of the rowboat, Mar coasted through the dark, peering ahead intently at the maze of roofs and upper storeys through which he wound his way.  Mhiskva had had his marines paint a coating of crushed charcoal mixed with flax oil to the underside of the small craft in hopes of preventing its betrayal by any reflected light from below, but he had known that any keen-eyed Phaelle'n watchmen would notice the dark shape moving against the stars.  Thus, once he had crossed over the city walls, he had dropped vertically at a breath stealing rate, descending in mere seconds from better than two hundred manheight to no more than two above the roofs of a neighborhood of nondescript houses. 
As far as he could tell, his entrance into Mhajhkaei had not been undetected.  In the distance, lights showed near the harbor and back to his left around the Citadel, but there was no sign of alarm in either place and the boroughs over which he passed were uniformly still and quiet.
After consultation with Mhiskva on the phases of the moons, Mar had chosen to depart so that he arrived over the city just two hours before dawn, when the night would be at its blackest.  Father Moon set early at this latitude at this time of year, but the eccentric Cousins had progressed into their day period and would spring up from the north within but three-quarters of an hour of the setting of the large moon.  Currently in its brightest season, the Lesser Cousin would put out almost as much light as Father Moon at a quarter and while he would have a short window of complete darkness to reach his target, the loading of the tools and supplies and his escape from the city would need be performed in the silver twilight.
Lord Ghorn's most telling argument against the raid had been, "As you said yourself, my lord magician, you cannot be in two places at once.  The camp will be defenseless against air attack while you are gone."
"True," Mar had allowed, "but I'll be moving toward the Phaelle'n and should be able to detect any possible attack.  If they send out their skyships, I'll come back."
"We could also disburse the remaining skyships, perhaps conceal them in groves of trees," Mhiskva had suggested.
"It would be prudent to break up the camp likewise in the King's absence," Aerlon had added.  "The civilians should not be concentrated here in one spot.  They have rested some and should be able to move at least some distance away from the crossroads.  With proper planning, we should be able to maintain scheduled distribution of rations.  This will also allow for better sanitation and foraging."
The other officers had also quickly adopted the plan, making suggestions on how the armsmen and existing victuals should be distributed.  Rhel had brought up Aerlon's proposal for underground shelters and several of the others had begun discussing how thick the overburden should be to provide adequate protection.
Mar had suspected that part of this quick acceptance of the risky scheme was the unspoken inclination of the armsmen to go on the attack, to strike back at the Brotherhood, if only in this minor and insignificant way.
Submitting to the inevitable, Lord Ghorn had sighed and urged Mar, "Take some of the marines with you, at least."
"Do they know how to be silent?  You know, death is one creak away silent?  I do.  I can get in and get out without anyone knowing and that's the only way this will work.  My magic is the only help that I need."
The Prince-Commander had sighed again.  "Very well, but I must insist that you wait until we have made adequate preparation."
Thus, despite his raw desire to go at once, Mar had had to wait through the remainder of that day and all of the following.   During this time, he had occupied himself with visits to the wounded marines and legionnaires.  His understanding of the relationship between physiology and its flux fields was still hit or miss; techniques that worked on some did not work on others.  For the majority of the armsmen, he had not been able to restore full health, but he had managed to close most open wounds and smother infection, so that many who had seemed near death had shown great improvement.
This near miraculous magic had drawn expressions of awe and amazement from the on looking marines and legionnaires, and as he had progressed through the tents, they had begun to grow quiet at his approach, many dropping to one knee in reverential salute. 
At first, he had felt slightly annoyed at this, but eventually had simply ignored it, thinking that it would only make him seem more pompous if he ordered them to stop.    
Without being obvious about it, he had taken pains not to encounter Telriy, leaving to her the task of moving the skyships and thereafter to her own devices.  At nightfall of the first day, Fugleman Truhsg, one of Quaestor Eishtren's men, had brought the terse message that the Queen had established quarters in Number One, now moored two-thirds of a league to the west in the lee of a large farmhouse.  Mar had thanked the man but sent no reply.  Later that evening, mentioning to the four legionnaires who were attempting to guard him unobtrusively (with little success) that he needed a nap to "recharge his ethereal energies," he had flopped into an unoccupied cot in one of the legionnaires' tents and feigned sleep until actual slumber had overtaken him.
Now, he was less than a third of a league from his goal: a storage depot of the Mhajhkaeirii'n Marines a few blocks north of the harbor wall.  All the Mhajhkaeirii had agreed that it should have survived the bombardments and fires.
His original inclination had been to slip aboard the ships of the Brotherhood's fleet to locate the needed items, but had quickly seen the logic in Mhiskva and Ghorn's argument that he had no way of knowing which ship might contain the tools, fasteners, and cordage in sufficient quantity.  After considering numerous likely targets, the Mhajhkaeirii had settled on the depot, which, according to a vice-captain who had had duty there, had stocks of all of the items on their list.
Mar banked the rowboat around a chimney, trying to match the streets below with his memory of the map that the vice-captain had sketched for him.  One of the sand sphere buckets slid slightly and he stretched out a foot to steady it.  The officer had described the depot as a brick and timber building about four manheight tall at the corner of Clarion Street and Old Mucker Lane.  When Mar had asked him specifically about the roof, explaining that the upper part of the building would be more easily recognizable to him from above, the vice-captain had admitted frankly that he had never paid it much attention.
Then a wider street running southeast opened up beneath him.  If he had followed the directions correctly, he should come across the depot building at the next intersection or the one after that.  He turned the rowboat to follow the street, staying over the buildings, and drifted carefully onward.
As word of the raid had spread during the previous days, a constant stream of Mhajhkaeirii had come to him to mention the pressing needs of their own assignments -- shovels, axes, adzes, saws, hammers, tarps, rope, canvas, tar, caulk, large cooking pots, cloth, dishware, water barrels, buckets of all sizes, sulfur matches, arrows, quarrels, leather, leatherworking tools, knives, hatchets, cleavers, and on and on and on.  Eventually, he had had to begin warning the supplicants that he could not possibly hope to bring back such a great mass in the limited space of the rowboat, but this caution had done little to dissuade them.
He slowed as a great blocky shape drifted into focus directly ahead and leaned over the gunnel to examine the street.  He saw no one along the brick walks, on the granite pavement, or in the shadowed doorways, and no light from the depot or any of the buildings adjacent to it.  Slowing his respiration to dampen the sounds of his breath, he listened to the city.  Only the hushed natural sounds of a sleeping metropolis registered: the moist plink of water dripping from a gutter, the stealthy patter of a cat's paws, the unnamed and almost non-existent sound of masses of stone, brick, and stucco giving off the heat of the day.  Then he focused his magical sense all about, trying to read the flux.  There was a spark of jumbled modulations to his near left, moving along the eave of a house toward a tiny energetic knot -- perhaps the night-hidden cat, stalking a rat.  Below him and out as far as he could sense, he detected dozens of indistinct stationary ethereal shadows that seemed to follow familiar patterns and decided that these must be the sleeping occupants of the borough.  All other modulations that he could detect in his immediate area appeared equally natural, and he felt confident that none of the Phaelle'n's magical weapons were nearby.
After another quick glance around at the slumbering and quiescent city, he nudged the rowboat across the gaping space of the street, climbing slightly toward the gabled roof of the depot.  Listening tensely, his grip on the gunnels tightened as he readied himself to zoom away at the first note of an outcry.  When he was less than ten armlengths from the edifice, he made out a pair of small, square windows in a gable that faced out toward him and guided the rowboat in their direction.
Once alongside, he pivoted the rowboat broadside and edged within reach.  Hinged to the left and right, the two clouded, single-paned windows should swing inward and the opening would clearly be large enough to admit him.  He pushed lightly against the seam where the windows met and, as expected, the unlatched frames separated and swung without resistance into the black interior. 
Steeling his nerves, he poked his head in and listened intently.  Hearing nothing, he wiggled his shoulders through, felt around to find rough floorboards, took up his weight on his hands, and then pulled the rest of his body inside.  Swinging his boots down, he sank to a constricted crouch the floor, the rafters of the roof hardly two span above his head.  Literally blind in the lightless space, he worked his way forward by feel.  Unseen dust stirred and clogged the air, irritating his nose and several times he had to pinch his nostrils together to stifle a sneeze.  The attic was all but empty and he encountered only one empty, broken cask as he moved toward the center of the building, seeking a stairwell.
His vice-captain informant had told him that the stores were located primarily in the warehouse that took up all of the ground floor.  Other than knowing that there was one, the marine had not been able to tell him much about the attic.  The second floor had originally been used as living space for stationed quartermasters, but long since had been given over to the storage of disused files and records.  Unless there were Phaelle'n guards sleeping below -- a possibility the Mhajhkaeirii had considered unlikely -- the building should be unoccupied.
When he found the stairwell, he paused and once again cast about with his senses, magical and otherwise.  Aside from what could possibly be mice, there seemed nothing living within the depot.  Carefully, he crept downward, testing each tread for creaks before he settled his full weight upon it.  He paused frequently, but moved with confidence.  This was his natural environment and he felt right at home.
He made it to the ground floor without mishap.  A brief, non-intrusive investigation of the dark space proved the warehouse well ordered and apparently undisturbed, with casks, crates, stacks, shelves, and bins arranged in regularly separated rows across the brick floor.  Having been concerned that the monks might have already looted the cache, he allowed himself a quick smile.  Returning empty-handed would have been a cruel disappointment.
Cautious, he padded toward the exterior of the building and took a station beside one of the large shuttered windows that bookended a wide cargo door.  He dare not make a light to find the items he had come for, but the racing Cousins would be in cycle for almost a quarter hour when they first rose, which should only be in moments.  Together, the two dim moons should leak sufficient light into the depot to allow him to find what he needed.  After a short wait, he held a hand up before his face, fingers spread.  When he could discern its silhouette, he removed the bar from the door and leaned his weight against its considerable mass.  The hefty iron hinges emitted a protesting groan as it swung outward, making him wince, but the street remained empty and no sign of disturbance appeared from the buildings across the way.
At this distance, it was something of a strain to draw the rowboat down to street level, and it fluttered slightly as it began its descent, but as it moved closer his control became surer and he threaded it with precision through the doorway.  Once its stern was clear, he hurriedly strained to pull the cargo door shut, relaxing only when he had settled the bar back into place.  With a fleeting moment of chagrin, he realized that the massive door, red oak bound with steel, would have pivoted easily if he had applied his magic.
He took a moment to unload the four buckets of sand spheres in order to make more room for his loot and to forestall any inadvertent detonation.  He had brought them on the chance that the might need them, but did not intend to put them to use if he could avoid it. 
With only perhaps only hour left before the brightening day would force him to flee, he began to investigate the bins in the first aisle.  He quickly found carpenters tools -- saws of many sorts, hammers, draw knifes, planes -- and infused their wooden handles with various shades and tones of sound-color and whisked them into the rowboat.  Kegs of nails and spikes followed.  He found folds of canvas on a sturdy shelf and started to sling some across his shoulder, but stopped when an easier method occurred to him.  Stacking as much as would sit without toppling onto an unidentified nearby crate, he lofted the crate and sailed it and its burden to an open spot in the stern.  A couple of steps farther, he located several coils of thick rope on a shelf to his right.  Hanging them on the handles of conveniently placed sickles, he sent them right along.
After a dozen paces, he sensed his control weakening and began to trail behind his swag like a man walking a dog on a leash.  Not having time to open them to explore their contents, he began moving clumps of likely looking small boxes and crates and piling them in without order or plan.
When he reached the end of the aisle, he crossed over to the next and found crosscut saws hung from the wooden beams above.  He levitated all eleven, infusing the upper handles, and guided them back along his path toward the rowboat.  When he reached it, he realized that it was quite nearly full already, and had to manually lodge the flexible saws in gaps between boxes and casks.
It was now disagreeably obvious to him how pitifully inadequate the rowboat was; had he more transport, he could easily lift the entire contents of the depot.  But he had felt that bringing one of the larger skyships would simply be too great of a risk.  Hiding its bulk from the Phaelle'n had seemed an impossible task.
Now, having met unchallenged success, it appeared that he had woefully overestimated the Phaelle'n.  They, like many of the complacent Khalarii'n aristocrats whom he had burgled in his previous life, thought of possible threats in strict and mundane two-dimensional terms.
He was here, unharmed and undetected, and surrounded by an invaluable wealth of supplies.  There must be some way to take it all.  As the warehouse began to grow lighter, heralding the danger of the impending day, he worried at the problem.
Could he move the entire building?
No, such an attempt would likely only end in disaster.  Based on his experience with the solarium, he knew that his magic could not possibly hold the entire structure together for very long, if at all.
Wagons would work, if he could find some unattended, but it would take dozens of wagons to move everything.
It was a shame that he could not simply sail a galley up from the harbor.  One of those would hold the whole lot.
He stopped at that thought.  It would be no more dangerous than any of his other options and very well could be much easier than trying to utilize several smaller craft.
He grinned. 
Risk was part of his trade.
Now, all that he need do was figure out how to steal a galley.
 



EIGHT
 
Three things were required to accomplish the theft of a large, plainly visible object in the full light of day: a thief whose sense of self-preservation was easily discarded, a mode of concealment -- he could not very well stuff a galley in his pocket, after all -- and an ostentatious and dramatic distraction.
Thanks to the perversity of the Forty-Nine Gods, Mar was such a thief.
Thanks to Telriy's charm, he had a way to hide the entire galley.
He simply had to figure out the last part -- a means to convince everyone on the docks to focus their complete attention on something other than his target.
Dawn had arrived and gone, with the crisp morning air starting to warm from the climbing sun, and he now crouched in the deep shadow of a denuded second storey window well.  Located in one of the precariously standing brick walls of a burned harbor side building, the hiding place gave him a good view of the curving quay, the freight road that ran alongside it, the jutting wooden piers, and the uncounted ships crowded in the bay.  Just along to his right, a clutch of five galleys had been nosed into the quay.  A few dozen lethargic armsmen showing blazons with the colors of Droahmaer, who looked to have stood watch throughout the night, had been distributed in quads up and down the quay, generally beside docked vessels, but as yet very little other activity was in evidence.  Only a few minutes ago, a solid thousand paces down to his left, a crew of men in recognizably Mhajhkaeirii'n dress had marched in from the city.  Under the direction of a gray-cowled monk, a half file of swordsmen in rough, mismatched leathers had escorted the conscripted workers and had put them to work loading beer kegs into a bark moored to a long floating jetty.  Neither the swordsmen nor the laborers displayed much enthusiasm for their respective tasks.
Of the five galleys near Mar, the leftmost one rode higher in the water than its sisters, either already unloaded or waiting still for its cargo.  This ship seemed perfect for his needs, but in order to raise it from the bay and fly it to the depot, he would have to be in it, or at least very near it.  He had already attempted to fix his lifting spell on the ship's hull, but the distance -- close to fifty paces, was simply too great for his still maturing skill.
He considered the three gray warships, two thousand armlengths out to the southeast.  A swarm of smaller conventional vessels -- rowed galleys, sailed barks, and small island sloops -- now lay at anchor between them and the shore.  Fortunately, another entire fleet had arrived since he had last viewed the harbor; this profusion of ships could only help to shroud his endeavor from the view of the magical ships.
He shifted around on the ledge, careful to stay hidden, and dropped off, descending under the retarding influence of his spelled brigandine to land amongst the charred remains of the building's roof, interior, and collapsed walls.  Paying particular attention to his footing on the jumbled boards and canted masonry, he worked his way to the end wall and peered through a large, scorched crack at the street beyond. 
That thoroughfare pierced the harbor wall by way of an oversized freight gate and intersected with Mucker after about five blocks.  There was no way that the seven armlength abeam galley would fit through the five armlengths wide gate, even if he solved the obvious height problem of the two short masts, but the street beyond it widened and ran more or less straight.  Once lofted over the gate, he thought that he could bring the ship back down to ground level and let the buildings conceal it from further view.  If he managed to steal the ship from under the very noses of the Brotherhood, then it should be a simple matter to drive it all the way up to the depot.
Having a thought, he reflected on his appearance.  His boots, shirt, and trousers were nondescript enough, but his brigandine and chain shirt looked decidedly Mhajhkaeirii'n in style.  Losing the chain shirt would be no problem, but if he shed the brigandine, his ability to take flight would be severely restricted, though not completely eliminated.  Still, he must appear as harmless as possible.  He quickly doffed both, left them wedged in the cranny under a pile of brick on the odd chance that he would have an opportunity to retrieve them, and then worked his way toward the rear of the ruin, where a partially blocked alley would give him secluded access to the street.
He paused at the mouth of the alley and stole a quick view in both directions.  The street back up from the harbor remained deserted and none of the Droahmaerii were in a position to see his exit.  Letting his shoulders drop in a dejected slump and shortening his stride to a cowed shuffle, he left the alley and wandered toward the quay.
A quad of armsmen camped at both ends of the line of galleys.  When Mar stepped into sight from the street, he made for the closest, taking care to drift near to the curb at the edge of the quay.  These legionnaires were all tall, big men -- Mar did not know if the Droahmaerii ran to height or recruited for it.  Each wore black trousers, boots, gray cloaks, dulled chain mail, and polished steel helmets in the utilitarian modern style.  In addition to shortswords, two had boarding pikes and two crossbows.  None looked particularly energetic, with the leaden movements of men who had not slept, but all tensed as Mar approached and took a surer grip on their weapons.  One, a gruff-looking and thoroughly gloomy fellow, advanced, swinging his pike as a barricade, when Mar was but five steps away.
"Halt and state your purpose!" he groused.  Wearing the stylized badge that identified him as a ceannaire, an underofficer in charge of a quad, the man had a rather different manner of speech than the Mhajhkaeirii or any others that Mar had heard here on the coast, a drawn-out accent that made all his vowels sound stretched and his consonants clipped.
The thief stopped immediately and by his stance projected a slight hesitation.  He twisted his voice slightly to make sure he sounded like a Mhajhkaeirii.  "The monk told me to come and wait here.  Should I, well, go back home?"
"What monk?"
"I don't know.  He didn't say his name and they all look alike to me.  Maybe I should just go back to my house."  Mar made to turn about.
The Droahmaerii cursed.  "Hold on.  You were ordered to come here by one of the Phaelle'n?"
"That's right.  Him and some others ordered me out of my house but half an hour ago.  I'm supposed to help unload."
"Unload what?"
Mar shrugged.  "I don't know."
The legionnaire gave Mar an exasperated look and then swung his head around to his companions, "Should we run him off?"
One to Mar's left shook his head slowly.  "Might not be a good idea, Khei.  You know how they are."
"Just have him stand by," another proposed.  "I heard yesterday that they were going to use the 'new Mhajhkaeirii'n supporters of the Work' as stevedores."
"Contradicting one of the monks will get us the lash," a third warned.
"Phaeng's right, Khei," the last legionnaire argued.  "Just make him wait till an officer or one of them comes along.  He's probably just too stupid to run off like the rest of his press-gang and we don't want to be on the bad side of some incompetent novitiate.  The dunce should have brought armsmen with him when he went about arresting men from the city, like that one down there."
The ceannaire, Khei, nodded and looked back at Mar.  "Right.  You just take a seat and when somebody in authority comes along, you can tell your tale to them."
"I don't know where the rest of them went," Mar protested defensively.  "I did like the monk said."
"Not my problem.  You just sit there and wait until someone comes along to tell you what else to do."
Mar let the edges of his mouth droop in a frown and sank in obvious dejection to a cross-legged squat next to a cable wrapped bollard.  The edge of the quay and the bow of the empty galley were only three armlengths behind his back.  The Droahmaerii had him in their view, but did not watch him closely and began casually discussing the chance that they would see a hot meal instead of cold field rations for breakfast.
Keeping his face impassive to hide his efforts, Mar spelled the hull, then caused the galley to rise fractionally to make certain of his control.  With the galley now ready to go and still lacking a clear plan, he ran scenarios through his head, hoping for some epiphany.  Before he had settled on a course of action, the nearby Droahmaerii straightened, putting their equipment to order while glancing surreptitiously to the west.  Far down the way, a file of legionnaires in black and silver approached, an officer of some sort at the head setting the pace.  When the file reached the first visible guard position, it stopped and four legionnaires at the front pealed off to take the place of the posted guards, who jogged back to fall in at the end.
"About time," Khei grumped.
Mar stood up.  He could leave now with the galley, but that would immediately alert the Brotherhood to his presence.  If he was to have the opportunity to strip the depot unmolested, he must maintain his subterfuge at all costs.  He steeled himself to wait.
The relief file made its ponderous way up to the line of galleys and when it stopped to replace the quad at the other end, Mar saw that the officer, some sort of legate outfitted exactly like the others save for an ebony cloak fastened around his gorge with a large silver insignia, took note of his presence.
As soon as the file stamped to a halt before Mar's galley and shifted to a rest stance, the legate jerked a thumb at the thief and demanded, "Who's that, Ceannaire?"  His accent was near identical to that of the guards.
Khei and the others came to attention.  "A press-ganged laborer, Legate.  The remainder of his bunch seems to have gotten lost."
The legate smirked.  "Who can blame them?  Where's the Brother that's in charge of him?"
Khei returned the legate's smirk.  "He seems to have gotten lost too."
The Droahmaerii officer harrumphed.  "Well, we can't have him wandering about the docks unsupervised.  "Ceannaire, have one of your men run ask what we should do with him."
"Yes, sir.  Who should we ask?"
The legate gestured to the east.  "That monk -- that is, reverend Brother -- supervising the looting -- that is, requisitioning -- of the beer on down the way."
Ceannaire Khei fixed one of his unnamed subordinates with a significant glance and the fellow took off at a fast trot.  Openly watching, Mar saw the man speak to the Phaelle'n, but instead of returning immediately, the Droahmaerii legionnaire tarried.  When he finally started back, it was at the heels of the monk, who apparently had seen fit not to send instructions regarding the wayward laborer but rather bring them himself.
Mar, with the sinking feeling that his attempt to steal the galley was about to come to naught, made ready to escape, cycling a steady infusion of flux into his boots and clothing.  As the monk drew near, Mar gave him his full attention.
Advancing with long, confident strides, the Phaelle'n pushed back his hood to uncover his head, revealing an open and not unkind expression.  He was a tall man of middle years and his manner and countenance did not at all match Mar's preconception of the followers of Phaelle.  In all honesty, though he had seen many at a distance and the two in Khalar at relatively close range, this was the first time that he had been face to face with a member of the Brotherhood.  He had taken it for granted that some aspect of their irredeemable fanaticism would be markedly visible in their faces.
"Good day, Legate Lheurehl," the monk began pleasantly.  "I am Brother Fhsuyl.  This legionnaire has told me that you wish to consult with me?"
.  "Yes, my lord."  The Droahmaerii officer's attitude and tone were entirely respectful, but it was evident that they were thus by meticulous effort.  "We have netted one of your stray charges."  He nodded his head at Mar.
Smiling, Brother Fhsuyl turned mild eyes on Mar and walked towards him.  After but a few seconds of scrutiny, his face tightened minutely, but then relaxed again almost instantly.  "Good day to you, young man.  You've volunteered to progress the work of the Great Phaelle?"
Submerging himself in his role, Mar shrugged.  It seemed the most suitable answer.
"Excellent!  Thank you, young brother, for contributing your efforts to the Work!"
"What work is that?"  Mar's question popped out almost of its own accord.  "I'm just a darner's helper.  I don't know anything about ships and I'd like to go back home."
"No one has brought to you the message of the Founder?"  His smile broadening, Fhsuyl closed to a comradely distance.  "What would be your name, young man?"
"Whistchehl."
"Friend Whistchehl, surely you have heard of the great power of magic?"
Mar shrugged again.  "In my family, it's not proper to criticize other folks' gods."
Fhsuyl smiled broadly.  "My dear young fellow, magic is not a member of the Forty-Nine!  Magic is simply the fundamental natural order of all things.  Magic is everywhere and in everything.  We in the Brotherhood of Phaelle are simply scholars who seek greater understanding of that natural order." 
"My Aunt Tihldy said that sorcery killed her cousin Pheulia," Mar countered, shamelessly embroidering a story that a housemaid in Khalar had once told him.  "She was just standing on her front stoop when a sorcerer disguised as an old woman passed by her farm and put a curse on her.  The next day, Cousin Pheulia had this spasm, and then just fell over dead." 
"Such absurd tales are entirely based on unfounded superstition.  There are no sorcerers today, as none have sufficient power to deserve that lofty title, but sorcerers, when they existed, were not despicable fiends as you have been led to believe.  They were simply very skilled and accomplished practitioners of magic.  Why, the ability to manipulate the ether -- the essential essence of magic -- was once as common as the ability to breath, but because of the great sins of the people of the First Age, magic was stolen from the common people."
The monk took a small, printed book from his pocket.  The green dyed cloth covers were worn and almost all of the pages had creases where they had been folded over to mark a place.  "Here, let me read to you from the Ruminations of the Master." 
Fhsuyl thumbed the book open to a well-used section and began to read, his eyes barely skimming the page as if he had long memorized the passage.
"Long ago in the First Age, the glory and power of magic shown throughout the world.  All men were equal in the use of magic and magic made the lives of all men a paradise.  All lived in wealth and comfort, building great towers that reached to the clouds.  These dwellings had light and warmth without the burning of oil or wood.  None lacked for victual or fine clothing and none suffered illness or want."
Fhsuyl flipped over several pages.  "But lo, the pride of men brought them low, and the sea rose up and the land shook and all the great cities were rent and every man that did magic or knew magic or had magic on his person was burned until he was no more."
The monk turned to the end of the book and read again.  "Thus it was that such peoples as had heeded the admonitions  were brought through alive and lived and did multiply, preserving the ability to use the old magics."
"You see, Whistchehl, magic can no longer be done by the vast majority of people, but only by those blessed with inherited Ability.  The nurturing of Ability and the recovery of the magic of the First Age is the essential and overriding purpose of our fraternity.  We do not worship the powerless, imagined gods of magicless men, but rather strive to reclaim the glory of magic for all mankind."
Mar allowed his face to betray an obstinate disinterest.  He did not want to encourage the monk's missionary zeal any further, and hoped that the man would quickly loose interest so that he could get back to stealing the galley.
Brother Fhsuyl was, however, undeterred.  From another pocket, he produced a broach that had a dull white stone as large as a thalar nested in an ornate, filigreed gold setting.  He laid the jewelry piece in his right palm and held it so that Mar could see it clearly.
"Here, let me show you.  I have a significant Ability."  The monk stroked the faceted stone with his thumb.  For a moment, a dim yellow glow peeked from its heart and then quickly faded.  Fhsuyl extended the jeweled piece towards Mar.  "We can learn easily enough with this ancient artifact if you too possess any Ability. Simply touch the gem --"
The Phaelle'n froze when the gem flared sharply.
Mar likewise became completely still, then realized that this silent reaction did not match his assumed persona.  "Hey, that's strange.  How do you make it glow like that?"
Brother Fhsuyl's eyebrows rose.  Retracting his arm and keenly watching as the flare diminished proportionally, he tucked the broach back into its pocket. 
"I ... well, that's ... interesting.  Quite interesting.  Yes, quite interesting!  The artifact is of course a magic Relic, friend Whistchehl.  The Brotherhood of Phaelle has worked tirelessly for centuries to recover Relics of the First Age.  This bauble is but one of a vast store of magical items that we have discovered and preserved.  I have an idea!  Why don't you come along with me?  I'd like to show you more of our Relics and have the opportunity to tell you more about our fraternity."
Mar allowed half a frown.  "I've been making offerings every thirdday to Chaoel, Ascending Goddess of the Marvelous Loom for more than five years, and I don't think I should throw away all that goodwill by looking into some new god."
"As I explained, my friend, magic is not a god.  In fact, I must tell you that there are no gods.  All things commonly attributed to the Forty-Nine are actually natural expressions of omnipresent magic."
"Thanks all the same."
Brother Fhsuyl's genial attitude evaporated.  "I'm afraid that I must insist." 
Then, quite calmly, he stuck out his palm, fingers spread, and rapidly chanted a phrase that sounded to Mar's ears like inane gibberish.
Mar saw-heard a cloud of whispering puce emerge from the area of the monk's palm and spread toward him.  Fhsuyl was a sorcerer! 
Pushing back against the flux in instant reaction, Mar saw the cloud waver and then fade harmlessly.  Outwardly, he kept his expression neutral and his body relaxed.  If he was to have any hope of preserving his disguise, then he must not give any indication of his own skill at magic.
Brother Fhsuyl's eyes widened and he jumped backward.  Clearly initiating some new spell, he took a stance and windmilled his arms in a stiff gesture that caused warbling pomegranate sparks to fly in the ether.
Again, Mar betrayed no outward reaction, but simply thwarted the weak flux modulation before it could reach him.
The monk stiffened, clearly shocked when the magic that he expected did not materialize, and stared curiously at Mar for several long moments.
Mar waited, ready to flee or attack, but resisting his immediate urge to do both.  It seemed to him that Fhsuyl, despite the spells that he had attempted, must have very little awareness of the background flux, for it was clear that he had not sensed the source of the disruption of his magic.
Fhsuyl turned his head from side to side, peering intently, as if to assure himself that no one else was present.  Then, speaking mostly to himself, he said quietly, "Your intense Ability must provide you with some natural warding effect."
While Mar tried to concoct a response that would sound appropriately ignorant, Fhsuyl straightened slightly, raised a hand in a commanding gesture, and called out sharply, "Legate Lheurehl, a quad if you please!"
 



NINE
 
In short order, Mar found himself being marched east along the quayside street by the entire file of Droahmaerii legionnaires.  He had offered no resistance of any kind when the quad of legionnaires had surrounded him and his submission to their commands had been, at least to all outward appearance, absolute.
"I still fail to understand, Brother Fhsuyl, why all of my men are required to escort one prisoner," Legate Lheurehl, marching with the monk at the head of the column, reiterated.
"Whistchehl is of great interest to the Brotherhood, Legate.  This is sum of which you need be apprised.  Rest assured, I will inform my superiors of your excellent service to the Work."
Lheurehl did not appear mollified, but he made no further protest.
Mar was not displeased, seeing in this development his opportunity to complete his theft of the galley.
Chaos was, of course, the perfect distraction.
Mar looked to his right beyond the shoulders of his Droahmaerii guards as the waters of the bay opened up as they passed the bulk of the empty galley.  He waited another fifty paces, then acted.
For a breadth of three armlengths to either side, the entire length of the pavement over which he had taken his last ten steps heaved in a great shrug, bursting a full manheight upward.  The scattering half-armlength sandstone blocks carried the legionnaires, Brother Fhsuyl, and Mar, shouting and flailing, with them.  Mar's flying magic did the rest, catapulting everyone out beyond the curb of the quay into the scum-clouded, pea-green water.
As the Phaelle'n and the Droahmaerii, tumbling awkwardly, plunged with explosions of spray, Mar filled his lungs with all the air that they would hold and knifed into the water, diving deep.  Swimming beneath the thrashing feet of the armor-burdened legionnaires as they struggled to regain the surface, he threw all of his energy into his strokes and quickly got free of the churning men.  Able only to make out dim shadows in the dark water, he found and followed the wall of the quay by touch, then swam westward.  When he bumped lightly into the hull of the empty galley, he pointed his head down and sculled under it.  His lungs began to burn as he crossed the keel and he redoubled his efforts, finally shooting toward the surface in the narrow channel between the ship and one next in line.
Hidden from sight by the galleys and the quay wall, he tread water and took careful breaths, trying to make as little noise as possible.  Above him, over the curb, he heard shouting and the sounds of running and waited a bit longer.  When the majority of the sounds of alarm were centered to his east where the legionnaires had gone into the bay, he swam quietly toward the stern.  Two anchors had been set to hold the galley against the feeble waves that stirred the bay, and their chains led out at sharp angles from eyes on the elevated steerage.  He made for the nearest, shinnied up it to reach the rail, and slithered aboard. 
The steerage deck was a manheight above the main deck, which, aside from stowed oars, bare benches, and secured halyards, was empty.  Crouching low so as not to be seen, he crawled to the starboard rail and raised his head for a single quick peek.  Satisfied that all the guards had rushed to aide Fhsuyl and their floundering mates, he put his plan into action.
It took only a handful of minutes to circle the galley while casting the glamour, so that a cylinder of the yodeling chartreuse completely surrounded his prize and projected upward for a goodly distance.  It took hardly longer to slip the bowlines and release the anchor chains, which made a considerable rattle, and then the galley rose free of the bay.  Water dripped from the hull, making a sound like light rain as the drops plunked down, but the noise was not great enough to overreach the shouting, gasping, and splashing of the Droahmaerii.
Emboldened by his success, he looked back at the other galleys stilled tied to the quay.  If he acted quickly, could he get one more before anyone realized that the first had vanished?
He grinned, ran to the port side and made a magic assisted leap across to the second, then quickly raised and pushed it into the glamour with the first.  This vessel, her deck and cargo hold stacked with crates and barrels, moved more sedately, but he had no difficulty lodging her alongside the empty one.  Controlling the two at the same time proved to be simple.  As long as he adjusted the same sound-colors in tandem, the ships moved as he wished.
A third ship tempted him, but he decided not to press his luck.
Letting the magic infused galleys gain height, Mar watched the fifty armlength distant mob of legionnaires as they hauled their stricken comrades ashore, lest any happen to notice prematurely the disappearance of the ships.  Some of the guards had stripped to the skin and dove in to assist those still in the water while the rest crowded along the edge to drag soaked armsmen onto the quay.  A few of the rescued men had doubled over to vomit water, but none appeared to have drowned.  Brother Fhsuyl, sitting with his back to Mar in an exhausted and sodden lump on an overturned pavement block, seemed dazed but otherwise also unharmed.
Mar stopped the galleys at an altitude of five manheight, started to sprint them toward the shelter of Mucker Street, and stopped when he realized that Telriy's glamour, as he had learned to cast it, was stationary.  The irregular flux cylinder that made the ships unseen would remain centered where it was until the process of random decay dissolved it.  In order to remain concealed, he would need to cast it continually ahead of and around the ships, which meant that he could only move forward in short lurches rather than the quick dash that he had anticipated.
Speed was an essential element in any successful theft and he dare not dawdle, even if it meant abandoning the glamour.
He needed another distraction.
Moving quickly, he clambered over to the full galley, enchanted a barrel that smelled of pickles, overloading the staves to make them unstable, and fired it off toward the blackened ruin of a warehouse beyond the legionnaires.  He neutralized his lifting flux modulations just before the barrel passed out of his control; he did not want the missile to zoom on in the sky but to plunge back to earth.  Flying in a high arc, the barrel remained unnoticed when it exited the glamour, and, as it curved back toward the ground, only a few of the Droahmaerii heads turned upward to follow it.
However, when the barrel struck and erupted in a bright flash of purple fire and a huge concussion, every eye turned toward it.  Fhsuyl, who jumped up in evident alarm, began gesturing and shouting angrily.
Mar bolted with the galleys still side by side, racing for the harbor gate.  Focusing all of his attention on steering the ships, he resisted an urge to look toward Brother Fhsuyl and the Droahmaerii as he realigned the two aft to stern and made them start to descend below the intervening buildings. 
He did take time then to listen for any sounds of pursuit.  As far as he could tell, there was none.  Pleased, he brought the ships down so that their keels barely skimmed above the cobbles and tried to judge how much of their masts remained exposed above the buildings lining the street.  It looked as if perhaps an armlength of the twin masts of the empty galley and almost a full manheight of the single mast of the loaded were still visible.  That was not bad.  It seemed to him that only someone on a high perch or a good distance out in the bay would be able to see them at all.  Even then, it would be difficult to make out the gray, weathered poles against the light blue sky. 
He took a position at the stern of the empty galley so that he could have ready control of both and began to guide them toward the depot.
None of the citizens of Mhajhkaei appeared on the streets as he coasted between the tenements and factorages, but as he swung onto Mucker, slowing to a crawl to make the tight turn, he inadvertently allowed the bow of the first galley to scrape against the side of a yellow painted building with a bakery at street level.  The grating, vibratory sound brought a curious middle-aged couple wearing nightshirts onto a third floor balcony.  Their eyes grew wide as they saw him and he raised a hand in a half wave, but they rushed hurriedly back inside without a word and slammed the door.
It was only a thousand paces or so to the depot, and he coasted there in short order without further incident.  The city had begun to stir to life.  The sounds of voices, uneager steps, and slamming doors carried, and the odors of breakfast -- spicy, sedate, warm, and flavorful -- blushed the air.
He would have to hurry.
He had left the door closed and barred, but both door and bar, previously spelled, yielded as he alighted from the empty galley.  The rowboat and its ready burden sailed out first, then an entire row of shelves, one at a time, and their complement of various tools.  Crates, boxes, bails, and kegs followed in a near constant stream, steadily filling both decks of the first galley from stem to stern in a disordered jumble.  Having considered that he might have to sacrifice the second galley in his escape, he planned to fit everything aboard the first.  He thought that the entire contents of the depot warehouse would fit as long as he used every bit of space -- cargo hold, rowers deck, and steerage -- and it was his intention to leave nothing, not even a single bent nail, behind.  
When he was nearly done and in the process of tediously herding a clutch of heavy hammers to an already crowded spot on the cluttered steerage, a man edged from between the two galleys and waved tentatively.
Mar stopped and eyed the fellow.  Dressed in a simple jacket and plain trousers, the mostly bald man was of middling years and had the sturdy, thick-shouldered frame of a tradesman.  By all indications, he was Mhajhkaeirii. 
"Yes?"  Mar asked in some annoyance.  Interruption by a local denizen was not something that he had contemplated. 
The man ducked his head respectfully.  "Pardon me, my lord, but you're not one of them, are you?"
"One of who?"
"The monks."
"No." 
The man flashed a grin and then sidled a bit closer.  His glance kept slipping off Mar's face to the hammers suspended in mid-air behind the thief.  "No offense intended, my lord, but are you a witch?" 
"No.  I'm a magician."
Looking blank at the unfamiliar term, the questioner tilted his head and raised his shoulders in a not quite shrug, then advanced to a more conversational distance.  He extended his hand slowly, as if apprehensive that some calamity might befall it.  "My name is Khlosb'ihs.  I live in that house with the green door just over the street."
Leaving his hammers hovering on the chance that he might need to use them as missiles to fend off an attack, Mar reached out and shook Khlosb'ihs' hand briefly.  "What was it that you wanted?  I need to finish loading and get going."
"Right, my lord, I'll get right to it then."  Khlosb'ihs flicked his eyes at the floating galleys.  "My neighbors and I have noticed that you're in the, ah, shipping trade?"
Mar blew out a puff of air.  "I guess you could say that."
"Could I ask your destination?"
"Sorry, no."  Revealing the location of the encampment to anyone in Mhajhkaei was not something Mar intended to do willingly.
Khlosb'ihs hesitated slightly, his stance indicating that he thought his next question potentially hazardous.  "But you are leaving the city?"
Mar nodded.  He saw no point in denying this, since it was probably glaringly obvious.
Again the man hesitated before finally blurting, "Might you have room for paying passengers?"
Mar quirked his eyebrows.  "The Brotherhood isn't allowing people to leave the city?"
"Not if you're a tradesman or have sons."
"How's that?"
"Yesterday, the monks posted a 'Bill of Public Regulations' all through the city.  It was a long, drawn-out thing, but one of the provisions stated that no skilled tradesman could exit the city.  There was a long list -- shipwrights, carpenters, masons, ironmongers, smiths, just about every sort of tradesman that you can think of.  I'm a master shipwright and I expect that they will press me to work right off, but it's another of the regulations that concerns me and my neighbors.  The monks are going to enforce a public levy to support their 'Work.'  They have ordered all able-bodied men between the ages of sixteen and forty to assemble tomorrow in the main plazas for registration and selection.  My neighbors and I all have sons that we don't have any desire to see conscripted by these devils."
"There are ways out of any city aside from the main gates," Mar pointed out.
"But not for families with children or elderly folk.  Some of the young men and women might sneak over the wall at night, but we'd all like to go together if we could."
"My trip away from the city will involve a considerable amount of danger," Mar warned.
"Surely no more that staying in a city occupied by the Brotherhood of Phaelle, my lord."
"You'd have to ride on the deck of the second galley and brave the wind.  There's no free space below and the first ship is as full as it can get."
"We could manage, my lord!"  Khlosb'ihs exulted.  But then he sobered.  "Will the fare be very extravagant?"
"One hundred thalar a head for first class."
Khlosb'ihs' face fell like a stone.  One hundred gold was probably more money than he had earned in his entire life.  "Might there be a cheaper fare, my lord?"
"One thal for steerage, but you'll have to cart your own baggage and no amenities will be provided."
Confused, the man simply looked at Mar in strained incomprehension.
"I'm joking."
"Oh, right, my lord.  I see.  Ha.  Ha.  Ha."  The man's laughter was somewhat forced and his uncertainty did not completely disappear.
Mar sighed.  "Get your people out here.  I'll be leaving right away."
"Yes, my lord!"
Mar stowed the hammers, restacked some of the cargo for the sake of stability, and then made one final, thorough but likely unnecessary pass through the ground floor of the depot.  Aside from dust and spider webs, he had literally stripped the place bare, even stealing a push broom that had been leaned in a corner.  Only the buckets of sand spheres remained.  Not wanting to chance some unexpected flux interaction, he carried the buckets out two at a time by hand and put them down in the gutter near the bow of the first galley.
He had been the better part of an hour loading the galley and it was getting on toward midmorning.  Stealing the galleys and cleaning out the depot had taken much longer than he had expected, but he was not overly concerned.  Mhajhkaei was a huge city and the Brotherhood surely did not have sufficient armsmen to watch constantly every street and district.  Still, he should not dawdle; some errant patrol could round a corner at any moment.  Looking for the shipwright, he started around the bow of the galley and encountered the returning Khlosb'ihs, who immediately offered him two large, drawstring purses.
"What's that?"
"It's the fare, my lord.  One hundred and seventy-seven thal, all in good silver and copper Mhajhkaeirii'n coin.  Should I count it out for you?"
Mar shook his head.  "I said I was joking about the money.  Just how many of you are there?"
"One hundred and seventy-seven, my lord, counting the seven infants.  We made an exact count to come up with the correct amount."
"I thought you said you wanted passage for you and your family?"
"I'm sure I mentioned my neighbors, my lord.  And my neighbors all have neighbors, who are usually relations of one sort or another.  When the monks attacked, the fighting cut this borough off from the Citadel right away and we've been holding up in our houses.  Since you sailed the ships up the street, everyone's been watching.  It's not something that you see every day."
"What, all your neighbors then?"
"Well, actually, just the ones that we could get up the money for.  I and some of the older folks decided to stay."
"How many?"
"How many what, my lord?"
"How many don't you have the money for?"
"Oh, a good forty or fifty, I'd imagine."
"So there are over two hundred of you?"
"If that's too many, I'm sure we could get some more volunteers to stay, my lord.  If you could tell me how many you have space for, I could run back and --"
"Just get the whole bunch out here right now.  I'm in a hurry."
It took another aggravating half hour to load Khlosb'ihs and all of his neighbors, a variegated collection of men, women, and children clutching bags, parcels, and family heirlooms, into the second galley, even with the assistance of several ladders that the forward thinking shipwright and his adult sons bought with them.  Exasperated, Mar ended up levitating large groups seated on tables appropriated from nearby homes.  When the last of them were aboard, hardly a dozen square armlengths of deck space remained unoccupied.  Taking a perch on the ship's bow so that he could see and address the whole lot, he waved to get their attention.
"No walking about while we're in flight," he called out.  "We'll be traveling very fast and changing altitude and direction quickly."  He decided not to mention that they might also be under attack.  They would find that out soon enough for themselves.  "We'll be departing in five minutes."
Without bothering to wait for a response, he hopped over to the stern of what he now thought of as Galley Number One, and the waiting buckets of overcharged sand spheres.
As with Brother Fhsuyl, the Droahmaerii, and the pickle barrel, he hoped that the spheres, arced toward the center of the Phaelle'n fleet in a general broadcast, would occupy them and their skyships for the few moments that he would need to flee the city.
There were almost two hundred and fifty of the spheres, each a little more than a fingerlength across.  Within the proximity of an armlength, as now, he could sense each as an individual bundle of flux modulations.  Focusing intently, he infused them one by one with the familiar lifting quiet turquoise and driving yellow tympani and then caused each set, looking like bunches of large, glistening tan grapes, to rise from its bucket.
Shifting about to gain an orientation toward where he judged the gray ships to be, he looked up to make sure that his launch angle would clear the depot and the buildings seaward of it, then rapidly accelerated the first bunch, again neutralizing his driving flux at the last moment.  After a count of ten, he launched the second bunch at a slightly different orientation and quickly followed with the third and fourth at the same interval.
Not waiting, he urged the two galleys up above the buildings, swung around sharply, and flew them eastward as fast as his magic could drive them.  Shouts and sounds of alarm erupted from the passengers as the sudden movements jostled them.
A shiver of unease pricked his skin.
He heard the distant sounds of the first detonations while still a full league from the city wall.
 



TEN
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 47th Day of Glorious Work
(Thirdday, Waxing, 3rd Summermoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
Aboard the Work, anchored in the harbor at Mhajhkaei
 
Senior Subdeacon Aealmohs, Archivist, scholar, and Captain of the recovered Relic Work, took the exterior stairs to the bridge at a sedate pace, holding firmly to the guardrail.  He was given to moderate, but not debilitating, anxiety in enclosed spaces.  The often oily-smelling interior of the steel ship tended to feel oppressive to him and he preferred the open air.  This affliction was nothing that he could not by a simple exercise of will ignore, but he did indulge his preference whenever convenient.  Today, with the warm, clear weather and abundant sunshine, walking from his cabin to stand his regular command watch by way of the longer outside route had certainly seemed the proper choice.
By long maritime tradition, the Captain of every ship had the unique privilege of choosing his own watch hours.  Although the Holy Trio were not operated according to the dictates of conventional naval law, but rather as Communities of the Brotherhood with the normal routines and hierarchy of  a corresponding land-based community, Aealmohs had seen no need to disregard many of the established traditions.  While this mainly gave passive reassurance to the brethren under his command with sailing experience, it also provided the Work's Captain with specific benefits, as in this case, whereby he could, in good conscience, never stand a watch earlier than midmorning.
His breathing modestly labored, he reached the catwalk that circled the view ports of the command bridge.  He paused for a moment and turned to look east across the five hundred armlengths of placid water at the Restoration.  There were some slight variations in the central towers of the two ships, but they were close enough alike to be twins. The damage done by the Apostate's attack was on the opposite side and not visible for the most part, but he could see crews working to repair decking in front of the lower forward turret.
Even though damaged, the Archdeacon had ordered the Restoration to the Work's starboard side.  With the larger and more heavily armed Duty an equal half a thousand armlengths to her west, this configuration was expected to give Aealmohs' vessel coverage from any further aerial attacks by means of her sisters' close defense weaponry.
Though he had voiced no objection, Aealmohs was not convinced that this plan would prove effective.  Based on what he had witnessed during the Apostate's attack, he felt that the spontaneous impulse engines reacted only to threats that entered their respective alert zones.  Those zones might thwart any projectile aimed from either east or west, but would do nothing against projectiles that came straight down on top of the Work.    
Two Salients stood guard at the portside entrance to the bridge.  The brother on the right pulled open the port door for the Captain.
"Good morning, Brother Feigngny!"  Aealmohs greeted the Combatant with unfeigned good cheer as he passed into the bridge.  "Beautiful weather today."
"As you say, Brother Subdeacon."  Senior Veteran Brother Feigngny tended to non-committal responses.  Aealmohs knew the man to be quite dedicated to the Duty and suspected that he considered any social familiarity to be an impediment to the Work.
As always, the leader of the previous watch, Junior Brother G'ean, had already vacated the command chair and stood waiting beside it.  The brethren assigned to Aealmohs' watch, five junior ranked Postulant and Novitiate trainees, had already relieved their counterparts and taken control of their stations.  Another maritime tradition adopted by the Senior Subdeacon was to have the most junior watch standers serve under the most senior officer.  The watch crew all stood respectfully as he entered and at his routine nod sat again and returned their concentration to their various tasks.
Aealmohs offered G'ean a warm smile.  "Good morning brother, how does our great Relic fare today?"
"Good morning Brother Subdeacon.  All operational magics are fully functional.  All Secondary mechanical systems, save for starboard bilge pump number six, which remains out of service for repair, are fully functional.  The brethren of the Armaments Assemblage have reported this morning that full restocking for the main impulse engines has been completed.  All brethren are present or accounted for."
"Status of main propulsion?"
"Drive pumps fully charged and tested.  Water reservoirs full."
Aealmohs nodded and took his seat.  "Thank you, Brother G'ean."  
Though relieved of his duty, the Junior Brother did not immediately depart.  Abbot Mylstran having taken ill of a stomach ailment, G'ean was currently standing in as Aealmohs second officer.
Aealmohs looked out through the large forward port, a single, broad pane of a not yet understood clear material that was not glass.  The height of the bridge on the central tower placed the entirety of the forward end of the ship, including the two impulse engine turrets, the smaller but so far not enabled close defense turrets, and the slightly upward-sloping section of steel deck that swept up to the knife-edged bow, in view.  Beyond was the panorama of the Second Fleet scattered through the harbor and The Greatest City in All the World. 
He had little interest in the conquered city, however.  The disposition of the Work was his single-minded focus.
Having noted that several of the brethren were in the process of disassembling one of the smaller turrets on the starboard side, he asked G'ean, "Has there been any progress in understanding the difficulties with the spontaneous defense magics?"
"No, Brother Subdeacon," the temporary second officer replied.  "Junior Brother Blhisght and his team are searching for inscriptions that might offer clues to help them to understand the disruptions in the system's spells."
"Apprise me immediately if there is any progress."
"Aye, Brother Subdeacon."
"Has a reply arrived to my missive concerning Brother Whorlyr's Salients?"
"Not yet, Brother Subdeacon."
 Aealmohs did not comment, either by word or by expression.  He had addressed his appeal of the Martial Director's reassignment of the enervated bolt thrower equipped cloister directly to the Archdeacon.  A lack of a reply commonly meant that the Preeminent Brother had determined that the appeal did not merit consideration, though it was possible that no final decision had yet been made.  In either case, Aealmohs knew better than to say anything that might be construed as criticism of the Archdeacon; he had not achieved his present command by undisciplined chatter.
Aealmohs turned to the novitiate manning the central console.  "Cycle through the steerage commands, if you please, Novitiate Third Seingt."
"Aye, Brother Subdeacon."  Seingt was barely sixteen years old, but had the second highest Ability in the Work's crew.
The Captain watched carefully as the boy went through the eighteen hand gestures necessary to move the ship's rudder through one hundred and eighty degrees of arc,
"On one sixty degrees you allowed your right thumb to relax slightly from the optimum," the Senior Subdeacon cautioned.  "If you straighten you thumb too much, the magics could interpret the gesture as fifty degrees and throw the ship into a violent port turn."
The boy looked mildly chagrinned.  "Aye Brother Subdeacon."
"Go through the gestures again.  This time --"
Before Aealmohs could complete the order, Postulant Second Lhorst, seated to the Captain's right at a narrow panel mounted with thirteen geometrically shaped devices, most of which had not yet had their magics rekeyed, interrupted him urgently.  "Brother Subdeacon!  I have a detection of magical objects approaching from the shore at approximately one hundred manheight!
Aealmohs swung his chair around and glanced at the centrally located flat octagon that Lhorst stared at fixedly.  His own Ability of nearly three allowed him to see the shadows of magic on the slick gray surface, but without the rigorous training that the vocation of Skryer demanded, he could not interpret them.
"Calmly, Brother Lhorst.  Surely these are the new flying Relics?"
"No, Brother Subdeacon!  These are much smaller and their signature is more chaotic!"
Aealmohs did not hesitate.  "Brother Ghlye, sound the battle alarm.  Brother Kylen, jettison the anchor chains!  Brother Seingt, main propulsion to one tenth!  Eighty degrees rudder!"
As Captain, the Senior Subdeacon knew without a doubt that the safety of the Work was ultimately his responsibility.  With little faith that the Duty and the Restoration could protect it, he did not intend to allow his ship to remain a sitting duck. 
Bright flashes came through the starboard view port.  Aealmohs jerked his head around just as a serious of heavy thuds vibrated the entire ship.  Huge explosions had formed a fiery halo about the Duty.  All of her spontaneous defense engines were firing upwards continuously at unseen targets.
"Main propulsion to fifty percent!  Steer around the Restoration and make for open sea!"
The forward end of the Work vanished in a terrific blast that jolted the ship so sharply that Aealmohs was thrown from his chair.  As he tried to get to his feet, another blast struck the starboard side almost immediately, and he fell heavily once more.  Heat, sound, and debris hurtled through the bridge.
All of the others had been likewise toppled, save for Lhorst, who, clearly dead, was pinned to his chair by the armlength long shards of the portside view port.
The Captain grabbed the arm of the command chair and raised himself up.  
 "Seingt!" he shouted at the sprawled novitiate.  "Full speed!  Get us out of here!"
The boy obeyed, jumping up and gesturing madly at the helm.  The Work surged forward, banking sharply to port.
Aealmohs seized G'ean by the shoulder and dragged him up.  The Junior Brother had a bloody gash across his forehead but otherwise seemed ambulatory.  "See to poor Lhorst, brother!  And see if you can spy where the attack is coming from!"
G'ean staggered to Lhorst's station, briefly felt for a pulse in the man's neck, then turned his eyes outward through the remains of the port.  "I can't see ... wait, there's something coming down.  It's small, shiny.  I think ...it's coming down right on top of us!"
"The Duty."  Aealmohs intoned in a loud and resolute voice, as the ship, gaining speed, began to vibrate.
"The Work!" the survivors responded strongly.
"The Restora--"
 



ELEVEN
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 47th Day of Glorious Work
(Thirdday, Waxing, 3rd Summermoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
Aboard the recovered Relic Duty, flagship of the Brotherhood.
 
"As of now," Bhrucherra informed the Archdeacon, "Seventeen Mhajhkaeirii'n Senators have accepted our offer."
Traeleon, mounting the last of the stairs of the temporary ladder from the launch, stepped onto the deck of the Duty and rotated to face the First Inquisitor.  "That should be sufficient to provide the semblance of legitimacy.  Make arrangements immediately for a session of the Senate to ratify our suzerainty of the Principate."
"Should I also provide an audience, Preeminence?"
"Indeed.  Mind that you select the participants carefully."
Bhrucherra smiled wanly.  "This goes without saying."
Brusquely, Traeleon turned about and continued on, headed toward the hatchway that would lead down to the "leadership site."  The other members of the Conclave -- Bhrucherra, Martial Director Lhevatr, First Promulgator Zheltraw, the Chief Skryer -- and half a dozen aides and assistants followed.  As he passed between a pair of the manheight tall close defense weapons, the turrets spun with abrupt and almost soundless precision, their protruding firing rails angling up sharply.  The discharge of the weapons caught him in mid-step, the stream of black cylinders blasting the air with a sound like ripping fabric.  At this close range, the clatter was loud enough to be painful.
Clamping his palms to his ears, he started to run.  The concussion of an explosion overhead smashed him from his feet.  Dozens of other explosions followed and the deck beneath him began to rock and shake from the force of the blasts.
Weaving across the bouncing deck, Lhevatr ran to him and without a word commenced to drag him bodily toward the central tower.  Once in the shelter of an exterior catwalk, Traeleon shook off the Martial Director's grip and steadied himself against a stanchion as the Duty rolled under the impetus of the continuously discharging magic engines.  As far as he could tell, every spontaneous weapon on the ship had activated.
Lhevatr jerked open the hatch.  "My lord, we must get you inside!"
Another series of explosions filled the sky above the ship as the turrets found and annihilated an incoming pattern of glistening specks.  The rippling downdrafts again caused the frame of the ship to shudder and shake.
"Preeminence," the Martial Director insisted, "those are the Apostate's enchantments falling on us!  If one penetrates the defense and strikes near us, the leadership of the Brotherhood will again be decimated!"
Realizing the correctness of Lhevatr's caution, Traeleon nodded.  He ran his thumbs along the underside of his fingers, counting the eight rings that he never put off, checking the spells.
"Assist the others.  I will be in the command cabin."  He hopped through the hatch, cut left immediately into the stairwell, and, hands sliding on the handrails, plunged down a level without touching a step.  Bolting along the corridor, he burst into the command cabin.  There were half a dozen watch standers present, all in various stages of agitation.  Traeleon fixed his gaze on the calmest, the watch commander, a Salient Senior Coordinator with both Combatant and Strategist sigils.
"Brother Tlamaeigh, have you identified the source of the attack?"
"Preeminence, the barrage appears to have come from within the city," Tlamaeigh, standing next to the concentrating brother at the skryer's station, reported succinctly.  "There was no discernable stirring in the ether prior to their launch and we haven't been able to locate any unusual flux concentrations that might indicate a Relic."
Before Traeleon could speak again, the Skryer announced clearly, "One of the enchantments has struck the Work."
The Archdeacon pressed his lips into a thin line.  "Can you tell the extent of the damage?"
"Not completely, Preeminence," the brother answered without taking his gaze from the glass wafer fixed to the panel in front of him.  "The ethereal signature of the ship is very different, but I don't know what the changes mean."
Needing the expertise of the Chief Skryer, Traeleon spun about and started back into the corridor, only to be immediately met by Bhrucherra.  Behind him followed some of the attendants, who all seemed hale, though disoriented.
"Where is the Chief Skryer?  I need his abilities."
The First Inquisitor looked grim.  "I am sorry, my lord.  He has rendered his life in service to the Work."
"What?"
"We believe that his heart failed, Preeminence."
Traeleon suppressed his own shock and declared in a placid, stentorian tone, "The Work."
"The Duty!"
"THE RESTORATION!"
The ship jolted again and the muffled thuds of the explosions echoed resoundingly through the cabin.
As soon as the reverberation quieted, Traeleon demanded of Bhrucherra, "Where is the Martial Director?"
"He has gone to the bridge to take tactical command of the ship, Preeminence."
"And Zheltraw?"
The First Inquisitor offered a neutral expression.  "To the Observation Mast."
"For what purpose?"
The Skryer looked up, his expression forestalling Bhrucherra's answer.  The man's face had gone pale.  "Preeminence."
"Yes, what is it?"
"Another enchantment has hit the Work.  I think ... that is, it feels as if she's dead."
Into the silence this statement provoked, the young brother operating the far talking disk burst out, "A message relayed from Brother Whorlyr, Preeminence!  He has launched his Shrike and sighted two wooden flying boats helmed by the Apostate!  They are heading northwest away from the city!'
Traeleon's response was harsh and immediate.  "Send this message to the Shrike: Attack."
 



TWELVE
 
The Phaelle'n skyship dove out of the sun and Mar neither saw nor heard it before the black cylinders stitched diagonally across the stern of Galley Number One.  The rear mast, chopped cleanly through, crashed down in a tangle of lines and bundled canvas.  Boxes jumped as they were holed and the line of destruction marched inevitably toward him.
Before he could react, he was struck on his left side and twisted around by the force of the blows, falling heavily onto a pile of canvas and rope.  The shock left him stunned, and for a thick moment or two he could not grasp what had occurred.  The attacking flyer hurtled overhead and flashed away, the vortex of its wake rocking the galleys.
He tried to get up, but his left arm, at first numb but now beginning to flare with pain, flopped uselessly.  When he looked over at it, he saw a flood of blood pouring through his shirt from neat holes in his shoulder, forearm, and abdomen. 
Groaning, he dragged himself across the jumbled heaps of cargo toward where he had cached the hammers, leaving a long smear of blood on the crates and boxes.  A bout of dizziness and weakness almost made him faint, but he succeeded in reaching the spot as the Brotherhood's skyship banked across the galley's path and lined up to strafe him once more.
The ether responded tardily to his efforts, submitting incompletely to his control, but finally the hammers rose in an expanding cloud of twirling handles and wobbling black heads and raced out toward the burnished vessel.  The Phaelle'n swerved to avoid them but was going too fast to miss them all.  With a blast of light and a sharp clash, the skyship heeled over, slowing and flying erratically, then slid into a roll out of sight below Galley Number One's rail.  He had not had the time or energy to infuse the hammers with an overload of flux, but the force of the simple collision had apparently damaged the attacker. 
As a shudder of pain seized hold of him, he hoped desperately that the skyship did not return.  The pain was so great that he could not concentrate and felt his sense of the ether flutter.
When his breath began to chop from his mouth in short, sharp gasps, he knew that he was dying.
With increasing desperation, he tried to find The Knife Fighter's Dirge, but could not compose the tune.  A spike of pain shattered it each time he made the effort.
Dully, he tried to center his magical sense on the blood soaking his clothes and pooling stickily beneath him.  The lowing persimmon flux of the liquid faded in and out as he attempted to manipulate it, and it seemed as if he were futility waving at a thin vapor as he worked to staunch the flow.
At one point, his vision tunneled, but after a few minutes, it returned, more or less, to normal.  Eventually, he thought that he had succeeded in closing his wounds, but perhaps not completely.  His left side remained awash with pain and that arm unresponsive.  Drained of strength, both physical and magical, he managed after several attempts to sit up, using a combination of both.  Knowing he needed to get the galleys clear of the city, he closed his eyes and began to pump vigor into the unusually uncooperative driving sound-color of both.  At the level where it felt as if the wood had reached a major part of its maximum capacity, he relaxed again and did nothing but rest for a long time.
Though he dreaded its reappearance at any moment, the Phaelle'n skyship did not return as the galleys sailed along, and after a while the thought came to him that he should take a sighting on his course, lest he wind up a hundred leagues away from the encampment.
Standing proved impossible.  The best that he could accomplish was a slump propped up by his right arm on a floating crate.  Seated with legs hanging down on this ersatz throne and braving the stout, bone-chilling wind, he raised up high enough to see over the cargo and beyond the bow.
The galleys had cleared the city and the agricultural environs were visible all around.  The altitude that he had set last, no more than a score manheight, did not provide him a sufficiently comprehensive view and he coaxed the galleys upward until he spied the twisting serpent of the Ice River in the far distance.  This convinced him that his heading was too far west and he corrected slightly, then rotated about to scan the sky in the galleys' wake.
The Greatest City in All the World, reduced to a hazy splash of white and red on the horizon, looked to be a good ten leagues back.  There was no sign of pursuit, airborne or otherwise.  Nagged by the sharp wind that seemed to be leeching all warmth from his body and concerned about overshooting the encampment, he cut back the driving flux in both ships until the air crossing above them felt no more discomfiting than a slight breeze.
Then, half-afraid of what he would find, he spurred his crate across to the trailing galley to check on his passengers.
All eyes turned to him when he crossed above the prow and settled his crate onto a small, vacant wedge of deck at the bow, most widening in shock as murmurs and alarmed gasps spread through the entire group.  As their curious gazes latched upon him, several of the nearby children set up a fuss before being grabbed up and quieted.
Thankfully, it did not look as if any of them had been hurt.  Khlosb'ihs, his sons, and several other people near them in the forward part of the ship stood up hurriedly and worked their way through the still seated crowd toward Mar.
Clearly shocked, the shipwright asked anxiously, "My lord Magician, are you dying -- er, that is, will you be all right?"
Mar started to laugh, but stopped when the movement sent a wave of agony across his left side.  "I'm pretty sure that I'll make it.  Did anyone here get hit?"
"No, thanks be to the Forty-Nine, none of the flying thing's arrows struck here."
A very short woman at Khlosb'ihs' left spoke up.  "You'd better get Aunt Whelsi, Khlos."
"Well, I don't know if that would be a good idea, Sholmiy," Khlosb'ihs objected.
"Don't be silly, Husband!  He does witchery himself.  He won't give her away."
"Still--"
Speaking to one of the sons, the woman cut Khlosb'ihs off, "Bhregk, go fetch Aunt Whelsi.  She's way at the back with poor Mistress Sidndt.  Tell her to bring her special bag."
"Yes, mum!"
Through labored breathing, Mar asked, "Your Aunt Whelsi, she's a healer?"
"Oh, no, she's just a nurse," Khlosb'ihs corrected quickly.  "Nothing but practical techniques sanctioned by the Forty-Nine."
Sholmiy gave her husband a disgusted look but simply stepped close to Mar and put a hand on his forehead.  "You're cold, my lord.  You've lost way too much blood."
Mar decided not to expend energy to confirm the obvious.
Aunt Whelsi, instead of the wizened hag that Mar, thinking of Marihe, expected, turned out to be a tall, moderately heavy matron with straw colored hair and plump, slightly reddened cheeks. 
Moving over to Mar's left side, she clucked her tongue at him as she ran her eyes over the bloody mess that the Phaelle'n had made of him.  "You should be dead, young man."
He tried to shrug with his good shoulder, but gave up the effort when he almost lost his supporting grip on the crate.
Bhregk tried to offer her the large leather satchel that he had brought along, but she shook her head.  "Bandages and salves won't help.  He's sealed the wounds, but he's got to have more blood."  
"Don't flinch, now," she told Mar.  "I just need a sample."
She rubbed an index finger over the crusting blood on his draped useless arm, gazed intently at the smear on her finger for several seconds while she hummed a little tune, then looked up and swung her head to catalogue all the standing onlookers.  "None of you will do.  He's got the Old Blood and it's not strong enough in any of you to work."  She tapped her chin in thought.  "Where's your cousin Wilhm, Sholmiy?  Did he come with us?"
"I think he did.  I saw his brother and you know Orhv wouldn't leave Wilhm alone in the city."
The nurse pinned Khlosb'ihs with her gaze.  "Go find him and ask him to come on up, would you?  He'd take the request from you better than most and I don't want him to get in one of his moods."
The shipwright hesitated.  "You sure you need him?  You know how he gets sometimes.  It'd be right dangerous to have a ruckus up here in the air."
"I've got to have him.  No other will do and if we don't get some blood into this boy then he's sure to pass out here shortly and be dead, if I'm any judge, by the end of the day.  Who'll helm these flying ships then?"
Khlosb'ihs grimaced.  "All right.  But I'm going to bring your brother-in-law Frem too.  My son's and I'll need help if Wilhm goes off.  Bhregk, Sihl, Tsor, all three of you come with me."
Mar, watching the exchange, thought about declining whatever arcane procedure Aunt Whelsi intended to practice upon him, but found that he could now hear-see the ether only intermittently.  The crate beneath him barely shifted when he tried to raise it.
As Khlosb'ihs and his sons started toward the stern, they asked the other passengers to open an aisle, insisting on a space wide enough for two men to walk abreast.  They stopped near the mast and spoke to a large man sitting on one of the rowing benches with a woman and a covey of children.  This fellow immediately rose to join them, and the group continued on into shade of the stern castle where they all stood tensely for several moments while Khlosb'ihs spoke to someone seated on the deck.
After a few seconds two men stood up to join the group and it became immediately apparent why Khlosb'ihs had cleared the walkway.
Although the shorter man was about Mar's size, his companion was quite possibly the largest man that Mar had ever seen.  With shoulders the width of two men, he stood as much as an armlength above the others and he looked to be, if it were even possible, as much as a span taller than Mhiskva.
The group returned forward at a ponderous pace, with Khlosb'ihs, the brother-in-law Frem and the shorter man, who Mar took to be Orhv, in front of this giant, and the shipwright's watchful sons trailing him.  Sholmiy and the others made room as the group approached, and the escorts spread out around Wilhm, none standing within three armlengths of him.
Wilhm had a strong face with a hawk nose and a solid jaw, and a complexion that had seen a lot of sun.  His hair was dark, almost midnight black.  Like any large man, his movements were slow and precise but there was something frenetic in his green eyes that suggested incredible speed carefully restrained.
Aunt Whelsi took a step forward and craned her head upward to look the giant in the eyes.  Though not a small woman, she looked like a child next to Wilhm.  "How are you feeling today, Wilhm?  Have you been taking the powder in your tea like I told you?"
Wilhm glanced once in passing curiosity at Mar and then turned his head down to focus on the nurse.  "Yes, Aunt Whelsi.  Just like you told me.  Three times a day." 
His voice sounded like it came from the bottom of a well, with a barely perceptible delay between words.
"How are the headaches?"
"Better."
"Have you had one today?"
Wilhm's head moved from one side to the other.
"Don't fib now."
The giant grinned briefly.  "Only a little one.  I hardly noticed it."
"That's right," Orhv confirmed.  "When we first took to the air.  It lasted only about a quarter of an hour and he didn't have any trouble with his eyes."  Save for size, Orhv favored his brother a great deal, with similar features and frame.  He looked some older though, with a dusting of gray in his black hair.  "He stayed calm, too."
Aunt Whelsi smiled.  "Good.  Now, Wilhm, I need to ask you a favor.  This boy needs blood like yours and I'd like you to let me give him some of it."
Wilhm looked at Mar again, but this time his gaze bored into the thief.  "He is one of them."
The nurse looked around at Mar, narrowed her eyes, then faced Wilhm once more.  "The ones you dream about?"
"Yes, the lost ones.  If they come back, they will burn the land and drown it again."
"You know I promised you that that won't happen again, Wilhm."
"Yes, you did, Aunt Whelsi."
"Now, you just come over here and we'll get this done.  Afterwards, I want you to go find something to eat.  Alright?"
"All right, Aunt Whelsi."
The nurse took the giant's hand and led him near Mar.
The thief summoned the strength to croak, "Just exactly what are you going to do?"
Aunt Whelsi took Mar's good hand and laid his wrist against Wilhm's.  "I'm going to give you some of Wilhm's blood of course.  In my opinion, which is the only one that matters very much right now, you'll be dead if you don't have it.  You have the Old Blood and so does he, and his is the sort that anyone can have.  You just sit still.  I know what I'm doing."
"Wilhm, don't move.  Do you understand?"
"Yes, Aunt Whelsi."
Then the witch began to sing.  She had a beautiful voice and the song was equally beautiful.  It was in some foreign or perhaps ancient tongue, though, so Mar did not understand a word of it.
Nor did he understand the magic that flowed from the ether in response to the summons of the song, wrapping about her hands as she held their wrists together.  The modulation was a bright weave of several strands that he could not identify and, as it formed, Mar felt a flushing warmth surge into the pale flesh of his arm.  When her song ended, the magic and the surge dissolved.
Mar did not feel great, but he did immediately feel some better.  He looked at his wrist.  There was no mark of any kind.
During the spell, Wilhm had not moved all.  He had not looked around, shifted his weight, or fidgeted.  Except for the extremely slow rise and fall of his chest, he could have been made of stone.
The nurse patted the giant on the arm and released his hand.  "You did well, Wilhm.  You go on and find yourself something to eat now."
"No.  I have to stay here."
Khlosb'ihs and the others tensed, but Aunt Whelsi showed no sign of alarm.  "Why's that?"
"He is one of the lost ones.  He is going to lead me to the pirate."
 



THIRTEEN
 
Mhiskva, as it turned out, was only half a span shorter than Wilhm.
Mar had landed the galleys at the encampment and disembarked under his own power, magical and otherwise, but had not gone far, easing down into an empty cot under an awning set up near the mooring tower.  When he woke in the late afternoon with a ravenous hunger and staggered outside, he found the marine Captain standing beside the all but motionless Wilhm, who had evidently followed Mar from the galley, occupied the spot, and not budged from it.  Both men stood without apparent discomfort in the bald sun, unspeaking but evincing a relaxed stance that suggested that they might have recently done so.  Mar noted that Mhiskva had his great axe slung across his back.
Ulor and better than a dozen other marines were close by,  leaning against the legs of the tower or sitting on sawn sections of tree trunks under another awning.  They all also had weapons close to hand and made no pretense of the fact that they were studiously watching the pair.
 Mhiskva made the ancient imperial salute.  "My lord king, how are you feeling?"
"I'll live."  His whole body ached and his left side was a single mass of throbbing pain.  He could wiggle the fingers of his left hand, but any other attempted movement of that limb made him want to scream.
"I had a surgeon look in on you.  He said that all three bones in your left arm appear to be broken and it is likely that the upper one is out of the socket.  I thought it best not to wake you, but you will need splints and he is within call."
Mar shook his head.  "I've been through that before.  I'm going to try something else."  He turned his attention to Wilhm.  "Shouldn't you be with Orhv and Aunt Whelsi?"
"No, my lord king."  Then, quite surprisingly, Wilhm made the imperial salute as sharply and surely as had Mhiskva.  In fact, his movements were eerily identical to the big captain's.  What's more, his accent and inflection sounded like an echo of the marine's.
Mar took a moment to ponder this mimicry, then said, "Oh, that's right.  You said something about a pirate?"
"Yes, my lord king.  I must meet the pirate."
Mhiskva's eyes narrowed.  "Why must you meet the pirate?" 
"Because of the dreams."
"I see."  Mhiskva showed Mar a frown.  "My lord king, I am not sure that it would be advisable to allow Wilhm to meet the Lord-Protector.  I have spoken with his brother and some of the others that you brought with you from the city.  They said that Wilhm can be unpredictable."
Mar shrugged.  "It seems to me that Lord Hhrahld can be just as unpredictable."
"Exactly my point, my lord king.  The combination of two such individuals might prove chaotic."
Mar eyed the near motionless Wilhm again, thinking.  "Chaos is not always a bad thing.  Anyway, I imagine that Wilhm might learn a thing a two from Lord Hhrahld."
"Like plundering and pillaging, my lord king?"
Mar did not laugh.  "Are you making a joke, Mhiskva?"
"Certainly not, my lord king."
"You know, Mhiskva, I was wondering about the resemblance between you, Wilhm, and Lord Hhrahld."
The captain looked blank.  "What resemblance would that be?"
"You're all very big men."
"There are many big men in Mhajhkaei."
"But not as big as you three.  You're not just tall, you're huge in every dimension.  You're all at least twice the breadth of most men.  I'd call you giants."
Mhiskva chuckled.  "Perhaps we are Gaaelfharenii."
"I've never heard of them."
"Oh, they are just an imaginary folk, my lord king, and not often spoken of beyond walls of the city.  According to one of the origin myths of Mhajhkaei, a race of giants called the Gaaelfharenii, or Great Guardians, built the first settlement on the Bay of Mhajh many millennia ago.  It has become quite common for hooligans to insult men of considerable stature by naming them 'bastards of the Gaaelfharenii,' but the myth suggests the Great Guardians were noble and heroic.  Some versions of the stories promise, as all good folk tales do, that  the spirits of the Gaaelfharenii will rise up when needed, called by their eternal loyalty to the city."
Mhiskva paused, then added, "The truth, however, is not quite so legendary.  My size, and likely Wilhm's as well, is simply a product of familial resemblance.  My father was a big man and my grandfather as well.  To add to that, my mother was a tall woman."
Mar made a non-committal noise and spoke to Wilhm again.  "After I take you to the pirate, you'll stay with him and do as he tells you?"
Wilhm's head moved up and down. 
"Come on, then.  I want to find something to eat and then visit with Aunt Whelsi for a little while.  After that we'll see if we can't find you a pirate."
Mar asked for and was speedily provided with one of the blocks of wood.  His few halting steps had readily convinced him that he would not make much progress on foot.  Thankfully, his magical abilities had recovered more or less to normal, and he had no trouble enchanting it so that it would float two span off the ground.  Taking a seat, he gritted his teeth and with excruciating slowness draped his left arm in his lap.  Once situated, he asked Mhiskva to lead him to the closest field kitchen.  Wilhm followed placidly and Ulor and his marines immediately fell out to either side as escorts. 
Located in the open air, the field kitchen had half a dozen cook fires, twice that many cooks, all of them civilians, and a number of rough plank tables.  The queue of armsmen that had already formed in the serving line gave way respectfully and Mar, goaded by his empty stomach, did not object to a privileged place at the head of the line. 
The waiting supper was a pre-measured portion of salted-beef stew served in a ceramic bowl with a wooden spoon already stuck into it, a handful of dry crackers and a large pickle wrapped in a swatch of white cloth, and warm water in a copper flagon.  The woman serving him, simple logistics clearly trumping both his magic and royalty, made a of point of asking that he return the dishware to be rinsed as soon as he was done, since they were in short supply.
Mhiskva and the marines assured him that they would eat later, but he insisted that Wilhm be provided a portion requisite to his size.  Mechanically, the Mhajhkaeirii giant followed Mar to nearby table and squatted on the ground to eat.  Mhiskva took a seat on the bench opposite Mar -- which of course permitted him an easy view of Wilhm -- and Ulor deployed his marines in a wide cordon around the three of them.  Mar made no comment on the arrangement.  Guards seemed an unavoidable fixture of his near future and the buffer would permit him some sense of peace and solitude while he ate.
 He was only half way done with his bowl when Lord Ghorn, his face seemingly fixed permanently in a stern expression, appeared through the ring of guards, nodded at Mhiskva as he leaned his cane against the table, and took a seat beside the marine captain.  Only Berhl accompanied him.
The prince flashed a brief, examining glance at Wilhm, then asked, "Are you recovering, my lord magician?"
Certain that Mhiskva had already provided his commander a full report, Mar saw no need to dissemble.  "My entire side hurts, but I'll make it."
"Will there be any deficit to your magery?"
"None whatsoever."
"I am glad to hear that.  We have no magicians to spare."
Mar grinned.  "I got everything we needed, though."
"That you did, and in abundance.  The galley full of foodstuffs was a quite helpful addition.  You are eating some of it there.  Had you died in the attempt, though, a few pickles would have done us more harm than good."
Mar raised his good shoulder and let it drop.  "Thievery always has its risks."
The Prince-Commander frowned.  "So much for getting in and out without anyone knowing."
"All good thieves know how to improvise," Mar rejoined somewhat testily, then changed the subject.  "Has work started on the rafts yet?  We'd better get out of here as fast as we can.  I had to use sand spheres to escape and the Phaelle'n might be irritated enough to send their skyships against us again."
"I had already assumed as much and the rafts are part of the reason that I have come to see you.  We have begun construction on some of the rafts, but like any plan that is thrown together on the spur of the moment, ours ignored some significant logistical problems.  We have the manpower and now the tools to cut the logs, but as Berhl has pointed out to me, there are not enough standing trees within five leagues to build the hundreds of rafts that we will need."
"Hundreds?"
"Vice-Captain Berhl," Lord Ghorn prompted.
"My lord king," the marine, apparently the closest thing that the Prince-Commander's diminished command had to an engineer, explained, "the useable length of a log from a tree between a third of an armlength and one armlength in diameter at the base is around fifteen armlengths.  That'd give us a square raft fifteen armlengths in both dimensions that will hold no more than fifty people.  Using our rough count of eleven thousand, at twenty per thousand, we'll need two hundred twenty rafts all together.  We'll split the logs, of course, but I figure we'll still have to have in the neighborhood of twenty logs per raft.  That's four thousand four hundred mature trees, give or take."
Mar spit out an irritated curse aimed at Oos'ghlsiana, Mistress of Forests, Seedlings, and Shade.
"It is not as impossible as it may sound," the prince amended.  "We can get enough logs if we go farther afield.  A stretch of the Great Forest extends down about thirty leagues northwest of here.  All the logs that we need could be taken from there and we have two thousand able-bodied volunteers that we can set to felling and stripping in shifts."
Mar nodded.  "They'd just need transportation."
"Yes.  Your wife has offered to guide the skyships that we have.  Those can rotate the workers and freight the logs back.  We estimate that we should be able to harvest between two and three hundred logs per day.  That's cut, split, stacked, and ready for transport."
"That's still more than a fortnight just for the logs," Mar calculated, as Lord Ghorn no doubt intended.  "The Brotherhood won't leave us alone for that period of time and I can't --"
"-- be in more than one place at a time," the Prince-Commander finished.  "We're back to our original problem." 
"It's worse than that," Mar corrected.
Lord Ghorn's frown deepened.  "How so?"
"Even if we split the fleet between Telriy and me, I don't think it'll be possible to guide a hundred skyships in one train.  Not and maintain any decent speed, anyway.  The tail of the thing would probably swing wild.  Any collision would be a disaster."
The prince leaned back and drew a slow breath.  "So, in your estimation, our original plan is unworkable?"
"No," Mar answered slowly, thinking.  "We just need more magicians."
The prince raised his eyebrows.  "I understood those to be quite rare."
"They are, as far as I know, but I have some ideas.  I'll know in a day or so if any of them will work."
"Very well, my lord magician.  However, there is still the problem of defending the sortie to retrieve the logs."
"Maybe we're thinking in the wrong terms.  You said sortie -- you've planed a large expedition in force?"
"Have you another suggestion?"
"I don't think the Brotherhood has any magical means to detect the skyships.  If they had, their new skyships would've caught me last night before I reached the city.  They can't attack something if they don't know it's there.  If we moved the loggers out in the middle of the night, we could prevent the monks from learning that we've divided our group.  We could keep each run small, say one or two boatloads at a time, stay fast and high, vary the route, and land deep into the forest.  As long as the loggers didn't give themselves away -- no fires day or night -- and word didn't otherwise find its way back to the monks, there'd be no need for me to try to be in two places at once."
"There remains the problem of the length of time needed to acquire the logs and construct the rafts," Lord Ghorn pointed out.
Mhiskva spoke up for the first time.  "My lords, perhaps we could reduce the time in a similar fashion.  With more magicians to act as helmsmen for the skyships, we could also begin moving small groups up to the plateau under the cover of darkness.  The more people that we could transport in advance, the fewer the number rafts that we will need for the final exodus.  As long as we maintain secrecy, there should be no more danger to the civilians than they face here."
The prince nodded.  "Excellent suggestion, Captain.  I don't have anything to add or any better ideas, so I am willing to try this one.  My lord Magician, I'd like to get started tonight.  However, before we begin moving the civilians up, I want to send in a section of legionnaires to scout your plateau and secure it against our arrival.  Will you be well enough to fly them?"
 "I don't see why not.  We can be there and back in three hours."
"Fine.  Captain, make Number Three ready to sail an hour after dark.  I'll order the First Section of the Defenders to stand to."  The prince paused, then lowered his voice slightly and fixed Mar with this gaze.  "My lord magician, I would like to ask your permission to have an orphan placed aboard Number One."
Mar waited for further explanation of the peculiar request but none was forthcoming.  The prince simply looked at him.  Mar thought a moment and then realized the true nature of the request.  He had wondered about the disposition of Prince Davfydd.
"I suppose that this ... orphan ... will be accompanied?"
"Only by Legate Rhel.  He will be given over to the care of Subaltern Ulor's wife."
Mar nodded.  "I understand."  To keep the young heir to the throne of the Principate safe, the Prince-Commander intended to hide him in plain sight.  "Whatever you need is fine with me."
Lord Ghorn gave Mhiskva a significant glance, then stood, favoring his bad leg, and took up his cane.  "I have numerous other matters to attend to.  Perhaps we should meet again later this evening?"
"Alright."
After the prince had gone, Mar resumed eating.  As Mhiskva seemed disinterested in idle conversation, content simply to sit quietly with his thoughts, Mar gratefully did likewise and concentrated on his food.  The stew was palatable and filled the void in his stomach, but the crackers were all but inedible.  Nevertheless, he consumed it all in a workmanlike manner and when he was done, he took special care to return his and Wilhm's utensils.  Finally, following Mhiskva's directions with the marines and Wilhm as his constant shadows, he went to find Aunt Whelsi.
For want of better housing, the newly arrived neighbors had remained aboard Galley Number Two, now moored in a large alcove cut into the woodlot.  The spreading hardwoods to either side of the galley overreached it and thus hid it partially from overhead view.  Mar had not seen any of the other skyships as they crossed the encampment and assumed that the Mhajhkaeirii had made similar efforts to camouflage them.
The shipwright, Khlosb'ihs, clambered down a ladder as the magician and his entourage approached.  Behind him came his sons and several other sturdy men, including Frem and Orhv, who all took station beside Khlosb'ihs.  Most of them carried improvised weapons of one sort or other: lengths of board, belaying pins, and a broken oar.  Ulor and the marines spread out, eying the men who confronted them with a certain predatory gleam in their eyes.
"You can't have her," Khlosb'ihs declared sternly as Mar coasted to a surprised stop.
"Who?"
"Aunt Whelsi, of course!"
Mar had trouble following.  "I've just come to talk with her for a few minutes."
Khlosb'ihs exchanged glances with his companions.  "You've not come to arrest her?"
"Why would I do that?"
"For being a witch."
Mar laughed.  "Don't be ridiculous."
The shipwright looked slightly less sure of himself.  "Then why have you brought this gang of armsmen?"
"I didn't bring them.  They're with Wilhm and he's with me."
"Oh, that's a good idea then," Khlosb'ihs allowed, showing slight embarrassment as he relaxed.  "He doesn't know his own strength, sometimes."
The subject of the conversation, standing to Mar's side, observed the episode with serene indifference.
Orhv stepped up to address the magician.  "He hasn't had one of his moods, has he?"
"No, he's fine.  If you don't have an objection, I'm going to put him in the service of the Lord-Protector."
Orhv lowered his voice.  "But isn't the Lord-Protector unbalanced?" 
"No doubt about it.  But Lord Hhrahld is also a very big man."
Orhv looked at his brother, then let his eyes drift over to Mhiskva, who nodded in greeting.  "So you think that Wilhm's a... well, I suppose it'd be right for Wilhm to be among his own ... with people like himself."
Mhiskva smiled kindly, "On my word, I will take pains to see that your brother does not come to mishap.  Some of my men will bring him his meals and I will make certain that you are able to visit with him regularly."
"Is this what you want, Wilhm?"  Orhv asked his brother.
The big man inclined his head.  "I'll stay with the pirate for a while."
Aunt Whelsi appeared by the rail of the galley and waggled her hands at the marines and her erstwhile defenders.  "Now that everything's all settled, the boy and I have some things to talk about.  You all go find something to occupy yourselves.  Now, shoo!"
With Khlosb'ihs and his neighbors scattering, Mar assured Mhiskva that he would be fine on his own, left Wilhm in the care of his brother, floated up to the deck, and let his block come to rest next to the woman.  Aside from a group erecting an awning at the stern, the deck was unoccupied.
"Not much of a throne for a king," Aunt Whelsi opined.
Mar made a careless gesture with his right hand.  "I'm not much of a king."
"Why haven't you had your arm set?  It'll just be more painful the longer you wait."
"I thought maybe you could help me with it."
"I can put your shoulder back together and straighten the bones in your arm, but if you mean something more than that, I'm afraid I don't have any spells that can knit bones."
Mar let out a puff of air in disappointment.  He had hoped for a quick, magical relief of his injury.  "Is there anything that you could tell me that can help me learn how to heal bones with flux?"
"What's flux?"
"Maybe you call it something else.  It's the basis for all magic."  He waved a hand and whirled the background ether into multi-tonal rainbow-edged vortices.  "I sense it as a combination of sounds and colors, but you probably interpret it in a different way.  It's everywhere and in everything.  I've learned to control a few of the sound-colors that weave through a person's body -- I can heal some wounds and cure some fevers in some people -- but the patterns and combinations are extremely complex and I don't understand the majority of those that I can perceive.  As you're a healer, I was hoping that you could explain some of them to me."
"I can't say as I've ever experienced anything like that," Aunt Whelsi told him, shaking her head.  "The healing magic that I can do was taught me by my father's cousin.  I apprenticed to her when I was six and studied for seventeen years.  Now, Mistress Callae, she was an artist and may have been able to see this flux, but I don't experience anything out of the ordinary when I apply a phylactery.  I learned all of them by rote.  It took me almost six years to master the blood mixing song that saved your life."
"I see."  His tone revealed the extent of his disappointment.  When she had used magic to keep him alive, he had believed that he had finally met a real magician, someone that could expand his anemic understanding of the principles that controlled the use of magic.
"I do know a great deal concerning physiology, though," Aunt Whelsi admitted.  "Most of the healing that I do involves practical physical methods, concoctions of body stimulating compounds, and surgeon's techniques.  If you need information about how a body is supposed to work, I might be able to help you."
Without thinking, he shifted his weight slightly left and ignited a firestorm of pain in his arm and shoulder, making him suck in a sharp, keening breath.  "To start with, tell me everything you know about bones."
 



FOURTEEN
 
Lord Hhrahld walked up to Wilhm, leaned across to peer into his eyes, then grabbed his shoulders with both hands and tried to knee him in the groin.
Wilhm, faster almost than sight, twisted at the waist to block the blow, grabbed one of the Lord Protectors wrists and threw him across his hip.  The giant pirate sailed better than three times his own length, bounced a couple of times off rowing benches with splintering crashes, flailing limbs, and flying debris, then curled and rolled to land on his feet, his disarranged white mane whipping like a horse's tail.  His men crowded back out of the way, hooting and laughing.  Some of the more intrepid among them began to offer odds.
Wilhm seemed hardly ruffled, but his expressionless eyes now tracked the pirate unblinkingly.  Up until this, the young giant's responses to the external world had seemed slow, ponderous, and disinterested, both in a mental and physical sense.
Mar, having expected some such tumult from the encounter, did not react, but Ulor, standing alongside him, was agog.
"That Gaaelfharenii moves faster than anyone I have ever seen, my lord king," Ulor gasped.
Mar watched closely as Lord Hhrahld, who had his great sword slung at his side, stalked back toward them with his sharp, heavy steps vibrating the entire deck.  He would intervene, if necessary, to prevent severe harm to either man, but he had suspicions concerning Wilhm that needed verification.  Absently, he asked Ulor, "You think that Wilhm is a spirit?" 
"No, my lord king.  Not if it's something like a ghost that you mean, but everyone knows that the Gaaelfharenii will return when Mhajhkaei needs them.  The Gods will send them, just like they sent you."
When the Lord-Protector neared Wilhm again, Mar, still observing the two colossi fixedly, wondered aloud, "Does that make Lord Hhrahld and Captain Mhiskva Gaaelfharenii also?"
"Huh.  You know," Ulor puzzled, "I never thought of it like that, but you must be right!"
 Mar grunted, then tensed as the ancient corsair leaned in to eye the young giant for a second time.  It occurring to him that a riled Lord-Protector was quite capable of simply lopping off Wilhm's head with one swing, he made ready to whisk the two men apart if need be, enchanting the leather of their boots and belts.
After a consultation with Captain Mhiskva, Mar had found Lord Hhrahld planted like a statue at the bow of one of the barges, with his gaze fixed out on a vista that only he could see.  When he had dispersed the skyships, the High-Captain had had it moored in the lee of a large barn about two-thirds of a league from the crossroads.  Hhrahld's remaining cutthroat crew, wounded and otherwise, had been lounged about him on the deck, most napping.  They had stirred slightly when Mar, Ulor, and Wilhm -- Mar having ordered the other marines to remain aground --- came on board, but had made no move to speak or interfere. 
When Mar had called out to him, The Lord-Protector had twirled about, and, ignoring all others, advanced on Wilhm.
Now, the look on Lord Hhrahld's face was decidedly odd as he demanded, "Where've you been hiding, Zheg?"
Wilhm's expression flashed briefly with confusion as he sedately processed the question.  "I have been in Mhajhkaei with Orhv."
"What've you done with your sword, old son?"
"I have never had one."
"Why you stupid sot!  You'll wind up dead in some gutter, running after whores like that!"
It was clear that it did not matter what response Wilhm gave.  Hhrahld was following a conversation that transpired only in his own head.
The pirate let loose a guffaw.  "You must be getting old, Zheg.  There's been a time when you'd have knifed me for trying to waylay you like that!  Glad to have you back aboard.  Here, take my sword till you find yours.  There are assassins everywhere."
A look of distraction overtaking him, the pirate unshipped his sword belt, passed it to Wilhm, shoved between the young man and Mar, and returned to the bow.  The young Gaaelfharenii simply held the sword in one hand, arm bent at the elbow, rigid and unmoving.  He gave Mar the impression that he intended to continue to hold it so until told to do otherwise, if need be, for all eternity.
Mar experienced a brief moment of doubt.  This had seemed the right thing to do, but perhaps he had seen a connection where there was none.  He moved so that he was in the young giant's line of sight.  "Is this where you want to be, Wilhm?" 
"Yes, my lord king."
"Lord Hhrahld is your pirate?"
"Yes, my lord king."
"What do you think he'll do for you?"
"The pirate will train me."
"What'll you do after you're trained?"
"I will follow you into the mountain."
"What mountain?"
"The mountain where you will go."
"Can you describe the mountain?"
"It is a mountain in my dreams."
"Do you know where the mountain is?"
"In my dreams."
Mar drew in a breath slowly.  "If you decide that you want to go back to be with your brother, just tell a marine or legionnaire to bring me the message, alright?"
"Yes, my lord king."
"Well, farewell, Wilhm.  I hope you'll learn what you need here."
"Farewell, my lord king."
Ulor detailed two of his marines to remain aboard the barge to keep track of Wilhm, and then Mar, after convincing the obstinate subaltern -- by the time honored tactic of simply being more obstinate -- that he himself would be perfectly safe without bodyguards, retrieved his wooden block and flew off in search of Mhiskva.  After climbing to gain a view of a large part of the encampment, he spotted the marine captain by the size of his shadow.  Berhl stood with him near the foot of the mooring tower, and the two men appeared to be inspecting the prototype of a shelter against aerial attack, a log and earth covered ditch.  A group of workers, mostly legionnaires though there were also some civilians, stood around them.
Both officers saluted as Mar descended, and the workmen quickly knelt. 
"Mhiskva, I want an order issued that there will be no more kneeling," he told the marine, not without some force.  "It's distracting and disruptive."
"Aye, my lord king," Mhiskva answered, not quite smiling.  He cut a sharp glance at the men and they all hurriedly stood.  "I am pleased to see that you have had your arm set."
Mar rubbed his shoulder, which had started to ache again.  The witch had put on separate wooden splints on upper arm and forearm and tied them up in a sling.  He would not be able to wear a brigandine for a while and flitting about on the sawn-off stump, as well as making his buttocks sore, felt awkward and unnatural.
"Aunt Whelsi took care of it for me.  She had a spell to numb the affected parts and it was practically painless."
"Will she be able to assist with our magical defense?"
"No, she's a healer and, by what she tells me, she can't be anything more.  Her magic is old magic and cannot be adapted to war."
"A pity.  I take that you have settled young Wilhm with Lord Hhrahld?"
 "For now, yes.  I'm just about sure that the situation is not permanent.  Anyway, I came to ask if you know of a scholar among the refugees."
"What study, my lord?"
"A historian, I'd think."
The big Captain looked thoughtful for a moment then shook his head.  "There are a few of the philosophers, but none that have any significant study in history."
"There's Lord Chelsfyor," Berhl suggested.  "I saw him yesterday in the dinner line at the field kitchen on the southern road."
"He's a scholar?"
"Scholar and librarian.  He was Principal Master Librarian for the Library of the Senate."
Feeling pressed for time, Mar did not stay to explain his purpose but immediately took his leave of the two and flew off.
Lord Chelsfyor was quite thin, obviously near-sighted, and inordinately tall, but he was also energetically spry.  Unlike most Mhajhkaeirii men, who favored shorter hair, he had his nearly all gray hair it in a single, long, platted ponytail.  He and several family members, including a number of children, had a plot under the shade of several small trees growing along a fencerow, almost two thousand armlengths from the crossroads.
"Travels?  Oh, yes, I do know of the work."  The librarian had somehow managed to come up with a stool and was bouncing a toddling grandson on one knee.  The burbling tot watched Mar intently while trying to eat his own fist.  "I have been trying to secure an original printing for our collection for several years.  The ones that we had were made from a hand-copied version of an edition in the Viceroy's Library in Khalar."
"So you did have a copy in the Senate Library?"
"Yes, several.  Some were annotated and commented and eminently useful for geographical scholarship."
"Do you think the copies are still in Mhajhkaei?"
Making a pained face, Lord Chelsfyor complained, "Their ashes certainly are."
Mar's heart sank.   "The Library burned?"
"No, not the Library itself.  A month before the invasion, we had crated and moved the collection to an empty warehouse in order to allow the main library building to undergo renovation.  There were rust problems with the iron pins that had been used to secure some of the columns of the main reading room."
"And that warehouse was at the harbor?"
"Yes.  From the roof of the Library, I saw it burn."
"I don't suppose that there's any chance that you might have read the book?"
"Oh, yes, a number of times."
Mar's hopes soared once more.  "Do you remember the mention of a place called The Mother of the Seas?"
"Yes, that does sound familiar.  Was it a mountain?  Possibly a lake?  A river?  Mmmm, no, I am sorry, I cannot remember."
"Do you remember how to get there?  Or, I mean to say, how Khavurst got there?"
"No, I cannot say that I do.  My lord king, you must realize that in my sixty-two years I have read thousands upon thousands of books.  I can remember generalities about many of them, but often not specifics." 
Mar thanked the man and departed.  Then, after flying above the encampment in lazy circles for perhaps twenty minutes with the sun beginning to redden the western sky, he surrendered to the fact that he must speak with Telriy.  He found her easily enough, on the south side of the woodlot, staring intently at one of the newly constructed rafts.  Mar heard-saw sparks of discordant flux bouncing sporadically along the logs.
She was not alone; two legionnaires of Quaestor Eishtren's band idled about twenty-five paces away underneath the drooping limbs of a willow oak.
He landed his block within a few paces, stood up and walked stiffly to her, wincing as sharp pains attacked his thighs and back.  She did not seem surprised by his arrival and if she remained angry, she concealed it with admirable proficiency. 
Not bothering with pleasantries, he asked her, "What are you doing?"
She rolled her shoulders carelessly.  "Practicing magic."  She took in his splinted arm and his clothes, still ripped and covered in crusted blood.  "I see you've been playing the hero again."
He ignored the jibe.  "I need you to tell me about The Mother of the Seas."
"Gladly, husband, but I'll need something from you in return."
"Name it."
"A son."
"You mean my son."
"Of course."
"No."
"Then I'll keep what I read in Khavurst's book to myself."
"I won't give you children," Mar declared with some force.  "That's a future that I'm not going to follow."
Interest sprang into her eyes.  "You've had a vision of our future?  What did it show you?"
"Something that will never come to pass."
Telriy shrugged again, then walked closer to him, the epitome of meekness.  "After Mhiskva told me that you had gone back to Mhajhkaei, I was worried when you didn't return on time."
 The gesture appearing entirely spontaneous, she slid her arms about his waist, careful of his injured arm, and hugged him.  Rather than release him right away, she held him in a relaxed, comfortably intimate embrace.
He did not protest or flinch, though he was uniquely conscious of the firm press of her bosom against his side.  "It took longer than I thought."
"I'm just glad that you made it back."
With firm determination, he chivvied his attention from an entranced contemplation of the warmth of her touch, the soft brush of her hair against the skin of his neck, and the sweet whisper of her breath across his face, to focus on producing a persuasive argument.
"If I don't learn more magic from Oyraebos's book, I won't be able to stop the Brotherhood."  That was a half-lie; he did not believe that magic alone could break the power of the monks.  His fundamental motivation for seeking the next text was unabashedly selfish -- he needed greater magic to free himself of the chains of the Blood Oath.
"Why make the Phaelle'n your problem?  I thought you wanted the two of us to fly away?  I told you that I'd go wherever you wanted."
Her questions caused him to fall silent.  He knew that he must free himself of the magic that had made him a king, but somehow he was no longer sure that he wanted to leave the Mhajhkaeirii.
Had the magic of the Blood Oaths begun to exert its perfidious influence upon him?
Or were these doubts sprung from the heady aftertaste of the euphoria of his successful thievery?
Since he had awakened, he had been, as odd as it might seem, content.  The gnawing urge that had been his constant companion through much of his existence -- to be alone, to avoid others, to reject the encumbrance of the rest of humanity -- was missing.  For once in his life, he had a purpose outside of himself.  The Mhajhkaeirii, from Lord Ghorn on down to the smallest waif, had overwhelming need of the strength of his magic.  The Brotherhood of Phaelle, a vile corruption that threatened the entire world, must be eliminated, and there looked to be no other person alive who could see that done.
But he would not admit these thoughts to her.
"I still have to find Waleck.  If he's joined the Brotherhood as you said, I need to hear it from his own mouth."
She held him tighter.  "Then let me have what I want."
Fearing that his will to resist submitting to her overtures might be weakening, he shrugged free of her grip, returned to his block, and rose several armlengths into the air.
"Where are you going?" she asked him, without inflection.  Her stance, however, betrayed mild exasperation.
"I've a meeting with Lord Ghorn."
"Will you eat a late supper with me?  I want to ask you about the lifting and driving flux."
"I won't be in the camp tonight."
"It doesn't look like you're up to another foray into the city."
"You're right."  He soared away from her without bothering to explain further. 
 



FIFTEEN
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 48th Day of Glorious Work
(Fourthday, Waxing, 3rd Summermoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
The Greatest City in All the World.
 
With the Shrikes weaving a watchful pattern high above, Traeleon raised his hand over the line of seventeen muslin shrouded corpses and made the sign of the Thrice Divided Circle. 
The hundred or so brethren standing about the raised pyre quieted and grew still.  Traeleon knew that the majority of them were devout believers, many of them Brohivii, and some no doubt clandestine supporters of more extreme doctrines.  Realists among the ranks of the brethren seldom took out the time to attend funerals. 
"My brothers, these diligent Workers have demonstrated their faithful service to the Duty and in so doing have earned immediate translation to the magical aspect.  Their names shall, as of this very day be held up to all as Exemplars and thus recorded in the Hall of the Diligent."
The mourners responded with the appropriate form.  "PRAISE TO THE WORK!"  There was little emotion in the rote antiphon.
Traeleon paused.  His established custom was to bury the Brotherhood's war dead with a minimum of ceremony and without an inordinate waste of his valuable time.  His original plan had been to proclaim the standard brief liturgy, but he could see a great number Salients among those who had arrived for the service and most of the dead from the Work had been members of that order.
"Brethren, what is our purpose?"
For just a single shocked instant, there was silence, then a group of young Combatants at the front of the assemblage chanted the reply of the Salient Rite, "We exist to Work!"
The response came from less than a dozen voices, but it echoed across the Mhajhkaeirii'n plaza.  Once more, Traeleon raised his hand and made the sign of the Tripartite, again studiously in the orthodox fashion.
"Brethren, I ask you again, what is our purpose?"
This time, every Salient shouted, "WE EXIST TO WORK!"
 "Brethren, I ask you the third time, what is our purpose?"
Finally, as Traeleon desired, the entire crowd thundered defiantly, "WE EXIST TO WORK!"
"Why do we work?"
“BECAUSE OF THE DUTY!”
"What is our Duty?"
“THE RESTORATION OF MAGIC!”
Traeleon did not smile, though the roar filled him with a soaring sense of victory.  A third time, he made the benediction of the Thrice Divided Circle.  
"Let all men know that from this day forth," he declared clearly and strongly, "that no resistance to the Work will go unpunished, that no shirking of the Duty will be permitted, that no blasphemer or renegade from the truth of the Great Phaelle will be let live to stand against the Restoration!  We, who have been selected to receive the one abiding truth -- the one true faith, will wage righteous war against the ignorance of anti-magic and all false gods!  The Work!"
"THE DUTY!"
Traeleon did not have to initiate the final declaration of "The Restoration."  The two words thundered across the plaza, chanted again and again and again.
He made a signal and a novitiate threw a torch into the pyre.  A cheer burst from the mourners as the fire quickly grew to consume the mortal remains of Senior Deacon Aealmohs, Senior Veteran Brother Feigngny, Junior Brother G'ean, Abbot Mylstran, Junior Brother Blhisght, Novitiate Third Seingt, Postulant Second Lhorst, Brother Kylen, and the nine other brethren who had died when the Apostate struck the defenseless Work.
Brother Plehvis stepped up to his side.  "Preeminence, Martial Director Lhevatr reports that the legions have marched from the city and all special units are standing by for their departure through the Emerald Gate."
"Have sufficient helmsmen for the Shrikes been recruited?"
"Yes, my lord.  Abbot Jzeoosl affirms that they will all have sufficient training prior to the attack."
"Bhrucherra's plan to capture the Apostate?"
"Senor Brother Mulsis and his team are in position to infiltrate the camp."
"Excellent."
When Plehvis started to retire, Traeleon stopped him.  "Send word to the First Promulgator.  Brother Zheltraw is to select one thousand men from the Mhajhkaeirii prisoners and have them publicly executed by enervated bolt thrower.  There is a need to demonstrate the great power of magic and the foolishness of resisting it."
"As you say, Preeminence."
 



SIXTEEN
 
Just before noon, Mar stood on the upper deck of Number Three, examining the ranks of his new magicians while trying to display more confidence than he actually felt. 
Raising his hand to cover it ineffectually, he suffered through another extended yawn.  He was well inured to full nights of work, and his trade had long acclimated him to having to catch up on his rest by napping during the day, but several consecutive days with little or no sleep had left him drained, garrulous, and tottering.  The two three-hour round trip sprints to the plateau that he had just completed the previous night had especially taxed his reserves.
Of the close to five hundred who had queued at the foot of the stairs of Number  Three in response to the announcement that Lord Ghorn had had spread throughout the encampment at dawn that morning, only seven had shown sufficient awareness of the ether to achieve any success whatsoever in creating sand spheres. 
Grandmother Heldhaen was wizened, tiny, and feisty, had raised sons, grandsons, and even a great-grandson, and, by her own oft-stated admission, had a wicked backhand to prove it.  Her sphere had been a spiky mass no bigger than a black bean, whose enchantment had appeared to Mar both anemic and temporary.  She had stared at her cupful of sand for more than an hour, long after Mar had dismissed her chances, and had danced and shrieked triumphantly when she finally succeeded in binding the flux.
The brothers, Trea and Ihlvoh, were hardly out of their teens, did not look at all alike, and grinned much too often for Mar's comfort,  but had succeeded within moments.  They each had produced an irregular bumpy mass roughly equivalent to a walnut.
Ironsmith Wloblh, a widower, and his two daughters, Mrye and Srye, who were his apprentices and flaxen-haired like their father but perhaps unfortunately also possessed of his thick shoulders and arms, had each formed  irregular globes half the size of their not inconsiderable fists.
The final pilot candidate was, oddly enough, Ulor.  His attempt had produced a perfect sphere about the diameter of a hen's egg.  Mar had accepted this revelation as a simple matter of course, but the subaltern had whooped with joy.
Mar raised a short length of pine lumber to the height of his shoulders, infused it, and dropped his hand to leave it floating in front of the group.
 "This is what you must first learn to control.  Study it.  When you can sense the lifting flux, let me know."
An hour later, none of the seven had made any progress.  Rather than break for dinner, Mar had Ulor send Phehlahm, who, though he had failed the sand test, had requested and received of Mar permission to remain, to bring them all food and drink.  After eating a bit himself, Mar left them all staring intently at the board and dropped down to the quiet semi-darkness of the lower deck, found a spot in the stern, and lay down, leaving Phehlahm with instructions to wake him immediately should the Phaelle'n reappear.  With the full expectation that he would have a full night of ferrying loggers and refugees ahead of him, he intended to sleep the remainder of the day.
Ulor woke him first.
Mar stirred from the hard deck planks, looked around to judge the time -- probably the third hour of the afternoon from the length of the shadows visible through the open sides of the skyship -- and sat up.
It was obvious from the legionnaire's ear-to-ear grin that he had succeeded.  Mar enchanted a broken pail sitting nearby and raised it an armlength above the deck.  "Show me."
Ulor stared at the bucket for a moment and it drifted erratically about an armlength.  Mar, focusing on the ether, saw the driving sound-color increase marginally then fade back to its original strength.
"Fine," Mar told him.  "Now go practice."  Then he went back to sleep.
Only a little bit later, Mrye, the oldest daughter, woke him next.  She could only make the pail move a fingerlength, but he gave her the same instructions as Ulor and again laid his head back down.
Before nightfall, all the rest of the seven -- the brothers together, Wloblh and then his other daughter, and finally Grandmother Heldhaen -- had demonstrated some ability with the driving flux, though Heldhaen could only make the pail tremble slightly for a second or two.  Ulor, encouragingly, learned to move the bucket three full paces and Mar decided to drill him while the rest ate.
"Try Again."  Mar shoved another spoonful of the savorless bean mush into his mouth and chewed distastefully for a moment.  Phehlahm had cooked the beans, but had added nothing but salt.
"Try adding an onion and some bacon, next time," Mar grumped to the young marine.
"Aye, my lord king."
In front of Ulor, the suspended pail shivered, then raced across the deck at a slightly different angle and rammed insistently against a portside upright.  It remained stuck there, skittering sideways along the beam.
"Well," Mar commented.  "You've learned to change direction."
Ulor frowned.  "That wasn't on purpose and I still don't understand how to make it stop."
"Ah.  Still, I think you'll have it with more work."  Mar cleared the flux from the pail and it banged to the deck.  "I think you understand the ether well enough to start training on one of the skyships.  There's nothing else to be gained from buckets.  You should go with Telriy to the forest tonight.  Watch her efforts, try to understand them."
"Aye, my lord king."
Ihlvoh stuck his head down the hatch to the upper deck and called out, "The Prince-Commander and several others are coming!"
Mar stood up and set his half-emptied plate on the deck, hoping someone would step on it so that he would not have to come back to finish it.  "Keep practicing.  I'll go down to speak with him.  Phehlahm, tell the others to meet me back here in the morning."
"Aye, my lord king."
Mar walked to the opening in the netting just forward of amidships and eased down the stairs.  Any jar of his arm still made him shudder. 
Number Three was now moored in a slip hacked into the woodlot.  On the side away from the crossroads, a crew had cut the smaller trees, saplings, vines, and larger bushes, leaving a cave-like opening under the larger oaks.   As the ferry missions required that he spend most of his time aboard her, and as he resolutely disregarded any inclination to move aboard Number One with Telriy, he had established residence on board the skyship.  Mhiskva had promised a tent and a cot, but in the meantime, he slept and took all his meals on the rough boards of the lower deck.
Once on the ground, he looked along the path that had been worn through the clutter of undergrowth and saw Lord Ghorn, Lord Purhlea, Mhiskva, Aerlon, Berhl, and several junior officers winding toward him.  The first thing that Mar noticed was that the Prince-Commander neither limped nor carried a cane.
"You've been to see Aunt Whelsi?" he asked as soon the prince reached him.
"Yes indeed, my lord magician.  I still feel the sword thrust when the leg bears my full weight, but the soreness is gone.  I am beginning to believe that magery does have a positive aspect after all.  Is there a place where we could sit?  Standing still is remarkably uncomfortable."
"There's one bucket, a handmade stool with three mismatched legs that someone left last night, and the edge of the steerage platform."
"We will make do," Lord Ghorn declared, smiling slightly.
As they climbed up through to the upper deck, they met the other trainees coming down and the prince made a point of getting their names and asking about their situations.  All but Grandmother Heldhaen were courteous and reserved in their replies. 
Standing toe to toe with the prince, she glared up at him and asked archly, "When are you going to take the city back?"
The prince did not bat an eye.  "In forty-seven and a half days, give or take a fortnight."
Heldhaen looked startled then laughed.  "I'll take that as a round about way to tell me to mind my own concerns."
The prince inclined his head.
Once they reached the upper deck, Mar hopped up onto the steerage platform and let his legs dangle, leaving Lord Ghorn the stool.  The other men arranged themselves behind the prince and seemed content to stand.
"How is the magic school progressing?" the prince asked as soon as he had settled.
"I expect that Ulor will learn how to guide a skyship, maybe as soon as a couple of days.  The rest, I don't know yet."
"I am amazed that you found any."
"I'd hoped for a lot more."
"These few will make a great difference.  If we can begin running multiple nightly trains up to the Monolith, then we might shave as much as a day from our final withdrawal."
"Monolith?"
"This is what we have named the plateau fortress.  The name will suggest safety and strength to the people.  At this stage, the most important thing that we must do is to maintain morale."
Mar nodded in acknowledgement but did not comment.
The Prince-Commander looked at Aerlon, who stood directly to his right.  "Commander."
The Plydyrii took a step forward.  "My lord king, Berhl and I would like to propose that we construct additional skyships along the lines of Number One or perhaps even larger."
"I thought there was a problem with getting enough sawn lumber?"
"After some discussions, we have hit upon a ready source that would not beggar the nearby populace."
"But I'd have to bring it here?"
Berhl, just next to his co-conspirator, nodded.  "That's right, my lord king.  At the barge landing at Yhelbton, which is around thirty leagues from here, there are generally close to a dozen barges being dismantled at any one time.  Even if none of the barges are airworthy, the timbers should permit us to construct the frames for several skyships."
"Getting those barges might take several nights," Mar warned.  He did not see that a few extra skyships would make much difference and already felt overstretched by the demands upon his time.  "Would you have time to finish any new skyships before the rafts are all ready?"
Aerlon answered this question.  "Once we have the materials, we can build them in as little as a day or two, I believe, considering that we have hundreds of craftsmen and workers to call upon, especially if we adhere to the simple design of the Number One class.  It would be better to gather the timbers now while we are reasonably close, my lord king.  Even should we not have the time to finish the new ships here, we'll need to do so as soon as we reach the Monolith."
"Why is that?"
"We'll need at least a dozen skyships to transport food and water to Monolith on a daily basis," Berhl supplied.  "The daily provisions needed to supply thirteen thousand are considerable.  We've started to buy up all the extra produce and stored grain from the farms in the vicinity, but that's been barely making three meals a day for everyone."
"Should we consider dispersing the civilians?"  Lord Purhlea wondered.  "The logistical problem of feeding only the three thousand marines and legionnaires would be much more manageable."
"I'd have thought that some of them would already have found their way to the nearer towns and villages," Berhl commented, "but it doesn't look like any have budged."
"Dispersal is not an option," Aerlon contradicted.  "The histories are all clear.  No one who has sworn the Blood Oath can abandon his king.  In 898 at the Fortress of Zgraenoe, five thousand armsmen starved to death to the last man rather than surrender the unconscious and dying King Orle to the besieging army of the Hegemony.  None of these people here will leave the King."
Lord Ghorn scowled.  "Commander Aerlon is correct.  Blood Oath or no and aside from the fact that our duty requires us to succor and defend them, we must hold this group together.  We'll need them as a base to support our campaign to recapture the city."
None of the others spoke, but Mar saw uncertainty in the eyes of some of the legates and subalterns.  Purhlea, Mhiskva, Aerlon, and Berhl might have all had faces made of stone.  Nor did he did venture a comment.  He had not had time to put much thought to it, but the idea that the defeated remnants under Lord Ghorn's command could retake Mhajhkaei sounded improbable at the very least.
 The Prince-Commander rose to his feet and turned to address the marines and legionnaires.
"It is clear to me -- and I hope to you all -- that Grandmother Heldhaen has hit upon the most important issue facing us.  Once we have established ourselves at the Monolith, our primary objective must be to recapture Mhajhkaei.  While the monks hold the city, they certainly can and will lay claim to the legitimate rule of all the provinces of the hinterland and use that rule to attempt to sway the allegiance of the Sister Cities.  It is entirely likely that they will raise up their own puppet Prince and depict Prince Davfydd as a false pretender.  To the world, Mhajhkaei is not just the capital of the Principate, it is the Principate.  I do not see that we can pursue any other course but the utter and total defeat of the Brotherhood and to do that we must regain the power and prestige of The Greatest City in All the World."
Mar watched the faces of the Mhajhkaeirii as the prince spoke.  Mhiskva and Aerlon seemed unmoved, as if the recapture of Mhajhkaei had been a foregone conclusion in their minds.  Purhlea nodded once, but otherwise betrayed no emotion, and Berhl looked as if he simply needed to be told where to attack.
The younger officers behind these four, however, seemed to take energy from the quiet pronouncement and smiles began to appear on previously dour countenances.
Then, Lord Ghorn turned about to took Mar in the eye, obviously waiting.
Mar recognized this for what it was: a tacit acknowledgement of the fact that the decision was, ultimately and undeniably, his. 
As all of them knew, his magic was the only thing that had made the escape from the city possible and it was his magic upon which the Mhajhkaeirii'n counterattack -- perhaps their entire existence -- would depend.
But more than that, he was the king.
Not a charlatan or mountebank, but the real, indisputable, honest-to-the-gods, king.
Magic had made him the ruler of the Mhajhkaeirii -- at least of these pitiful few -- and nothing aside from great magic could change that.
Self-consciously worrying that he might appear pompous, Mar did not stand.
"Yes," he told them simply, "we'll need Mhajhkaei.  And a larger skyship fleet.  And armies.  And more magicians.  The Brotherhood must be driven from all the lands of the Silver Sea and I intend to see that done."
 



SEVENTEEN
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 49th Day of Glorious Work
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Three leagues from Mhajhkaei
 
Commander-of-Legions Lazssri drew up the reins of his horse as the scouts galloped towards him.  Before they arrived, he took a moment to check on his command, twisting about in his saddle so that he could view the entire line of the advance.
The highway probably dated from the period of the Glorious Empire, but the Mhajhkaeirii, diligent heirs that they were, had maintained the road well.  Lazssri could not find fault with unbelievers in that, at least, as the granite paved way allowed his column to march twenty abreast.  A full legion only stretched back sixty armlengths and altogether the column was only half a league in length.
He smiled.  His officers had taken his warnings to heart.  The seven legions marched in good order with no stragglers.  He had only two legions of Salients -- the first and the last, of course -- but the two Droahmaerii, reconstituted Plydyrii, recently raised Mhajhkaeirii volunteer, and Lhorvhavhenrii mercenary legions kept proper cadence and  looked like proper armsmen in their rough leathers and chainmail, even if most of them had never been in a genuine open field battle.  It was true that Salients commanded all of these, but he was pleased nonetheless.
It also pleased him that every legionnaire bore a maroon and gray blazon on his left shoulder.  It was not proper that worldly allegiances should pollute a mission to do the great Work.  There had been some grumbling from the ranks at his order to abandon their own heathen colors for the holy sign of Phaelle, especially among the Droahmaerii, but the example of ten of the loudest complainers given the lash had silenced all resistance. 
Lazssri turned around front again as the lead scout, Encourager Second Kynhol'r, clattered to a halt.  "Report, Encourager,"
"Brother, the magistrate of the village has refused entry to Brother Lk'sidaein and the other Promulgators."
"Was it explained to them that we bring the message of the Great Phaelle?"
"Brother Lk'sidaein remonstrated with the man for several minutes, but the magistrate still refused."
Lazssri thought a moment.  "Brother, take word to the brother promulgator to make ready to parade the Holy Relic and demonstrate the Holy Magic.  Once this has been done, return to me and report the response of the villagers."
As the scout sunk his spurs and raced back toward the small hamlet, Lazssri turned to his staff.  "Commander-of-Cloisters Barste, order the column to deploy into a line parallel to the highway, advance to the village, and surround it."
As Barste's aide, an archivist, relayed the orders through his far talking disk, Lazssri turned his horse about to see how the column would deal with the simple field maneuver.
Most of the nearly flat wheat fields along the highway had already been scythed and gleaned, though not yet plowed for fall planting.  A grove of trees lay to the southwest, but otherwise the terrain was as open as a parade ground, lacking fences or walls of any kind, and there should be no disruption to the column as it unfolded like a fan.
Immediately behind the head of the column, the Salients of the Second Holy Legion unfurled precisely to form a block five ranks deep.  The legions following split alternately to the right and left, marching briskly to their new positions to either side of the Second.  The trailing Fourteenth Holy Legion would anchor the right flank and the senior Droahmaerii legion would anchor the left.
Lazssri frowned.  "Tell Senior Assault Brother Vrelbis'nisg that his Plydyrii are lagging.  He must get them into line with the legions on his flanks immediately."
Presently, the column had deployed to his satisfaction and moved forward in good order to encircle the hamlet, an unimpressive clump of two dozen or so single storey stone houses.
Watching as the party of Promulgators approached the village again, he waited with his staff on a small knoll to the left of the highway, just inside the circle of his legions and no more than a hundred armlengths from the outskirts.
It was no more than five minutes before Brother Lk'sidaein and his companions reemerged, riding fast and trailed by a small crowd who appeared to be throwing stones.
"Fire the village and put to the sword anyone who attempts to escape," Lazssri ordered.  "This pestilence cannot be permitted to exist."
When the village and all her inhabitants were nothing but ash, Lazssri stopped to give thanks to the Great Phaelle.  After dismounting, he offered a short sermon, knelt, and led the entire column in a prayer.  When he stood again and gave the order to continue, he felt energized, enlightened, and inspired.
The second village that the column encountered also rejected the message of the Restoration, but by the time they reached the third, news of the previous two righteous cleansings had preceded the column and the Mhajhkaeirii villagers made no open protest as Brother Lk'sidaein and his fellow Promulgators entered the tiny municipal plaza.  Lazssri, desiring to witness this advancement of the Holy Work, rode along, bringing his entire staff and two cloisters of Salients from the Second.
There were only a handful of the older village men in evidence, standing in a defensive clump on the steps of the Princedom's customhouse.  The rest of the populace had apparently locked themselves up in their houses.
"Brother Barste," he told his second-in-command, "have the Salient brethren go throughout the village and invite the inhabitants to hear the message of the Restoration."
When all had assembled, from the smallest babe on the breast to the most ancient invalid, filling the plaza under the watchful eyes of the Salients, Brother Lk'sidaein climbed to the top of the customhouse steps and addressed them.
"Good people, I'm Brother Lk'sidaein and I'm a member of a fraternity that follows the teachings of the great philosopher and seer, Master Phaelle.  I've come before you today to share with you a great truth, the greatest truth that has ever been told.  A truth will transform your life.  A truth will transform our world.  That truth is this:  that magic, which many of you fancy as modern superstition or fear as ancient villainy, is actually a force for good, a force for progress, a force that all men can use and control if they are blessed with Ability and follow the strictures laid down by the man who discovered this truth, Great Phaelle."
He gestured to the brethren that bore the iron bound mahogany ark that held the Holy Relic, and the men bore it in front of Lk'sidaein and held it aloft while he raised the lid and reverently removed the sacred object.  After a short recitation in an ancient tongue, he raised the two fingerlength featureless silver tube and turned one end toward the crowd.
"Behold, the power of magic!"
Blue-white light appeared at the projected end, dim and unimpressive in the bright sunshine.  Brother Lk'sidaein swung it around, so that all might see its glow directly.
At first, the villagers were unmoved by the demonstration of Holy Magic.
Lazssri strode forth and proclaimed, "All who reject the Duty of All Men to Work for the Restoration name themselves enemies of our holy purpose.  The Archdeacon of our fraternity has declared that no enemy of the Restoration will be permitted to live."
Thereafter, there so were many who came to understand the truth, rejecting their false gods and professing an earnest desire to join in the Work, that the Commander-of-Legions was moved once more to fall on his knees in prayer.
The next day, as the column continued on, the Junior Ascertainer operating the Second's far talking disk informed him that the Archdeacon required an accounting of why more progress had not been made toward the Apostate's position
Lazssri's reply was succinct.  "The Duty of All Men requires that we proclaim the message of the Restoration as we advance.  We shall strike against the nest of the unbelieving renegades in due course."
 



EIGHTEEN
 
Concentrating intently, Telriy teased the port side of Number One closer to the broken stub of the causeway that had become the Monolith's de facto skyship dock.  Five manheight high, the causeway had slightly sloping walls and a broad road surface formed of two armlength square fitted granite blocks.  It had once linked two similarly constructed square towers, each sited just armlengths from the precipitous southern edge of the plateau, but some ancient rock slip had carried away the center of the causeway, leaving an eighty armlength gap.  With the western stub and tower in much better shape than the eastern, the original party of legionnaires had chosen it as their base.
To facilitate docking at night, Vice-Captain Berhl's engineers had mounted cantilevered poles at the stub end and near the tower, then dropped chains to support lanterns that lit the sides of the causeway.  The poles also defined the ends of the anchorage and Telriy watched them carefully as she nudged the skyship, heavy with three hundred passengers, into position.
Beside her, Fugleman Truhsg, watching the signals of Kyamhyn, stationed at the stern, spat out quickly, "One armlength!"
 Aelwyrd, hanging precariously over the starboard rail so that he could judge the gap at the bow, confirmed, "One armlength!"
Telriy rapidly lowered the pressure on the lateral flux, which she perceived as a roundly smoky flavored sorrow, then reversed it just enough to kill its motion entirely, and the skyship became still.
Telriy's deckhands -- Quaestor Eishtren's men Scahll, Bear, and Dhem, and the older Auxiliaries Hryen, Siel, Mlehn, and Tsyie -- tossed cables out to the waiting Mhajhkaeirii dockhands, who lugged the side timbers of the skyship against the lichen covered stone.
 Telriy relaxed and let Truhsg and the crew, to which the process had become routine, prepare to disembark the passengers.  While the legionnaires slid out and set the gangplank, the Auxiliaries began to organize the men, women, and children on the upper deck, reminding them to gather their parcels and baggage and locate strayed progeny.  As soon as the cleated, armlength-wide ramp was ready, the entire crew began funneling the passengers off onto the causeway and into the care of the waiting civilian constables.  When the upper deck was almost clear, some of the Auxiliaries brought up the lower deck passengers, and then, with quiet efficiency, the constables started herding the new arrivals along the causeway and through the arched tunnel that pierced the tower, guiding them toward their new quarters.
As the sun began to lighten the eastern sky, Ulor's wife emerged from below bearing a steaming cup of tea.  Telriy took it with a smile and sank down into her chair, taking a long sip.  "Thank you, Yhejia.  How'd those on the lower deck make the trip?"
The older woman grinned.  "The usual.  We had one attack of panicked frustration, a few incidents of sky sickness that we had to clean up, and some normal grumbling, but I think most of us Mhajhkaeirii are beginning to become accustomed to flying.  If you ask me, it's a far sight better than suffering in the moldy hold of a ship.  At least on a skyship, you always have fresh air.  I think we're going to have to come up with something better than the midden buckets though.  After an hour they become quite rank."
"Maybe we should just cut a hole all the way through the deck and let people make their water and soil straight out of the skyship."
Yhejia laughed.  "It'd be a pity if we happened to be passing over some farmer at the opportune moment."
Grinning, Telriy told the woman who had become her chief assistant, "I'll ask the Quaestor to look into it."  She got up.  "I'm going to stretch my legs a bit before breakfast."
"Don't be long.  With the gang we're feeding, the bread we baked yesterday won't last long."
The standard complement of Number One was considerable.  Aside from the Quaestor's section, including the often rambunctious Auxiliaries,  she had gathered Yhejia and her children -- Ulor being given full command of Number Seven -- Yhejia's widowed sister Aiyse and her children, and the ambulatory but not yet fully recovered legate, Rhel, and the little boy that had come aboard with him, who everyone had taken to calling Pip.
Telriy slipped into the tail end of the queue exiting the skyship.  Seeing her walk onto the causeway, Bear and Scahll bounded over the rail and hopped across the gap, then stood together waiting patiently.
Not hurrying, she devoted several moments to sharing a few words of reassurance and commiseration with any of the refugees that seemed so inclined, a duty that she had accepted as a normal part of her daily schedule.  When she finally turned toward the tunnel, Bear and Scahll strolled after her, though they made sure to stay a dozen paces behind her.  The two had become her constant shadows on any occasion that she left Number One.  The first time, she had scolded them, arguing that as the second most powerful magician alive -- admittedly not much of a claim, for as far as she knew there were only her, Mar, and the inexpert trainees -- the Phaelle'n were of course sorcerers -- she needed no protection.  But Scahll had explained quite bluntly that if she were to come to harm, then the first most powerful magician alive -- the King himself -- would almost certainly take offense.
Not seeing the usefulness in an admission to them that Mar was more likely to reward them than punish them were she to disappear from the scene, she had acquiesced to their insistence but glared reproachfully if they infringed too closely.
Tasked each night to make trips in Number One both to the forest camps and up here to the Monolith, she had not had much opportunity to explore the ruined complex.  She had taken a short stroll in the company of Yhejia and her extended family the previous day, just before their dusk departure, to examine a beautifully colored fresco discovered in one of the cleared and now occupied rooms in the attached square tower, but that jaunt had been dissatisfying brief.  Having wondered what other lost treasures the ancient community had left behind, she intended to take some time this morning to look around.
Just beyond the arched tunnel, whose tight, intricately patterned stonework was interesting but not pause-worthy, she came out into a wide lane overreached by intact arcades supported on insubstantial fluted columns.  The bulk of the decorative facade on the arches, a smooth and lustrous olive stone carved with stylized greenery, had survived.  Here she did pause to examine olive stone, the like of which she had never previously seen.  Some of the thin slabs had cracked and spawled, but the majority showed only mild pitting.  The style of the carvings was unfamiliar, and there were extraneous markings that might be some sort of calligraphy on each one.
Under the guidance of legion engineers, a great deal of work had been done to clear the flagstone paved lane, the narrow passageways leading from it, and the rooms in the two and three storey dormitory-like buildings that ran beside it.  The upper storeys of most of these edifices were open to the sky, with the timbers, planking and tiles of their roofs long since vanished.  The Mhajhkaeirii had laid temporary roofs of canvas and poles above a number of the buildings and it was here that the newly arrived refugees had found lodging.  She saw a few men and women moving along the arcades above her as she continued on -- most of these early risers seemed occupied carrying water and firewood, though she did see one intrepid pair of matrons hanging out laundered clothes on a line strung from one side of the lane to the other -- but otherwise the area was deserted.  Nearly all of the thirty-eight hundred or so (counting the three hundred and twelve that she had brought this trip) transported thus far from the crossroads must still be in their beds.
After a hundred paces, the lane ended in a left curving stair with many of the risers along its right side still in place.  This was the extent of the efforts of the engineers thus far, and once she had climbed the stair, she found the galleries and court beyond filled with sediment and scrub brush.  A second floor of the half-buried villa on the east side was mostly intact, undamaged columns and vaults supporting the crumbled remains of the third, but the upper stories of the villa on the opposite side were a heap of weed-grown skree with a single twisted pine and its clawing roots perched at the top.  At the north end, the enclosing high curtain wall had a breach about a manheight and a half up and a slope of rubble leading down from it.
"Not much use going on through, my lady," Scahll mentioned from a little way down the stair.  "It's all just like this.  Nobody's lived here since way before the empire."
Bear, alongside him, scratched his beard.  "Quaestor Eishtren said that folks have come across a good many snakes."
Telriy tucked one corner of her mouth in a not quite frown.  "I can deal with snakes.  I think I'll climb up over there to get a view."
Ignoring the militiaman's mumbled complaint, she forged on, following an indistinct trail of fresh footprints across the court.  Her two bodyguards followed, but when she began her ascent, both looked entirely content to wait for her at the base.  Others had also mounted the slope before her and she followed their scuffmarks as she climbed.  Large, solidly set stones protruded from the slope at near regular intervals and she had no trouble gaining the top.  There, in the weed-covered eye of the breach, she was rewarded with a panoramic view of a large section of the ruins.
The ancient architects had favored graceful pointed domes and there were numerous examples still standing, including one magnificent ten manheight specimen close to the center of the plateau.  Surprisingly, it retained a hint of a dull ivory color, where most of the buildings, towers, and arcades had the muted, homogenous gray tones of weathered stone.
She marveled at the extent to which so many of the structures remained whole, despite being abandoned for perhaps millennia, but then reflected that the isolation provided by the deep forest and the plateau's inaccessible height had kept passersby from harvesting its stones for newer construction, a common practice with destitute building sites in all parts of the world.
As the sun began to rise higher in the sky, she spent another few minutes gazing out, then, somewhat as an afterthought, extended her nascent magical sense.  Expecting nothing other than the normal background ether, she was surprised when she noticed the faintest sign of modulated flux not far to the south on a level area that might once have been a courtyard or plaza.
"My lady," Scahll called from below.  "Don't you think that our breakfast might be getting cold?"
"Alright, I'm coming."  Her own stomach had begun to growl, so she turned about quickly, but as she climbed down, she firmly resolved, once she had the time, to return, find the source of that hidden flux, and discover what magic it might hold.
 



NINETEEN
 
Three days after he recruited the trainees, it being the middle of the afternoon, Mar was resting half-asleep in his tent when Trea and Ihlvoh crashed the rowboat down through the trees overhanging Number Three.  At the last moment, they braked, but still smacked the ground with enough force to make the rowboat bounce.  Just missing the fire pit after it struck the second time, the rowboat skidded sideways across the cleared area of the camp, leaving a long rut across the raked earth.  Shouting and waving animatedly, the brothers leapt out and -- quite literally -- ran into the two large marines stationed outside Mar's tent.
Mar followed their arrival through the ether, but did not stir until it was clear that the two guards could not suppress their insistent complaints.  Blearily, he rolled from his cot and staggered toward the commotion. 
The marines, Chaer and E’hve, the first dark and the second ruddy, were holding the shouting boys back and trying to quiet them.  Though only at most five years older than Mar, the armsmen had both been in the service of the Principate for more than a decade.  The two were quite unbothered by flying -- E'hve in particular seemed to have an almost suicidal carelessness concerning heights -- and had become essential members of the official crew of Number Three.  Though Berhl had not said so, Mar had taken as a given that the vice-captain had assigned them to also act as a portion of his permanent guard.
"Sorry, m'lord king," Chaer apologized.  "We tried to get 'em t' wait, but they had to go an' wake y'."
Mar rubbed sleep from his eyes with the fingers of his good hand.  The two brothers, as usual disheveled and windblown, looked frantic.  "What is it?  Aren't the two of you supposed to be scouting for lumber?"
"It's the Phaelle'n!" Ihlvoh warned urgently.
"They're just a few leagues away!" Trea added in a near screech.
 The shock of the announcement jolted Mar physically.  "Skyships?"
The brothers said practically together, "No, legions!" 
Mar dodged around the two legionnaires, and snapped, "Show me!"  As Trea and Ihlvoh bolted for the rowboat, which lay near sideways in the rut dug by their landing, he called over his shoulder, "Chaer, run and give the alarm to Captain Mhiskva!"  
There proved to be two separate parallel columns of hard marching legionnaires bearing the readily recognizable Phaelle'n maroon and gray.  The larger group, composed of perhaps five thousand armsmen, approached the encampment directly up the southern highway and was no more than a league and a half away.  The smaller column, at least two thousand, was two leagues farther to the east, tramping across fields and pastures and ignoring the winding farm roads completely.  This second column seemed intent on circling around to north of the Mhajhkaeirii.
Mar raced the rowboat back to the woodlot, paused at Number Three to shout orders to E'hve to make it ready to load passengers, then, thinking ahead, sped north toward the barn that sheltered Lord Hhrahld's barge, Revenge.
Not long after Mar had left Wilhm with him, the old pirate had declared the vessel to be the flagship of his corsair fleet.  Most of the time, he could be seen on her deck, reliving the voyages of his memories, with Wilhm his constant shadow.  This confiscation had forestalled the use of the barge during the nightly voyages to the Monolith and the Great Forest, but as it also tended to keep the Lord-Protector from charging unexpectedly across the camp -- and incidentally hacking at imaginary enemies in a haphazard fashion -- and a general but unspoken consensus had formed to forbear any attempt to dissuade his fantasy.
As Mar descended to the deck of the barge, he saw Hhrahld and Wilhm in a cleared space aft of the mast flailing at each other with staves, surrounded by cheering and shouting cutthroats.  Climbing out, he gestured for the brothers to join him.  The two boys had learned to steer the rowboat with little difficulty, but had not yet mastered control of one of the larger skyships at any appreciable speed.  They had demonstrated, however, that they could make fair headway with a single, unloaded barge.
"I need you to raise the barge and take her due west.  When you're out of sight, circle around to the east and make your best speed and altitude for the logging camps," he told them.  "You must try to intercept Wloblh, Mrye and Srye before they return and warn the loggers that we are under attack.  Can you do that?"
Starkly serious, both nodded.   
"Get to it."
While Trea and Ihlvoh ran to the foredeck, Mar turned to deal with Lord Hhrahld, who had come across the deck, followed by Wilhm and the rest of his crew.
"Lord Hhrahld, I'm going to have Revenge taken east," he told the man, watching closely for any negative reaction.  "The camp will soon be under attack."
A moment of incomprehension slid across Hhrahld's face and then, instead of the apoplexy that Mar anticipated, the pirate fell to one knee and gave the imperial salute.  "We live to serve, my King!"
Wilhm might have been his reflection, mirroring Hhrahld's actions with preternatural exactness.  Belatedly, the corsairs also knelt in obeisance.
Mar started to say something, thought better of it, then climbed quickly back into the rowboat and soared away.  Hastening back south to the mooring tower, he gained only enough altitude to clear the ridgelines of the tents and temporary shelters by a bare armlength. 
At the crossroads, he was pleased to see that the Mhajhkaeirii had already begun to gather the scattered skyships into position to form a train.  With Number Five settled in place alongside the tower, gangs of men hauled the floating galleys and barges toward it by means of cables secured to their bows.  Number Seven, completed by the shipwrights and enchanted by Mar only the previous evening, was swinging into line behind Number Five.  Ulor, clearly identifiable on the bow steering platform, moved the skyship with swift confidence.  Shepherded by marines and drafted shipwrights and workers, a well-organized and growing crowd of civilians had formed at the foot of the stairs.  Other groups were pushing the numerous log rafts, already laden with passengers and cargo, into a line nearby.  The rest of the encampment was in a general uproar, with civilians and armsmen alike running, striking tents, hefting bundles, and bearing equipment and supplies toward the tower.
Spotting Lord Ghorn, Lord Purhlea, and Mhiskva forging through the hectic throng, he swung to intercept them.
Still buckling on armor, the prince, his voice loud and clear, strode to the center of the crossroads, and told Mhiskva, "We assemble here.  The Defenders will form square and march out first.  Lord Purhlea, your Reapers will follow in reserve.  Captain, have half of your marines prepare the remaining civilians for evacuation and send the other half to screen the northern end of the encampment against an attack from the rear."
As Mar brought the rowboat alongside the officers, Mhiskva saluted and sprinted away.
"My lord magician," the prince questioned, "what are we facing?"
"The main group is four or five thousand and is little more than a league away.  You might have an hour before they reach the south edge of the encampment.  There's also a group of a couple thousand that looks like it's trying to swing around us on the northern side."
Lord Ghorn's expression became bleak.  "Foolishly, I have disregarded the threat of an overland attack, thinking that the monks would focus on the advantage of their skyships.  We have no precautions in place for a normal defense.  Is there anything that you can do to delay them?  We cannot strike the camp and load all the skyships and rafts in an hour."
"It will take at least two to get everyone remaining away," Lord Purhlea judged.
"I'll see what I can do."  Mar launched the rowboat upward and swept back south at a screeching speed.  The Phaelle'n, lead by a small screen of mounted scouts, had gained almost a third of a league toward the crossroads.
With no sand spheres prepared, he did not know exactly what he could do to slow down the enemy.  He had planned on numerous occasions to take time to manufacture more of his enchanted ammunition, but had always been diverted by the press of ferrying timbers, people, and supplies, of attending to requests to enchant rafts and perform other magical chores, or of the unavoidable necessity to rest.  Like the prince, he had not lately considered it likely that the monks would bother crossing twenty leagues by land when the skyships gave them an unmatched and deadly advantage.
With no defensive works for protection, he could hardly attempt to face them on the ground.  More than twenty or thirty at once would overwhelm his ability to keep them at bay by enchanting their armor, and he would need to constantly deflect arrows and quarrels, something he had not previously done.  The simple crush of numbers would almost certainly be his undoing. 
Of the other magic that he had learned, only Telriy's charm had any offensive application but it seemed unlikely to have much success in stopping the Phaelle'n legions.  They need only move beyond it -- as they were almost certain to do -- to reveal the deception and thereby destroy its effectiveness. 
He scanned the nearly level terrain ahead of him.  About two-thirds of a league in front of the column and perhaps a little farther than that south of the crossroads, a thirty paces wide stream cut a two manheight deep course that ran from the northeast to the southwest.  Other than that, there was little that he might use as a natural defensive line.  The low hedges, scattered thickets, and occasional stone fences could not offer much of a hindrance to the Brotherhood's armsmen, be they afoot or mounted.  The road spanned the stream by means of a sturdy, covered bridge.  Fully as wide as the highway, the bridge would permit the main column to march straight across without missing a step.
Could he remove the bridge?  While the steam was relatively shallow and could be forded with little trouble, it seemed certain that tearing out the bridge should delay them, if only for a few dozen moments that it would take them to spread out, work their way down, wade the water, climb up the other side, and then regroup. 
He swooped down and floated alongside the bridge at midstream, about four armlengths above the meandering clear water.  No siding had been applied to its sides and he could see all the way through the open cross-braced uprights that supported its roof.  The main supporting joists of the floor of the bridge were three span thick, but were anchored at both ends in solid brick headwalls that stretched back along the crumbling loam banks for ten armlengths in each direction.  At first, he tried simply infusing the bigger timbers, but the bridge did not budge, creaking loudly in painful complaint as the center flexed slightly.  Then, desperately focusing all his concentration, he made ready to infuse the entire structure.
The first crossbow bolt struck the gunnel, skipped, and slashed a furrow through the outside of his right forearm.  His reflexive drop to the garboards of the rowboat saved him from the second, which passed not a fingerlength over his head.
He landed on his left shoulder and gasped as his weight bore on the splints and bindings.  Shaking and unable to see anything but the sky above him, he drove the rowboat up and away from the bridge.  Two more bolts struck the bottom of the craft as he rose, with the wickedly sharp steel barb of one penetrating half its length through a futtock.  He did not stop climbing until he was a hundred manheight or more up and only then did he rise to a crouch and venture a look over the side.  Near the south end of the bridge, he caught a glimpse of a handful of black armored men as they ran from a thick patch of roadside brush to concealment under its roof.
He banked the rowboat sharply and sped west, following the stream.  When he had gained better than a thousand paces from the bridge, he plunged once more into the streambed and, with a spray of water plowing away from the hull, lurched to a halt next to a raised stretch of the strand.  Heedless of the blood dripping down his gashed arm, he leaned out and dug his fingers into the grass and weeds, manically scooping out clumps of the damp marl of sandy clay and gravel and flinging them into the boat.  He stayed only a moment and then retreated skyward as he pressed the muddy soil into hard lumps, fighting to infuse the inconsistent admixture with an overload of flux.
The mud rebelled, shedding the flux within mere seconds and completely refusing to take a driving modulation.  Determined, he clenched one lump tightly in his hand, striving to hold a bastardized, horridly keening crimson flux in place.  Spinning the rowboat, he accelerated back toward the bridge.
To get the lump to detonate on the bridge, he knew he had to get extremely close before he released it.  Aiming directly for the center of the span, he dove in at an altitude that would barely clear the lengthwise peak of the shingled roof.  When he was less than a hundred armlengths away, he saw the armsmen sheltering behind the cross braces raise crossbows to take aim at him.
Drawing back his arm, he waited until bolts began to thud into the rowboat and whizz by overhead.  Then, in one single heart-stopping motion, he rose and threw the mud lump at the side of the bridge.
The keel of the rowboat scraped the ridge roof with a loud grinding squall and he hunkered down, expecting a tremendous eruption.  The basal thump of the explosion was shockingly small and the anticipated burst of light only a quickly faded orange strobe, but the concussion was strong enough to lift the stern of the small craft and tip it into a wobbling spin.  Hanging onto the edge of his bench, he fought it back under control, gained altitude once more, and twisted to see what he had wrought.
The blast had carried away a large portion of the center of the roof and smashed some of the braces and uprights, with tentatively smoldering debris thrown all about and some bits still coming down to splash into the stream and strike along its banks, but the deck of the bridge looked almost undamaged.  The crossbowmen defending it seemed mainly unharmed, though one had been ejected into the stream and was struggling drunkenly ashore.
Cursing, he turned his eyes southward.  The leading elements of the Phaelle'n, several quads of the mounted scouts, were now less than two thousand paces from the stream.
Grabbing another fistful of mud, he zoomed north over the tassels of a cornfield, rose up to a height that he judged was beyond the effective range of the crossbows and tossed the lump overboard.
He was too high.  The magic dissipated before the lump struck and it disappeared impotently into the lush greenery of the stalks.  Wasting no time, he dropped down a couple of manheight and tried again.  Only on his third attempt was he rewarded with an explosion, and by then he was little more than ten manheight above the ground, well within the lethal range of the monks protecting the bridge.
Maintaining the same height beneath his keel, he slid off his bench, laid in a cramped position in the bilge between the center and forward bench so that he could barely see over the bow, and directed the rowboat back toward the stream.  Bolts slammed into the hull from below as he approached and continued to strike at regular intervals as he took a position directly over the middle of the bridge.  Several burst through the planks and one passed completely through, making a splintered hole between his sprawled legs.
Rapidly, he pressed the mud into irregular shapes, crammed what flux he could into the disagreeable material, and tossed them over the gunnel in various directions without exposing his hand or arm to the continuing crossbow fire.
Not all of his enchantments detonated, but perhaps a dozen did as he held the rowboat in position above the bridge against the surges of heated air, dust, and debris of the blasts.  Gradually, the jars of the quarrels hitting the hull ceased.
The damage from the bolts had begun to impair the spells and the rowboat took on an eccentric wobble, sliding erratically.  Not taking any chances that some of the Phaelle'n might still be in a shape to fire at him, he coaxed the rowboat upward a good distance before he peeked over the side.
Then he cursed again.
Although the roof and upper structure were almost entirely blown away, the heavy planks and beams of the deck remained practically unscathed.
As he watched, the galloping scouts reached the south end of the bridge, reined in, and then began to walk their horses across, winding through the blackened debris.  Seeing upturned faces, he knew that they were aware of him.  To the south, the hard marching column had closed to within fifteen hundred paces.
He spit out another frustrated half-curse and nudged the rowboat north, scrambling to think of some other plan that he could use in the few minutes he had before the main body of the Brotherhood reached the stream.
He did not have the time to search for a purer bar of sand along the stream and an attempt with more of the mud would only be futile.  He had no doubt that the cavalry scouts would stand and defend the bridge, preventing him from getting close enough for long enough to break it free of its entrapping headwalls.
If the non-existent Borloi'gh'nyh,  Archfriend of Arsonists and Clumsy Fools, had been paying attention at all, one of his enchanted mud lumps would have set the structure alight.
Fire would definitely be one solution to his problem.  A barrel of pitch and a torch would put the bridge out of use in short order, but he might as well wish for one of Telriy's Blazes, since both were impossibly beyond his reach.
Not that he could light the torch, since he had neither sulfur match nor flint and striker.
The only thing that he had was the rowboat.
And magic, of course.
Might he be able to start a fire using ethereal flux?
Experience had shown him that the abrupt release of overloaded flux from an enchantment created some heat and flame along with the great burst of light and force, but he did not know if the ignition involved the sifting-purple that he had observed in the burning remnants of the second Mhajhkaeirii'n skyship.
Many of the Imperial scholars that he had read in his time in Khalar had embraced the maxim that fire came from heat and heat from friction, citing numerous empirical examples.
He pressed his hand against the loose and rattling planks to his right and slid it along them, stirring around in the natural flux of the wood for any sign of the sifting-purple.  There was a hint of it, yes, but no more than a feeble spark or two.  He tried to enhance the modulation, saw it prosper to a small cloud, then had to snatch his hand backward as a tongue of yellow flame jetted abruptly from the plank.  He scooted away as the burgeoning fire made the seasoned wood sing and sent smoke rising from the charring spot.
Grinning manically, he turned the rowboat, which had acquired a disturbing lateral shake, to line it up with the stream, let it settle to the elevation of the bridge deck, and aimed it squarely at his target.  When he was a hundred paces away, he accelerated, trailing a growing line of smoke as the rushing air stoked his small patch of flame.  He looked ahead to pick out a likely looking dark pool in the eddy of a lazy sweep of the stream, and then  jumped out when he reached it, flooding the doomed rowboat with the sifting-purple as he cleared the gunnel.  The huge surge of fire nearly caught him as he fell, scorching his hair and bathing his torso with searing heat.  The cold, flowing water was a welcome shock and he thankfully let it wash over him, sinking until his feet struck the rocky bottom, but immediately bobbed back to the surface in an effort to see the rowboat strike the bridge.
When he climbed tiredly up the north bank two minutes later, the rising smoke from the soaring conflagration was already a hundred manheight high.
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A fallow field on the western bank of the Ice River.
 
Whorlyr eased back precisely on the handle of the pivoting control that influenced the raising force, allowing his Shrike to settle to the ground with hardly a bump.  Right away, he released his shoulder and lap belts and pulled the release to raise the clear shell that sealed him in the helmsman's compartment.  On his shoulders were the new insignia of a Covey Commander.  Though the craft that he had flown during the Apostate's last attack on the Holy Trio had taken what might be irreparable damage, the Archdeacon had hailed him as a hero and rewarded his quick thinking and action with the double promotion, equivalent in rank to a Junior Commander-of-Cloisters.
Two of his K'hilb ran up to the side of the Shrike and leaned a rough ladder built of split rails against the side to permit him to descend to the ground.  He had landed only armlengths from the unroofed command bunker at the center of the field.
Junior Assault Brother Bh'sh, his insignia still showing the newness of his own recent promotion, emerged from the sloped entrance and greeted him with a large grin.  "How was the flight, my chieftain?"
"Excellent.  You should learn to fly, brother.  The magic of these Holy Relics enlivens the soul."
Bh'sh grunted.  "The likes of such things isn't for the likes of me, my chieftain.  It's plain to me that Phaelle'n intended that for those that're worthy."
"No doubt you are right, brother.  Did you have any difficulty with your transport?"
"No, my chieftain.  The entire reinforced congregation passed through the Holy Gate with all weapons, spare loads, rations, and supplies in our allotted time."
"What disposition have you made here?"
"I've established a perimeter along the borders of the field.  The teams of the three combat cloisters are dug in along the whole line.  Each assemblage of three combat teams is supported by a quad of our K'hilb with the rest held in reserve."
"Any contact with the enemy?"
"No, my chieftain.  The Mhajhkaeirii in the nearby farms have all fled."
Whorlyr nodded in approval.  "I'm going to bring the rest of the covey down one at a time.  We'll spot them widely.  Some of the helmsmen are a little rough with landings."
When all twenty-two of the Shrikes were sitting safely on the flattened grass of the field, he had their helmsmen assemble for final instructions.
They were nearly all young, with Brother Kehmrehl being the sole exception at nearly fifty.  All had Abilities greater than one and a half, though none were stronger than a two, and all had had a minimum of ten hours flying practice.  This did not signify, however, that all of them were ready to participate in the attack.
"Brothers Dzo, Mehs'srig, Paeluus, Glaeusm, and Khyrol.  You will form a reserve team.  When we move to assault the camp of the renegades, you will circle your Shrikes at an altitude of three thousand display units and attack only on my command.  The rest of you will group according to your training sections.  We will move on the enemy position in two waves and attack targets based on this priority: one, flying boats of all kinds, two, organized units of armsmen, and three, all other personnel.  Once we receive the order, we will launch immediately in reverse order of landing.  Therefore, you will stand ready by your Shrikes at all times.  You may take rest and rations will be brought to you.  Any questions?"
Raehl, an intense Salient veteran, asked, "Should we attempt to minimize damage to non-military targets?"
Whorlyr shook his head.  "Let magic protect those whom it deems fit."
Brother Kehmrehl raised a hand.  Though he was the second best helmsman of the covey after Whorlyr, he was an archivist, not a combatant, and tended to ask a lot of questions.  "Will we be able to visit the latrines?"
Whorlyr suppressed a smile.  "I will have temporary latrines dug beside your relics.  Any other questions?"
There were none and he dismissed them back to their craft, then told Bh'sh, "Send for your far talking disk operator and standby at my Shrike.  When the order comes through, I want no delay in our launch."
Whorlyr took time only to drink some thick beef broth and make water against the earthen wall of the bunker, and then climbed back aboard.  When Bh'sh returned, he climbed the ladder to wait by Whorlyr while his communicator, Brother Tzyu, a M'odra by his looks, hunkered down in the shade of the massive relic to monitor the far talking disk.
"I expect that the column will reach the Mhajhkaeirii camp within the hour," Whorlyr told Bh'sh. "Our orders are to attack once Brother Mulsis signals that he has taken the Apostate.  When was your last message from the Conclave?"
"At midmorning.  We were ordered to report our status."
Two hours later, with still no activity on Tzyu's far talking disk, Whorlyr grew impatient, put on his headset, and activated the Shrike's far talking magic.  "Abbot Jzeoosl, this is Whorlyr."
From Mhajhkaei, the reply came back instantly.  "Go ahead, Brother Whorlyr."
"We stand ready to attack.  Should we put to air?"
"Wait a moment."  The link went dead for nearly five minutes.  Then, "I spoke with the Martial Director.  Your orders have not changed.  To reduce risk to the holy Shrikes, you will attack only when you receive word that Brother Mulsis has neutralized the Apostate's magic."
 



TWENTY-ONE
 
Hearing the clatter of horses, Mar whirled around.  The two mounted Phaelle'n scouts had kicked their horses to a gallop and closed to within fifty paces.  The orphaned pair, outfitted in helmets, jackboots, and chainmail over hard leather, but no hoods, had been on the northern bank when the bridge went up and had made to give chase as he trotted back towards the crossroads.  Enchanting the leather of their armor and the saddles and tack of the horses had allowed him to hold them back when they got too close, but this magical buffer had not dissuaded them from their pursuit.
This time, he planted his feet and let them come.
At twenty armlengths, they spurred their horses into a charge, one lowering a barbed lance and the other cocking his arm for a saber thrust.
When they were close enough to see the unswerving determination in their faces, he flew upward out of reach and used enchantments to carry both from their saddles, tossing them -- not gently -- into the clumps of cattails filling the drainage ditches to either side of the highway.  His boots could not maintain enough flux without rupturing to keep him in the air for long, but he did manage to sail a good eighty paces after the running horses before he settled back onto the highway.   Looking back, he saw the armsmen get up quickly, both shaken and one limping, but they now no longer appeared inclined to follow. 
The horses, relieved of the weight and spurs of their riders, slowed to a halt after another fifty paces. One wandered off into the corn, but the other tarried on the roadway, allowing him to catch up to it and snare its reins with an enchantment.  The animal remained calm as he neared and did not attempt bolt as he mounted it awkwardly from its right side.  Luckily for him, it was well trained and even-tempered, requiring only a gentle flip of the reins to convince it to canter north.
Peering ahead to learn the current situation of the Mhajhkaeirii, he saw the skyship train moving off and climbing to the west.  About a thousand paces in front of him, just south of the crossroads, Lord Ghorn's legionnaires had established a thin line anchored on the eastern side of the woodlot.  Mar started to ride directly to them, then realized that war was the prince's trade and that magic was his, and instead veered left and cut across the trampled barley directly toward the south end of the woodlot and Number Three.  The most important thing that he needed to do now was to get the skyship in the air and move it to the mooring tower.
He rode across an empty field; this end of the encampment had already been thoroughly emptied.  The refugees had taken everything -- tents, awnings, personal possessions, supplies -- and only the scattered dampened cook fires and scuffed sleeping plots remained as evidence of their presence.
Likewise, when he slowed his mount to a walk under the spreading limbs of the trees, watching with care along the ground ahead of him for gopher holes and other hazards, he saw gratifyingly that the tents, cots, and few rough stools of his own camp had already been struck.
When he reached the skyship, he slid from the horse, slapped its flank to send it trotting back into the open, then climbed the midship steps, calling out, "Chaer!  E’hve!  Let's go!  I'm raising ship!"
Before he had taken two steps into the shadowed interior, he felt uneasy. 
Instantly, he spun in a circle, casting Telriy's charm to shroud himself, and dropped into a wary crouch, listening.  There was not a sound.  If any were aboard, they were being perfectly still.  He extended his awareness of the flux, trying to identify the familiar modulations of living beings.  Right away, the magic revealed what his eyes would not: eight or nine hidden men.
While he was trying to decide what to do next, hooded figures garbed in midnight black separated from the shadows in the bow and stern and ran toward the center of the skyship.  Their unfocused charge seemed to confirm that they could neither see him nor detect him magically.  Catching sight of the silhouettes of dulled swords, he dove back outside, rolled off his good shoulder, and, without straightening completely, boosted the enchantment in his boots to arc him up to the upper deck.  He landed without a sound and immediately hid himself once more in a curtain of flux.
Three of the monks burst through the hatch leading below, and began to cross the deck, their heads swinging about as they searched for him.  When one was only steps from colliding with him, he enchanted the armor of all three and hurled them at great speed up through the treetops.  Their startled yells, rapidly fading away, and the sounds of thrashing foliage and cracking tree limbs drew the other four, who spread out silently in a defensive circle around the hatch.
Without hesitation, he dealt them a similar fate.
After a hurried search, he found Chaer and E'hve, bound, gagged, blindfolded, and bloodied, under a tarp in the nook of the bow of the lower deck.  E'hve, with a large oozing lump on the back of his skull, was unconscious as well.  Mar had expected to find them dead, but wasted no time questioning them, tersely ordering the disoriented Chaer to tend to E'hve.  Running back to the upper deck, he immediately set the skyship in motion, backing her slowly from under the trees. 
Once clear, he flew over the woodlot to the mooring tower and descended to match the level of the upper deck with the uppermost platform.  Below him, the waiting crowd was huge, numbering still in the thousands, just as he had known that it would be.  They simply had not had sufficient time to build the necessary rafts or skyships. 
As soon as Mar brought the craft to a halt, Mhiskva jumped aboard called forward, "My lord king, were you able to delay the main column?"
Mar moved quickly down from the steerage platform to the main deck to meet the marine captain.  "For a little while, at least, but not nearly long enough.  How do we stand?"
"Ulor took the train west with all that we could shove aboard.  I gave him orders to turn for the Monolith only if he is certain that he is not followed."
"Are there any more rafts?"  Mar asked, though he already knew the answer.
"No, my lord king."  The big Captain's tone made him sound like a judge sentencing a malefactor to death.
"It'll take Ulor at least a full day to return, maybe as much as two," Mar stated, simply clarifying his own thoughts.
"Yes, my lord king."  Mhiskva obviously had already deduced the same unpleasant facts.  "Number Three is all that we have left.  Those who do not sail with her will have to remain."
"You mean die?"
Mhiskva looked grim.  "Lord Ghorn will not order any withdrawal that would abandon the remaining civilians to the monks, nor, frankly, would I obey such an order.  Baring a miracle of magic or of the Gods, I will stay, I will stand, I will fight, and, if need be, I will die."
The captain's tone was neither boastful nor proud, but simply matter-of-fact.  For a long moment, Mar had nothing to say.  While he stared at Mhiskva, a vision came to him.  He was not sure whether it grew out of some involuntary magic or only his own fancy, but he saw the Mhajhkaeirii'n warrior barreling through a flood of Phaelle'n legionnaires, his great axe swinging with horrific effect.  He was alone.  His comrades had already perished to the last man.  The Gaaelfharenii's arms and torso were festooned with arrows and bleeding gashes, but he seemed unstoppable.  Then a quarrel pieced the giant's eye and he toppled like a great tree, smashing down foes even as he perished.
Mar shook himself to fight off the chilling apparition and then asked, "How many are left?"
"Excluding the marines and legionnaires, there are better than two thousand."
"How many altogether?"
"Almost five thousand."
At best, the last skyship would carry five hundred.  "Start loading.  I'm going to see if I can make Eight and Nine fly."
Berhl had laid out the keels of the newest skyships one behind the other on the hard surface of the western road.  Beyond the empty cradles that had held Number Seven and surrounded by stacks of logs and salvaged lumber, the frame of Number Eight was nearly complete, lacking only the steerage platform, a portion of the upper deck near the stern, most of the bow planking, and some incidental bracing.
Clinging to the wobbling stool -- for some reason his impromptu chariot did not respond to enchantment well -- he hovered low above the abbreviated deck and infused the lifting and driving spells, then raised the vessel to four manheight, causing it to shed the temporary scaffolds and ladders that surrounded it in a great rending clatter.  Satisfied that it would hold together, he moved on to the skeleton of Number Nine.  While she had a complete keel, little more than half of her lower deck had been covered and only a few main timbers had been put in place for the upper deck.  Worried that the existing hull structure was too weak to bear a load, he confined his spells to the keel and slowly raised it, studying the interactions of the flux.  Some of the ribs, lacking proper stays, trembled, but it looked as if the half-finished skyship would also fly.
When he brought the pair to the tower, rather than line them up behind Number Three, he lowered them to the ground clear of the crowd.  Berhl, followed by a dozen marines, ran up to him. 
"Get to work on these two," Mar told him.  "I want Nine finished and two decks added on top of each one.  Then put all the rafts together that you can.  I'll be back to enchant them."
The vice-captain looked agog.  "But ... my lord king, my crews are all scattered.  We don't have workers or time to even begin!"
"I know.  I'm going to get both."  With that, Mar took off again.
The shield wall formed by the diminished Mhajhkaeirii legions was two ranks deep and looked pitifully inadequate.  Many of them only had part of their equipment and very few of the men in the second rank had full armor or shields.  Instead of spears or swords, some of the legionnaires wielded cudgels.  Some bore bandages and quite a few looked unsteady.  None, however, appeared to waver in the face of the Phaelle'n battle line forming just a little more than a thousand armlengths in front of them.
Dropping down, Mar found Lord Ghorn behind the center of the line in the midst of a full section deployed in a square formation.  Before the Prince-Commander could speak, he told him, "I need you to withdraw and put your men to work on the skyships."
The prince opened his mouth then closed it abruptly.  After a moment, he grimaced.  "I take it that you have a way to keep the monks back from the crossroads?"
"Yes."
"Can you also cover our withdrawal?"
"Yes."  Mar did not intend to waste time explaining.  Magic was, after all, his trade.
After a short beat, Lord Ghorn bobbed his head in a brief nod.  "Very well, my lord magician.  I will issue commands to withdraw at your order."
"I won't be close.  You'll know when to move out."  Mar soared away.
There was corn to the east of the highway and barley to the west, the first a month shy of being ready to harvest and the second ready for the scythe.  At breakneck speed, he sped along a bare fingerlength above the crops, sowing a magically enhanced band of fire in his wake that spanned nearly two thousand armlengths.  He drew a great arc, a reversed shield, between the Phaelle'n and the Mhajhkaeirii.  The barley burned well, but the moisture-filled corn demanded a hotter fire and he complied, feeding flux into the flames until they were nearly three manheight high.  He continued to swing back and forth along the barrier, maintaining the wall of fire with floods of sifting-purple even where all fuel had turned to ash.  For the most part, he kept the fire from spreading beyond its original twenty-armlength swath.  Eventually, it seemed as if only the soil itself could be burning and the fire became much hotter, the flames going from yellow-white to bluish-green, so that he could not bear to be closer than a dozen paces from it.  At that point, the fire appeared to become self-sustaining, requiring much less attention.
Looking back north, he saw that the Mhajhkaeirii legions had broken into squares and begun to march up to the crossroads.  When he raised his stool up above the flames and smoke to check on the Phaelle'n, he found that they had redeployed to column and started to march east, paralleling the banks of the stream, their obvious intention to skirt the end of the fire wall.
That would not do.
Flying five hundred paces in front of their lead elements, he slashed across the Phaelle'n's path, extending the end of his fire wall south across the corn to the stream, fed it until it also formed an impassable barricade, then zoomed to the west and did the same.  Finally, he scythed back east, a hundred paces out from the stream and less than that from the marching legionnaires, to complete the box.
The legions, trapped, simply halted, but did not show any signs of disturbance or confusion.  They appeared to be waiting.
Expecting the imminent arrival of the Brotherhood's armed skyships, he moved back towards the crossroads and gained altitude to intercept them, wondering if the material of which there were made would burn or if the devices were even subject to his magic at all.
He also wondered, without surmising any likely answer, why they had not attacked already.
After a nearly half an hour, with no sign of the streaking darts, he relaxed; whatever had detained them apparently continued to do so.  His high vantage gave him an excellent view of the area.  The Phaelle'n legions had assembled into a large circular formation astraddle the highway and more or less equidistant from the magical fires that confined them.  As bidden, the Mhajhkaeirii legions had returned to the crossroads and begun work on the skyships and rafts, with a light picket deployed around the mooring tower and the crowd of civilians.  To the northeast, the two detached Phaelle'n legions had made a turn and were now closing on the crossroads, while the Mhajhkaeirii'n marines, perhaps half as many, were advancing into an expansive bean field to intercept them.
Taking one more look to the south and still seeing no indication of an aerial attack, he flew out toward the bean field.
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An unknown farmer's black bean field
 
Marching steadily at a pace synchronized to that of the brethren at his sides, Recruit Brother First Mhers risked a quick scratch at the fresh tattoo on his cheek.  When Encourager Second Szhelm had applied the needle, Mhers had been too proud to wince at the pain, but now the symbol of his advancement in the Brotherhood itched abominably.
"No movement in the ranks!"  Junior Ascertainer N'hil bellowed, who stomped along the moving line and then back-stepped expertly while he confronted Mhers.  "The order was to stand ready Recruit!  That mean's no scratching you stupid sod!"
Jolted, Mhers snatched his hand back to the pommel of his sword, freezing his upper body in the Ready stance: buckler held at his waist in his left hand with his right ready to draw.  Satisfied, Brother N'hil stalked farther down the line, glaring at the ranks of the Seventeenth Cloister of the Fourteenth Holy Legion.
As a swordsman in the reserve, Mhers -- thankfully -- would not face the enemy's first blows.  He was not a coward, but he was afraid.  
He had become a Salient in order to free himself of the dictatorial confines of his tyrannical mother's household on Khikhos, save himself from the drudgery of a lifetime as a fisherman, and avoid the certain destiny of a marriage to one of the daughters of a neighboring family, whose females tended almost exclusively to the hirsute and heavy.
There were many zealots in the Salient Order, but, while he made the responses to the litany with quick enthusiasm and demonstrative fervor, he was not one of them.
Truth to be told, though he never dared put his doubts to words, he only half-believed in magic.  He had seen the demonstration of Holy Relics in the guise of the far talking disks and other devices that his legion possessed, witnessed from a distance the might of the Holy Trio and of the astounding new Shrikes, and heard tales of the Emerald Gate and other fantastic salvaged apparatus, but it seemed to him that magic was no more a matter of spiritual belief than an axe or hammer.  To his mind, these recovered wonders seemed more the product of lost scholarship than of a mystical power that no man could see and a scarce few could work.
A command echoed down the line and he halted in perfect unison with his comrades, forming an arrow-straight line across the crushed rows of beans.  Thinking that the battle line of Droahmaerii thirty paces in front of him, a full legion three ranks deep, was about to make contact with the Mhajhkaeirii'n marines, he looked out beyond the spears and shields of the allied armsmen.  The marines were normally lightly armed and armored, according to Junior Ascertainer N'hil, but could move quickly and were given to unorthodox tactics.  Brother N'hil had said that it might be an intense fight, but with the odds looking to be more than two to one, it should also be a short one.
Mhers hoped it was.  He was well trained and confident in his own abilities, but this would be his first battle.  Having arrived in Mhajhkaei on the Second Fleet, with the city already pacified, the Mhajhkaeirii legions scattered and defeated, and the populace subjugated, he had not had not yet been personally introduced to the brutality of war.  Reportedly, the initial battles of the invasion had been easy victories against a broken foe and if he had sailed with the First Fleet instead, that introduction might have been less dangerous than the one he faced now.  But he had also been told tales of the horrendous slaughter sprung from the Apostate's resistance, so perhaps it was fortunate that he had not.
Truth to be told, he felt some trepidation, for he had never witnessed violent death of any kind.  His life on Khikhos had been one of security and peace and though there had lately been rumors of the executions of recalcitrant Mhajhkaeirii, he had not been called upon to either observe or facilitate them.  Nevertheless, he believed himself prepared to face the potential carnage of battle.  Today he would learn whether that was true.
Oddly, the dark line of the Mhajhkaeirii was still far to the west.   Then, he saw the reason for the halt, a wide bellied wooden vessel, floating down from a good height, the low, late afternoon sun causing it to cast a long shadow across the field.  That such things could fly still amazed him, and he watched it, engrossed, as it landed just to the fore of the forward Droahmaerii rank.
After a moment, two men, larger than the largest man that he had ever seen, leapt from the bow of the vessel, dropping nearly two manheight with no apparent difficulty, stood together for a moment, and then, astonishingly, charged.
When these maniacs crashed with suicidal intent into the shields of the Droahmaerii front rank, he thought that they would speedily receive their just due.
What he saw instead horrified him.
The two giants -- they stood head and shoulders above the armsmen they faced -- struck with dizzying speed, slashing about with swords as long as Mhers was tall, and the Droahmaerii fell, their shields and armor of no effect against the shinning blades.  Ten went down, then twenty, then thirty, and the giants became covered in blood.  Bodies lay in heaps and any legionnaire who stood against them died.  With a wide breach carved through the shield line, the two demons raced along its rear, hamstringing one unprepared man after another, and the formation disintegrated into a confused mob.
Then, the demons turned toward the immobile reserve line of the Fourteenth Holy Legion.
Mhers turned and started running.
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The magic drew Mar.  It was a blood pounding crimson scream, singing from the midst of the melee in a fountain that created a tempest through the background ether.
When he was a thousand armlengths from the marines, he caught sight of the barge, Revenge, moving slowly across the bean field between the opposing forces, and cursed.  Rushing immediately to it, he came down on its deck so fast that the legs of his stool struck and shattered.  He kicked the remains aside and confronted Trea and Ihlvoh, who, rather than the shocked apprehension that he expected, seemed almost beside themselves with excitement.  The few corsairs, crowded elbow to elbow at the rail ogling the battle, hardly spared Mar a glance.
"What is the barge doing here?" he demanded.
Ihlvoh swelled with pride.  "Fighting the Phaelle'n!"
"Following orders, my lord king!" added the more observant Trea right on the heels of his brothers boast, having noted the anger radiating from Mar.
"I told you to get away from the encampment and warn the loggers!"
The ferocity of his reply brought the brothers up short.  Ihlvoh looked suddenly sullen, but Trea went on the defensive. 
"When the Captain saw the Phaelle'n, he ordered us to bring the Revenge down," the older brother explained.  "And the Captain is absolute ruler of a ship at sea.  That's the law!"
Mar growled inarticulately and spat out, "Get the barge out of here!" 
Without waiting to make sure that the brothers obeyed, he retrieved the remains of the seat of his stool and flew toward the churning dust and swirling men that marked the location of the center of the vortex of magic and -- he could sense them in the ether -- that of Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm.
The Gaaelfharenii stood back to back, surrounded by the dead and dying and presenting a stark, visceral image that was both magnificent and horrible.  Beyond the corpses, a wide, cleared circle had opened, the maroon and gray blazoned legionnaires keeping back just out of the dancing reach of the giants' swords.
As he drew nearer, Mar identified the magic that had called to him from nearly a league away.  Between the ancient pirate and his catechumen, linking and uniting them, was a complex cord of flaring ether that vibrated in unison with the beating of two warrior hearts.  That connection reinforced the intensity of the effects of the spells that he could now see that each possessed, intricate flux modulations that seemed rooted in their very bones, to perhaps tenfold of their normal power.  Mar somehow knew that this was old magic, older than the ancient magic of the Blood Oath and far more potent.  The intense magics drastically enhanced their ferocity, courage, and prowess, making men already almost unbelievably strong and fast into nigh unstoppable forces of death.
But the magic had not made them invincible.
Both men had taken severe wounds from head to toe, their armor in tatters and streaked with blood, theirs and others, and Wilhm had a crossbow bolt an armlength long sticking through one thigh.  This injury had hobbled the young man and he seemed unable to move very far.  Lord Hhrahld, fierce and unbowed beneath his mane of ivory hair, looked ready to stand by his shield mate till death.
  All across the field, Phaelle'n officers were rallying crossbowmen and pushing them forward.  In mere moments, Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm would surely be struck down, ancient magic or no.
Mhiskva's marines struck then, slamming into the disorganized legionnaires in full charge and carrying the Phaelle'n away like sea froth before a merciless storm.
As quick as a bolt, Mar flew close and, infusing the leather of their armor, plucked the Gaaelfharenii out of the battle.  He carried them away in the direction of the Revenge, separating them to either side of himself in order to better control their flight.  When they were five armlengths apart, their tie of magic began to fade and then quite abruptly vanished.  Simultaneously, the two went limp, eyes closing and heads lolling.  Shocked, Mar redoubled his speed. 
When he reached the barge, he gently laid the unconscious giants on the planks and knelt to examine their ethereal natures.  He staunched bleeding and knit flesh where he could, but did not know what to do about the quarrel in Wilhm's leg.  Convinced that both would continue breathing, he picked out two of the corsairs who stood by gaping, Ghesev and a thin scoundrel who Mar had only heard referred to as Spit, and set them to binding their Captain's and Wilhm's wounds, then hurried back to the battle.
There was, however, no need of his magic.  The Phaelle'n were in full rout and Mhiskva had drawn up his marines at the eastern periphery of the bean field to reform his battle lines.  Mar dropped alongside the High-Captain.
Mhiskva saluted and asked immediately, "My lord king, how goes the battle with the main column?"
"There is none.  The monks there are contained and should remain so for some time.  Pull back to the encampment and put your marines to work on the skyships."
Mhiskva saluted again.  "Aye, my lord king!"
Mar had felt no reticence as he had issued the brusque order.  If he must be king, he would be king.
It took until well after dawn of the next day to complete sufficient wooden vessels of all sorts and sizes to give a berth to every Mhajhkaeirii and to load every possible material and resource remaining in the encampment.  All through the night, Mar, vigilant for any further ground attack and continually dreading the appearance of the Phaelle'n skyships, circled the torch lit crossroads as armsmen and civilians labored.  The fiery prison that he had created to the south continued to burn, lighting the night sky with an alien glow, and the entrapped legions made no moves to escape that he could detect.  If the broken circling force managed to regroup, it remained far out of Mar's sight, both magical and otherwise, and did not again venture to assault the Mhajhkaeirii.
With daybreak had come a reddened eastern sky and the threat of rain.  Lord Ghorn and his officers took the possibility stoically, but Mar grew anxious, worrying that the Brotherhood would use the limited visibility of a storm to mount another attack.
When the last marine climbed aboard the last overloaded raft, some of which were just unguarded, open-sided platforms, Mar raised his fleet of half-built vessels and started north.  With ropes in short supply, it had been necessary to fasten all of the various rafts and punts together with nailed planks to make it possible for him to guide the conglomeration from a single point, the steerage of Number Three.  Consequently, the fleet moved ponderously and awkwardly, like some giant, wounded beast, and it took nearly a half an hour to get all of it to twenty manheight of altitude.
To prevent his command structure, such as it was, from being decimated by the destruction of a single vessel, Lord Ghorn had distributed his officers evenly throughout the fleet, placing Mhiskva on Number Eight and Lord Purhlea and Number Nine.  With only Berhl accompanying him, he himself had squeezed aboard Mar's flagship and now sat on the steerage platform beside the magician in a chair that had been found for him.  Behind them, every square armlength of deck space was occupied.  The throng of passengers, armsmen and refugees alike, looked strained but not panicked.  Mar was not sure if they had become inured to the calamity of their situation or were simply stunned.
"She turns slowly," the prince commented gruffly, watching aft at the trailing fan of skyships as Mar corrected his course.  As it had been so for a number of days, a frown was never far from Lord Ghorn's face.
"I'm amazed that it turns at all," the thief rejoined.  "I can't sense most of the rafts.  They're too far back."
"What sort of speed do you think we will achieve?"
"This is about it.  We might cover two or three leagues in an hour.  We're heavy, much too heavy, and it takes all of the flux that I can muster to make Number Three drag the train."
Berhl grunted.  "If the monk's skyships come..."
"I'll do what I can," Mar stated flatly.  "That's all that I can say."
The rain caught them about midday.  Preceded by strong and erratic winds, a line of dark clouds pushed through, shrouding the sky.  The winds shoved the train about, rolling the rafts and skyships as if they were at sea and under heavy swells, and quite a few lost their stomachs.  Following straight away behind the wind, the storm unleashed an intense and steady downpour that lashed the fleet for most of two hours.  On the rafts and punts, the armsmen, lacking slickers or canvas, simply hunkered down in their armor and endured.  On the larger craft, the civilian passengers on the upper decks likewise could only huddle together under inadequate tarps to wait out the rain.  At first, the passengers on the lower decks had some protection, but eventually water pooled on the top decks and drained through the uncaulked planks, showering those below.  Toward the end, the wind kicked up again and scattered spray even into any relatively protected spot spared from direct dowsing.  The chilly inundation left everyone soaked, bedraggled, and thoroughly miserable.
Mar kept his place on the steerage platform, shrugging off the rain and the wind.  Unless he constantly monitored and adjusted it, the driving flux in Number Three tended to weaken and he could not permit any diminishment in speed.  Although he could have steered Number Three from anywhere aboard, even under the questionable shelter of a tarp, he felt compelled to be in the clear, where he could take off instantly to defend the train if need be.  Lord Ghorn also did not budge from the exposed steerage platform and his demeanor suggested that this was not the first time that he had suffered a storm.
After the rain, the sky cleared, but the air remained cool and Mar began to feel the chill settle into his bones.  When Berhl brought him a blanket, he did not refuse it.  Steadfastly, he maintained the skyship train's speed and nightfall finally found them deep into the Great Forest. 
Just after the rise of Father Moon, a ragged hurrah went up aboard Number Three when the Monolith came within sight.
 



TWENTY-FOUR
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 53rd Day of Glorious Work
(Ninthday, Waxing, 3rd Summermoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
Above the Great Forest
 
Whorlyr touched studs to activate the Shrike's forward weapons, then moved a slider to adjust his speed.  A lighted indicator, thought to show the straight-line distance to a potential target, flashed blinking characters, counting down.  The characters did not exactly correlate to modern numbers, being based by all indications on a system that used multiples of thirteen, but he had learned to approximate their output.  More or less, he was nine thousand armlengths from the rearmost of the fleeing Mhajhkaeirii'n flying boats.
"Abbot Jzeoosl, we have sighted the renegades and are closing to attack," he transmitted. 
"Understood."
"Covey Two, spread out, two on each side of me," he ordered the helmsmen the four Shrikes following him.  "We'll go in together, fly over firing, and then circle back.  We'll repeat this maneuver until all of the flying boats are down."
Besides himself, only four of his covey had learned to operate the relics at night.  With the use of the proper ethereal keys, in most cases no more than simple gestures, the relics could be coaxed to enable sophisticated collision avoidance magics, glass like panels that displayed views of their surrounding even in complete darkness, and automated flight to recognized waypoints.
However, the five Shrikes that he had, all with fully stocked magazines, should be more than sufficient to annihilate the fleeing Mhajhkaeirii renegades.
After hours of fruitless waiting and the approach of sunset, he had begun to think that some great calamity had befallen the expedition to chastise the Apostate.  There had been no word from Mulsis and after his one request for updated information over Bh'sh's far talking disk had been peremptorily rebuffed, he had not dared to ask again.
Just as he had begun giving consideration to ordering his helmsmen to stand down, an order had come from Brother Traeleon, who, uncharacteristically, had spoken directly through the magic disk.  "The Apostate and the renegades have escaped to the north.  Find them and engage, inflicting as much damage as possible without undue risk to the Holy Relics."
Though the Archdeacon's voice had possessed its normal steady and unhurried tone, there had also been a hint of exasperation.  That the famously imperturbable leader of the fraternity should reveal such emotion was unusual indeed.
Whorlyr had launched immediately, taking the four qualified brethren, but as he had raced toward the Mhajhkaeirii'n camp, he had begun to wonder at the significance of the Archdeacon's disregard of the normal chain of command.
Had the operation against the Apostate failed so thoroughly that he had felt the need to intervene personally?
Or, as Whorlyr had begun to suspect, was there some hidden conflict among the members of the Conclave?
More importantly, what advantage could he derive from such a conflict?
He adjusted the ball device that moved the glowing targeting circle, fixing it carefully on the image of the Mhajhkaeirii flying boats revealed by the night seeing magics.  He would be in range in only seconds.
Suddenly, Abbot Jzeoosl spoke in his headset.  "Message from Martial Director Lhevatr.  Break off attack.  Repeat.  Break off attack.  Return to Mhajhkaei."
Reflexively, Whorlyr banked up and to the right, the Shrikes to his port and starboard moving belatedly to follow.
He had to assume that the order was valid -- sanctioned by the Archdeacon -- but it would certainly be interesting to discover that it had not been.
 



TWENTY-FIVE
 
After the arrival at the Monolith, Mar slept for a full day and a night in a cot on Number Three, with Phehlahm or another marine standing watch continually to wake him should the skyships of the Brotherhood appear.  For another day, he lazed about, sitting in on meetings as Lord Ghorn and his staff dealt with the problems and chores of making the section of the ruins that the Mhajhkaeirii occupied into a habitable and defensible settlement, doing small magical tasks like raising roof beams or hauling away raft loads of excavated debris, or flying across the top of the plateau to peer into standing structures to see what they might contain.  By the afternoon of the third day, he was bored beyond description.
Having a thought, he went and found Aerlon and Berhl.  The two officers, who, along with a dozen other responsibilities, acted as quartermasters for Lord Ghorn's command, had an office of sorts under an awning in what might have once been a walled garden.  Surrounded by a jumble of split walls, roofless arrays of columns, and sagged heaps, the garden lay just north of the square tower.  The remains of paved paths crisscrossed its weed-choked plots and the officers had sited the awning and the planks and sawhorses that they used for a table on a wide and more or less level section of one of these.
"How are we fixed for supplies?" he asked them as soon as he passed through the broken arch that served as the garden's gate.  His abruptness did not preempt both men from saluting.
Aerlon tapped a pile of notes.  "The rations we brought from the city and those from the galleys you liberated are all but gone, my lord king, but we still have enough of the wheat that we purchased in Elboern to make bread for a nearly a fortnight.  Grinding it to flour by hand takes a lot of work, but so far we have been able to keep up."
"It sure would be nice to have some fresh beef, though," Berhl admitted.  "Or chicken or pork or even some fish.  Anything would be better than hardtack.  It's about like chewing leather."
This won a smile and a nod from Mar.  Fresh meat of any kind did sound appealing.  "Mhiskva told me a couple of days ago that we had credit in Elboern?"
"Yes, my lord king," Aerlon affirmed.  "Lord Ghorn signed an open letter of credit in the name of the Prince.  The small farmers and merchants guild there accepted it without question."
"Alright, let's go.  How many head of cattle do you think will fit aboard Number Three?"
"Your pardon, my lord king," Berhl hedged, "but Lord Ghorn was thinking that you'd be staying at the Monolith till we've built more air attack shelters."
"We know that the monks don't fly their skyships at night," Mar told him.  He was not entirely convinced of this, but so far they had not done so and he judged the risk acceptable.  "I'll wait and go tonight, just like at the encampment.  I can get a train down and back in less than two hours, plus whatever time it takes to load."
Berhl did not look convinced.  "Maybe one of the trainees could be diverted from bringing in the loggers."
"None of the trainees can make the speed or drive the load that I can.  It makes better sense if I go."
"Aye, my lord king, but --"
Mar decided that it was time to be autocratic.  "It's decided.  I'll leave with Number Three as soon as it gets dark.  Get your shopping list ready."
Berhl saluted again.  "Aye, my lord king."
"No list needs to be made, my lord king," Aerlon advised.  "We need anything and everything.  However, the merchants and farmers do not store much grain in the town.  Most of it is in scattered bins and silos.  Likewise, if you are determined to transport a load of livestock, after dark the animals will all be in pasture or pen in the countryside.  For a large shipment to be ready when we arrive, we will have to make arrangements in advance."
"Fine.  Aerlon, you come along and work out the details with the guild.  Tonight we'll load up anything that's available and plan on going back for a full load tomorrow night."
At sunset, Mar pulled away from the causeway dock as planned, but in addition to Aerlon and his regular crew of Phehlahm and the slightly recovered Chaer and E'hve, he also had Mhiskva and a half troop of marines aboard.  However, the captain and his armsmen were not coming as guards, but rather as guerrillas.
"My lord magician," Lord Ghorn had explained, "We cannot simply hide while the monks ravage the provinces of Mhajhkaei.  Now that we have a secure position here on the Monolith, I think it is imperative that we demonstrate, both to the Phaelle'n and to our own people, that the forces of Mhajhkaei are not utterly defeated.  Your trip to Elboern presents me with an opportunity to make such a demonstration.  This first mission will be just a raid, limited in scope and duration.  If you have no objection, I would like you to pick up Mhiskva and his group in half a fortnight.  Primarily, the raiders will scout enemy movements, gather intelligence, and, if at all possible, attack Phaelle'n supply trains and fire key bridges near the city."
Mar made one detour on the way south.  He stopped along the river and had the marines help him take aboard a load of sand, filling a dozen buckets that he had brought along for the purpose.  After having several men take stations on the steerage platform to look out forward, he put Number Three on a due south course and let her cruise more or less on her own.  Then he sat on a stool on the upper deck and spent half an hour making infused spheres.
"These are what you used to vanquish the Phaelle'n legions in Mhajhkaei, my lord King?"  Aerlon asked.  He did not add, "and destroy my legion as well," but Mar could see the painful thought plainly written in his eyes.
The Plydyrii and all of the Mhajhkaeirii, Mhiskva included, had gathered around to watch.  It was not much of a show.  Mar simply and quite methodically took a handful of sand from one bucket to his right, enchanted and infused it, and then set the sphere in another bucket to his left.   
"Yes, these have some of the power of the sun wrapped up inside of them in a way that makes them unstable.  When the enchantment is broken, that power is released all at once."
"My lord king," Mhiskva asked, clearly examining possibilities, "are these spheres strictly the province of magicians?"
"No, not particularly."  Mar stood and offered the sphere that he had just made to the big captain.  "How far do you think you could throw one?"
Mhiskva took the sphere with great care and held it in his palm to judge the weight.  Though as wide as Mar's fist, in the marine officer's hand the sphere looked tiny.
"I am not sure, my lord king.  Is there any way to increase the weight?"
"Hmm. Maybe.  Let me see it again."  Mar retrieved the sphere, concentrated a moment in an attempt to enhance the effect of the flux that bound things to the world, and then handed it back.  "How about that?"
"Yes, that might do.  Where would you like it thrown, my lord king?"
Mar walked to the port rail and slowed the skyship.  His direct course had left the Ice River behind and carried the vessel across the forest.  All three moons were in the sky and he had no difficulty making out the gray snag of a dead pine about twenty paces out.  Letting Number Three descend to no more than a dozen armlengths above the quiescent treetops, he pointed at the snag.  "Can you hit that?"
"I will try, my lord king."
Mhiskva's arm flew back and forward faster than Mar could follow. An instant later, a tremendous thunderclap and blare of blinding light eradicated the snag. 
Mar gabbed onto the rail as the skyship rocked sharply from the outburst of air.  Some of the marines danced to keep their footing, but Mhiskva only swayed slightly.  Grinning, Mar went to one of the buckets, picked up and modified another sphere, then told Mhiskva, "Just throw it as far as you can." 
The big man complied.  After a few seconds, far out in the distance the top of another snag exploded, the remains collapsing down into the forest.
Phehlahm, standing with several of the marines whom Mar knew, commented, "Huh, I bet that's more than two hundred paces."
"Nearer three hundred, I'd say," Drev countered.
Borlhoir shrugged.  "Well, you'd expect a ... well, a man the Captain's size to be able to do that."
"Excellent point," Mar agreed.  "Anyone else want to try?"
None of the other marines that gave it a go could throw one farther than seventy or eighty paces, and most a good bit less.  All detonated, though some missed their targets and fell to the forest floor before releasing their magic.
"My lord king," Mhiskva wanted to know, "how sensitive are these spheres?"
"You mean to accidental discharge?  Oh, I'd say some.  You might need to carry them separated and I'd avoid dropping one on stone or hard ground, but they should be safe enough otherwise."
  Mhiskva considered the buckets of spheres.  "How many might we have?"
"How many do you want?"
"Ten per man?"
Mar shrugged.  "Alright, but we're going to have to get more sand."
Mar dropped Mhiskva and his men five leagues from Mhajhkaei, in a patch of scrub forest not far from a sleeping village.   Each of the marines had every available pocket, pouch, and pack stuffed with sand spheres, none of which Mhiskva intended to bring back.
To avoid detection as he sped back north toward Elboern, he kept Number Three above a thousand manheight, a height where the ground appeared only as a gray, nearly featureless expanse.  They arrived at the large town just before midnight.  Situated on a low rise above a wide, meandering stream, the original settlement had been an Imperial Army cantonment and the Emperor's engineers had laid out a neat grid of precisely perpendicular streets that survived at its core, though now lined with the staid brick villas of merchants and other notables.  Surrounding this imperial center was a sprawling buffer of more haphazardly designed boroughs with houses, shops, and factorages mostly built of timber and stucco.  No lights showed in the town or in the rectangular-walled fort that lay on the highest part of the ridge, and the moon-shadowed streets and plazas were empty and still.
After circling the town at a hundred armlengths to check for any indication of the Brotherhood's presence, Mar descended and let Number Three coast in to the single watchtower of the fort.  Aerlon had written orders (essentially, standby and await further instructions) from Lord Ghorn  for the Mhajhkaeirii'n legion officer that commanded the hundred-man garrison and Mar had decided to take care of that assignment first.  When the bowsprit was less than thirty armlengths away from the four manheight tower, a hoarse baritone called out a startled challenge.
 "We're warship o' the City Number Three," Phehlahm, standing with Mar on the steerage platform, shouted back.  "We bring orders from Prince-Commander Ghorn for Vice-Commander Dhrasnoaeghs."
Sparks flared and a torch came to life, revealing four grizzled, timeworn faces peering disbelievingly through the crenellations.  According to Mhiskva, Elboern was a retirement post and not a single man of the garrison, including the commanding officer, was under fifty.
One of the men, a ceannaire that was probably over sixty, shouted an order to Phehlahm to stand off while he sent for the commander of the post, and Mar brought the skyship to a halt, broadside of the tower and half a dozen armlengths off the port side.
Vice-Commander Dhrasnoaeghs, thin to the point of gauntness, was a tall, silver-haired man with an aristocratic manner of speaking.  He arrived in full armor, most of it having the dulled, scratched look of equipment that had seen long service.  The one exception was his gilded imperial style helmet, replete with horsehair crest and sea blue plumage.  As soon as he appeared atop the tower, Mar nudged Number Three close enough so that the fort commander and two of his fuglemen could climb aboard.
Mar hung back while Aerlon, with Phehlahm, Chaer, and E'hve looking on, greeted the officer and gave him the sealed message packet.  When the men began to exchange pleasantries, he slipped away to his stool.  He did not want to be caught short of sand spheres again and intended to devote every spare moment to their creation.
While he worked, it occurred to him that he should stop on the way back and take on as much sand as could fit in any spare space that the skyship had.  If Mhiskva and his guerrillas made effective use of the missiles, as he expected, the need for them would grow ten or a hundredfold. 
Focused on the repetitious task, he was taken unawares when Dhrasnoaeghs approached him, saluted, and stood at attention, apparently waiting for Mar to speak.  His fuglemen, both similar in age to their commander, stood behind.  Aerlon and the others stood back, watching respectfully.
"Yes, Vice-Commander Dano--" Mar began.
"Dhrasnoaeghs, my lord.  The gh is silent."
"Right.  What can I do for you?"
The old legionnaire pulled off his helmet.  "My lord, Commander Aerlon has told me that you are the magician-king of the Mhajhkaeirii, responsible for this wondrous ship?"
Mar just nodded.  A denial, however tempting, would have been ludicrous.
"My lord, I was born in Mhajhkaei but my lineage, both maternal and paternal, is of Bhynor, of the ancient House of the Royal Electors.  My ancestors rode in the Royal Horse Guards of Bhynor and served her kings for five centuries.  When I was only five I memorized the songs of The Annals of the Eastern Kings and for my entire life, I have hoped to see that greatness reborn."  With a flourish, Dhrasnoaeghs drew his sword and knelt.
Mar grimaced, but did not rise or move to prevent what came next.  It had had to happen eventually.  Kingship, like plague, was known to spread.
With obvious, almost pretentious, ceremony, the vice-commander slid his fingers of his left hand down his blade, made a fist, and dribbled blood onto the deck.  “With steel and blood, bound forever into the earth, I pledge my life and the lives of all my line to thee!  I, Dhrasnoaeghs nh’ Dhrasnoaeghs nhi' Kyaeria, name you my king!”
Before the contagion could infect the fuglemen or take hold in the rest of the garrison, Mar hurriedly hustled his newest subject and his men off the skyship, making vague promises to summon him when the time came to ride against the enemies of the Kingdom.  Immediately, he pulled away from the tower and sped over the town toward the guildhall.  The plaza in front of the portico of the three-storey building was large enough to accommodate the skyship, and while Aerlon, Chaer, and Phehlahm went to find and rouse the guild master, he settled back down to make spheres.
After a few minutes, E'hve, standing at the rail as he eyeballed the deserted, moonlit plaza, spoke abruptly, "Thank you, my lord king, for the magic you did on my cuts and bruises."  His voice had a gravelly sound to it, as if it were rusty from disuse.  As Chaer was the talkative one, perhaps it was.  "I've never had wounds heal so quickly."
"It's nothing.  It's just part of the job."
"Being a magician or being a king?"
"Both."
The sourness of Mar's tone made the legionnaire glance back briefly, but the man essayed no comment.
Aerlon and the two marines returned to the ship shortly, bringing a short, nearly bald man in an ankle-length white cotton nightshirt with them. 
As soon as they boarded, Aerlon explained, "My lord king, this is Guild Master Bryge.  He has news that I thought you should hear from him directly, should you have any questions."
Bryge ducked his head in a half-bow.  "It's about the sorcery, my lord."
Mar frowned.  "What sorcery?"
"A merchant, a woman named Saeha, brought the tale to me just today.  She was traveling north and came upon a spot near where the Leicston road crosses the highway -- that's where Prince-Commander Ghorn camped his forces, wasn't it? -- when she saw a weird, green fire that the rains did not put out.  She claims that it cuts across large fields, charring a deep trench into the ground.  There seemed to have been a battle there, she said, but saw no corpses.  Might you be able to investigate that, my lord?"
With a sinking feeling, Mar nodded.  "I'll see about it right now.  Aerlon, you and the others stand by here.  I'll be back."
Enchanting his brigandine, he sailed upward.  The crossroads was only five leagues to the south.  He was there in ten minutes.
And, indeed, it was as Bryge had said.  Though the conflagration had burned deep into the ground, causing some shifting and subsidence, the magical fire that he had sewn to imprison the Brotherhood's legions had lost none of it intensity.  Its emerald light drew a broken, arcane-like symbol on the low clouds of the night sky.
There was no indication as to how the trapped Phaelle'n legions had escaped, but it might simply have been a matter of temporarily bridging the trench once the magical fire burned down below the surface.
He tried for almost an hour, but he could not dampen the magic.  It seemed to be feeding on itself in an endless loop and the flux ignored his will completely.  As far as he could tell, the fire would burn forever, continually searing its way down into the earth.
Abandoning his futile efforts, he cursed the calamity that he had inadvertently created all the way back to Elboern.
 



TWENTY-SIX
142nd Year of the Reign of the City
(Twelfthday, Waxing, 3rd Summermoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
The Monolith
 
The council of war, such as it was, took place in what might have once been an audience hall or, for all Ghorn knew, a laundry.
The largest of the thus far refurbished rooms in the area of the Monolith taken over by the Mhajhkaeirii, it had a structurally sound dome above, a solid and unbroken rose marble floor, and a low, raised platform of unknown previous use to one side.  There were no tables and precious few chairs for the attendees and at a certain not significant volume, a voice would generate a disconcertingly ragged echo, as if the room were inside a cracked bell.  Nevertheless, it was large enough to accommodate the full compliment of both those that Ghorn had ordered to be present and those notables, scholars, and tradesmen that had responded to his general invitation.  Ghorn and his officers had arrayed themselves in an arc facing the platform on which the magician and his wife -- the King and Queen, Ghorn reminded himself -- sat together on a bench.  Behind them stood legionnaires and marines of Ulor's clandestinely organized Royal Guard.  The civilians stood or squatted in lines to either side of the arc.
As expected, the logistical reports were not encouraging.
Ghorn nodded at the next officer, a young legate named Perhszol -- competent but given to spasms of exuberance -- and the man snapped to attention and then bowed across the rough circle toward the King.  Ghorn noted that the magician continued to be annoyed by the bowing, which many of the junior officers had taken to in lieu of the prohibited kneeling, though he had resignedly stopped protesting every instance.
The prince eased out a quiet breath and carefully moved his aching leg into a better position.  The simple chair he sat in was newly made of rough-hewn green lumber and Berhl had warned him to be careful of splinters.  Thankfully, though the day had warmed appreciably outside, the regular, gentle draft that passed through the chamber from the corridors at either end made the temperature inside pleasant.  In the same fashion, Daylight reflected along the polished pale granite of the corridor walls and there had been no need to light any of the rather scarce candles.
Legate Perhszol pulled a tiny ledger book from a satchel, opened it to a marked page, and began to read the entries.  “With all loggers and stragglers retrieved as of yesterday evening, the full census of the fortress is as follows.  Civilians -- 11,440, including 4,278 children under the age of fifteen.  The majority of the civilians are in reasonable health.  Only 182 continue to require the attention of a physician.  Armsmen and auxiliaries -- 3,338.  This breaks down into the following categories.  Footmen of the city militia -- 283 have reported to muster call, including 47 who are too wounded to fight but may be capable of serving in some capacity within a fortnight or two.  Of the recently conscripted city levies, 76 men and 59 women have reported for duty.  Approximately half of these have weapons of some sort.  Regular forces -- Defenders: 847 effectives, 82 wounded.  Reapers: 734 effectives, 154 wounded.  Straggler legionnaires and officers: 212, all of whom have been assigned to a training cadre.  Marines: 891 of eight separate troops, all of whom claim sufficient strength to wield their weapons.  The latter group has been reorganized into four troops in a heavy brigade as directed by High-Captain Mhiskva.  Additionally, perhaps a thousand matrons, youths, and codgers have evidenced a willingness to be taught the staff or short bow and might at some point be used as a garrison reserve.  We expect that these volunteers can achieve minimal competency within a month, if sufficient weapons can be found or made."
“Thank you, Legate,” Ghorn nodded at Aerlon, who was next on his mental list.
The Plydyrii, seated with the senior officers to Ghorn's right on a bench, stood without notes and cleared his throat.  “As far as victuals, our reserve is at very low levels.  We have no appreciable stocks of long-term foodstuffs, that is, cheese, sausage, grain, dried fruit, or smoked fish.  Perishable rations -- those farm goods that we are purchasing from Elboern -- give us a buffer of no more than five days and require a replenishment run on a near nightly basis.  We have begun organizing hunting parties, composed mostly of inexperienced youths, and transporting them daily to the forest at the foot of the plateau.  These have achieved some minor success and we have been able to supplement our stews with rabbits and birds, but they will hunt out the area within a half-day's walk within perhaps two days.  Forage results are minimal.  Additionally, a large group of fishermen and volunteers has established a camp on the bank of the Ice and once they complete boats and nets should provide an amount of fish that will fluctuate depending on the seasonal catch.  Explorers have located one large spring in a covered outcropping that has a sufficient output -- in the neighborhood of thousands of gallons daily -- to provide all our present needs.  There is an extant water distribution system of channels and pipes, that once renovated, could deliver water to every portion of the complex.  Finally, there are numerous patches of open ground that may have been parks or the like.  These might be suited for a fall crop.  Turnips, carrots, and cabbages are likely to be suitable, but we shall have to procure seed.”
The magician, not rapt up to this point, stiffened slightly at this last and raised a hand to be recognized. 
Ghorn smothered an inclination to smile.  The new king had not yet acclimated himself to the prerogatives of his exalted rank.  That was – probably -- a good thing.  “Yes, my lord?"
The magician did not quite frown.  "Some areas of the ruins should be avoided.  There are ... latent magical dangers."
Ghorn saw the Queen cut her eyes sharply at her husband.  This was apparently news to her.  The prince had heard from numerous sources that the magical pair were currently somewhat at odds.  It was not unusual, in his experience, for marriages of the young to be in an uproar, but he wondered if there might be more to their disagreements than simple emotional pique.
"Certainly, my lord.  If you would give those locations to Berhl after the meeting, he will see that they remain undisturbed."
Aerlon regained his seat and without being prompted another officer, a marine subaltern -- Mhygaeus, Ghorn thought his name was -- addressed the assemblage.  His expression was neutral, his statements clipped.
“There are currently approximately two thousand civilians who continue to be housed within tents and other temporary shelters, but within five to ten days, those should all be transferred to permanent housing in renovated structures.  All armsmen should be lodged in permanent quarters within a fortnight.  There is a pronounced shortage of bedding and household items of all sorts, particularly of kitchen utensils.  Firewood continues to be rationed, but deadfalls from the forest below will suffice to fill our needs for some time.  Some of the experienced loggers have begun cutting trees.  This wood will need to season, but will be usable by the time the weather turns cold.  We are establishing latrines and bathing facilities utilizing the existing cloaca."
Mhygaeus was the last of those that Ghorn had asked to provide reports.  Now came the grueling part.  He turned his attention to the civilians.  "Are there any suggestions or comments?"
There followed a solid hour of sometimes helpful and sometimes inane discourses from various and sundry.  Ghorn oversaw this portion of the meeting quite casually and for the most part the participants were respectful, polite, and patient.  Finally, when it seemed to him that everyone who had anything remotely productive to contribute had spoken, the prince rapped the pommel of his dagger on the arm of his chair for attention.
"It is clear that most of our logistical problems derive from the lack of time and of transport.  The first should solve itself, but the second may require resources -- magicians -- that we may not be able to acquire.  I would welcome any ideas as to how we might improve the movement of supplies and personnel to and from the Monolith."
After a moment of general murmuring, an older fellow moved to the fore of the tradesmen's group on the right, bowed inexpertly toward the king, and introduced himself to the wider council as Khlosb'ihs, a shipwright.  "My lords, I've been looking at these skyships -- now correct me if I'm wrong -- but won't they float at a certain altitude whether there's a pilot aboard who can do magic or not?"
Ghorn looked over at the magician for confirmation.
"Yes, that's right, for the most part," Mar agreed.  "I can cast the magic in such a way that a skyship will remain at a specific height, but without someone to adjust the flux, it won't be able to rise or descend."
Khlosb'ihs nodded.   "And the skyships will move freely?  They aren't fixed in place?  That's the way it seemed to me at the encampment.  The armsmen shoved them around quite easily, it looked like to me."
"That is true," Ghorn allowed.  "Though it does take some force to get them moving."
"Not as much as if they were floating in water," Berhl qualified.  "Perhaps two-thirds as much, by my estimation."
"Five good sized men can tow a barge," Mhiskva agreed. 
Several others, civilians and armsmen alike, looked as if they intended to speak to the matter.  In order to forestall another drawn-out discussion, Ghorn asked the shipwright directly, "Shipwright Khlosb'ihs, it is evident that you do not intend us to pole the skyships with oars or drag them along.  What exactly is your suggestion?"
"Sails, my lord."
"No one's ever rigged a ship that big with only sails," another of the civilians argued.
"Oh, indeed they have.  Perhaps not here, but down along the Aehrfhaen coast they've given up oars almost altogether."
Ghorn immediately grasped the implications.  "A skyship would not need a magician to move, only favorable winds and a good crew."
Khlosb'ihs grinned.  "I'd say so, my lord.  With enough trained men and tools, I think I can outfit one of the larger skyships with masts, spars, and sails in no more than a fortnight or two."
"But how would you steer it?"  Berhl questioned.  "A rudder wouldn't work, I don't think."
"You'd have to set your sails to turn it like they do with those long timber ships down in the Archipelago," Khlosb'ihs answered with confidence.  "You could always run straight before the wind, but tacking might turn out to be a chore."
"The crew would have to club haul to make hard turns," Mhiskva suggested.  "And kedge to make a close approach."
Ghorn let the ideas flow.  This proposal seemed to offer not only a perfect solution to their transport shortage but also promised a means to advance his own nascent plans to recover Mhajhkaei and insure the survival of the Principate, a course that he was unswervingly determined to pursue.
While the discussion gained momentum, fed by the burgeoning enthusiasm of the main participants, Berhl, Mhiskva, and Khlosb'ihs, Ghorn turned his gaze and thoughts to the King, who listened with interest, adding a few clarifications concerning the lifting magic as needed.
Should he swear the Blood Oath?
With the infant Prince of Mhajhkaei and the illusion of his rule, of necessity, all but set aside, the magician had filled a potentially difficult political vacuum.  Though the institution was technically a grievous violation of long standing Principate law, he judged that there would be no significant resistance to this de facto transfer of suzerainty.  In the modern era, kingship, in the minds of most, had been romanticized by theatre and tale into a juvenile fantasy of altruism, honor, and heroism.  King Mar of the Mhajhkaeirii -- the name itself seemed filled with the promise of glorious and fantastic deeds.  It would not be difficult to rally the Principate to the magician's banner.
Mhajhkaei and all the peoples of the Silver Sea would need a symbol; Ghorn had no doubt of that.  A single, recognizably strong leader, one clearly capable and effective man, could serve as a focus for every person and every state that chose to resist the Phaelle’n.  He had once considered having the magician hailed as prince of Mhajhkaei, but as a prince, the magician’s political scope would have been limited.  None of the other princes of the Sister Cities would have accepted him as anything more than an equal, and many might have rejected his dominance outright.  But as a king – especially if care were taken to portray him as a mystical savior and not a mundane despot – Mar might well prove the key to a successful war against the Monks.  Not by his magic, but by the sheer mythic power of the name King.
Ghorn was convinced that it would take much more than magic to defeat the conquerors of Mhajhkaei.  As powerful as Mar's magic had become, it alone could not ensure victory.  Without question, the loss of Mhajhkaei and the narrow escape from the crossroads had shown that.
Moreover and yet again, the magician was only one man.  The lands of the Principate were vast and the areas controlled directly or indirectly by the Phaelle'n were nearly equal in size.  This war would engage much of the civilized world and as tired as the phrase had become, it would forever be true -- Mar could not be in two places at once.
Men were needed -- men to stand in the line, men to sail the skyships, men to fight from the skies in the manner of this new, magical warfare. 
The forces of the Principate, garrisoned in a hundred different ports and depots, would need be brought under direct command.  Then, the overt allegiance of the legions and fleets of the Sister Cities must be obtained.  But these limited forces would not be enough.  Hundreds of new legions populated with tens of thousands new armsmen must take the field before the monks and their magic devices could be defeated. 
A king, a living, breathing legend, would draw those.
Some would come for the adventure, the glory, or the honor of the epic struggle.  Ghorn knew intuitively that these imaginary concepts had nothing to do with the heartless business of war, but he also knew that they could not be ignored.  Most men and women needed something from inside themselves – something of the spiritual heart and not the rational mind – to stand in a battle line and look death in the eye.
 Some would come for hatred and revenge.  The Monks had made many enemies in the decade since they had revealed themselves to be something other than just another secretive cult.
Some would come for gold.  Those would have to be watched.  The merely greedy could be controlled, but the true mercenaries would require constant supervision.  Mercenaries had a bad habit of changing sides when they were offered a higher price.
Regardless of their motives, all would demand a banner to rally to, a center to defend.  A king endowed with the fantastical power of magic, sprung out of fable and history, perhaps even the champion of the gods, would serve that function well.
But, once more, what of himself?  Did he have need of a king?
In retrospect, it was fortunate that he had been incapacitated when the Oath had been sworn.  The loss of the City had shaken him then and still cut at him now, and he, like so many others, may have been swayed by the emotion of the moment to drop to his knees and spill his blood into the dirt.
At this moment, however, it might be imprudent to add his allegiance to those of Mhiskva and the rest.  The Blood Oath was reputed to be unbreakable; once given, all historical sources agreed, it could not be withdrawn.  What exactly that meant, he was unsure, but he decided that preserving his own independence, at least for now, would grant him a far greater spectrum of options.
He stood, waited till the council chamber grew quiet, and announced, "High-Captain Mhiskva will now give a report of his successful raid against the enemy."
This brought murmurs of surprise and grins from many of the civilians.  Ghorn had not made the operation common knowledge.
Mhiskva did not rise; sitting, he still overtopped everyone else.  "Per orders, we disembarked from Number Three near the village of Kaeoyi, moved to a point near the Northern Highway, and traveled parallel to it for a period of seven days, keeping it under constant observation.  During this time, we noted numerous movements of enemy forces and supply trains.  Using spheres supplied by the King, we destroyed five bridges on the Lower Gray, severing every crossing point between Old Marsh and the falls at Pzin in the Khormaraen Hills.  We also attacked and eliminated several small, isolated enemy groups, none of these larger than a section, as well as one major supply train.  Surprise and the devastating power of the sand missiles allowed us to achieve complete success, and we suffered only minimal casualties, with fourteen armsmen receiving minor wounds and none killed."
"Thank you, Captain Mhiskva," Ghorn approved. 
What Mhiskva had not disclosed was that the monks had quickly adapted to the small raids by organizing their supplies into heavily guarded caravans, throwing a pontoon bridge across the Lower Gray and stationing a full legion to protect it, and firing half a dozen farm villages in retaliation. 
Knowledge of the extent to which the monks had begun to take control of the lands around Mhajhkaei had been the major objective and the most important product of the mission.
The prince focused on the civilians.  "We have yet to address the matter of funds.  Our current purse is practically non-existent and we have amassed a considerable debt to the merchants of Elboern.  Some of that will be settled when I am able to secure monies from my family's estates in Pamplyea, but that income will not sustain our purchases for long.  I would like to call on any and all that have resources available outside the City to contribute.  Without access to the gold generated by normal taxation and duties, however, I believe that very soon it will be necessary that we forebear payment and simply requisition, formally or informally, the supplies and material necessary to prosecute the war."
Ghorn saw a smile flit across the magician's face.  Whatever else Mar might be, it had long since become clear to Ghorn that he was also a well-practiced thief.  While this skill had proven beneficial up to this point, it also tended to make the young man oblivious to danger to his own person.  That might have to be discouraged in future, but of necessity, for now, it was something that Ghorn would have to tolerate.
"With the King's permission, I propose that we begin work immediately to convert some of the skyships to sail.  I will depart as soon as a crew is trained to bear instructions to and organize the legions and fleets of Mhajhkaei, in all places that they might be, and summon the member states of the Principate, and indeed all the peoples of the Silver Sea, to make war on the Brotherhood of Phaelle."
 



TWENTY-SEVEN
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 57th Day of Glorious Work
(Thirteenthday, Waxing, 3rd Summermoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
A farm ten leagues northeast of Mhajhkaei
 
Kaml'sh swung his leg over the saddle and dropped tiredly to the ground.  One of the field workers, a neophyte, ran up to take charge of his winded horse.
"He will need to be brushed and given only a bit of water until he has cooled down," Kaml'sh warned the young man as he led the gelding away.
The proprietor of the way station, disguised in the simple clothes of a Mhajhkaeirii'n yeoman, hurried from the door of the farmhouse.  Without raising his arm, Kaml'sh made a simple, unobtrusive sign with the thumb and index finger of his left hand.
With his face betraying no reaction, the approaching brother gave the equally simple sign of recognition of the followers of the True Path.  "Greetings, brother!  I am Senior Brother Mhlaon."
"And I, Junior Brother Kaml'sh." 
Mhlaon clasped arms with Kaml'sh, lowering his voice to greet the rider with the One True Creed.  “There are no gods.  There is only magic.”
“And the Restorer shall come!” Kaml'sh responded fervently.  His faith in the True Path and the Restorer were the driving force of his life.
“Indeed he shall, brother!”  Mhlaon gestured to the roofed, open-walled kitchen to the right side of the dwelling and to a table bearing a still steaming pot of stew.  “I know you must be famished from your long ride.  Let us eat while we converse.  We may speak freely, the other brethren are about their daily tasks and we shall be undisturbed.”
“Thank you, brother," Kaml'sh readily agreed.  "Save for the strength granted me by the Restorer, I would be spent.”
Mhlaon waited until his fellow devotee had taken a long drink of cool water from his flagon.  “How far have you come?”
"From the Great Forest beyond Yhelbton.  In their final escape, the Mhajhkaeirii were unable to generate much speed from their flying ships -- perhaps because of the great mass of their fleet -- and I was able to follow their trail.  Though I did not attempt to approach it closely, I saw their destination, a great up-thrust pillar of rock."
"You ride for the city?"
"Yes, I bring reports of my observations to the First Inquisitor."
"We have heard many rumors of the Mhajhkaeirii sorcerer's power here."
"Even rumors could not accurately describe his control of magic.  Brother, he created a ring of ethereal fire completely around the legions that the Archdeacon sent against him.  It was still burning when I returned south!"
Mhlaon gasped.  "That may be a fulfillment of the Third Prophecy!"
"Exactly!  I intend to propose him as a Candidate!"
Mhlaon looked stunned.  "You think him to be the Restorer?"
"His magic is unmatched, brother, and I do not believe that there has been a sorcerer of his mettle in all of known history!"
An ecstatic grin split Mhlaon's face.  "Would that it were so, brother!  I have often dreamed that the Restorer would appear in my lifetime!"
"As have I, and I am convinced that it has come to pass."
"But what of the Test?  There must be proof that his Ability will breed true.  Has he children?"
"No.  Or, at least, none that the Mhajhkaeirii have knowledge of.  But he has a new wife.  If the natural scheme of things proceeds as it should, there will be offspring within the year."
"But we must have access to the firstborn to administer the Test.  With the open war between the Brotherhood and the sorcerer, it may be impossible for any of those who walk the True Path to do so."
Kaml'sh grinned broadly.  "It will not be difficult at all, brother!  The wife is one of us!"
Mhlaon's mouth dropped open.  "But how could that be?"
"A day or two after their evacuation from the city, I saw the sorcerer and his wife amongst the throng.  When I approached them, I made the hand signs, seeking to discover if there might be any others in the crowd who follow the True Path.  Only she recognized the sign and only she responded!"
"This is fantastic!  Were you able to communicate with her?"
"No, but I am certain that I can persuade the First Inquisitor to allow me to return and seek a way to infiltrate their new camp.  Once among the Mhajhkaeirii, I should have no trouble making clandestine contact with her and relaying to her the instructions of the Cadre."
 



TWENTY-EIGHT
 
Mar hurried down the stone steps.  "You're sure the door is bronze?"
Phehlahm, rushing behind bearing a torch, confirmed, "Aye, my lord king.  One o' the smiths had a look at it and he's sure o' it." 
The stairwell down to the cellars of the square tower followed the sides of a rectangular shaft, with wide landings at each level.  The lowest level was some five manheight below the surface, cool and unflooded, and Aerlon had ordered it cleared for use as a root cellar.  Workers at the task had discovered a passage sealed with common brick and when they had broken open a hole in the brick to see what lay beyond, they had found the door.
A good bit ahead, Chaer and E’hve clattered downward, pausing at each landing to eye the dark openings of the vaulted corridors before moving on.  Behind Phehlahm, the footsteps of the rest of what Mar had come to think of as The Hangers-On made a racket like a stampeding herd of cattle on the wallowed basalt stairs.  The Hangers-On were a rotating mix of stocky, veteran legionnaires and marines, never fewer than five and often as many as eight, who day and night occupied the large common room next to the tower chamber in which he slept.  By overt appearance, the band was simply an ad-hoc group of enthusiasts engaged in an ongoing game of strategy involving small carvings of ships, numbered tokens, dice, and complicated calculations, but the game mysteriously never reached a conclusion.  Today, all six of those on duty -- Mar had no real doubt that Mhiskva had ordered extra guards for him after the clandestine Phaelle'n attack on Number Three became commonly known, but had wasted no breath in an objection -- had just coincidentally felt moved by curiosity to come along.
Mar rubbed his left arm, soothing a fleeting ache.  Just this morning he had had Phehlahm help him remove the splints.  Learning to mend his own bones had been a difficult process of trial and error.  He still had no idea why ethereal healing worked well on some and poorly on others, and why some processes were easy in some portions of the body and difficult in others.  He had gone back to question Aunt Whelsi on several occasions and while her insights had greatly increased his understanding of the physical structure of the organs, bones, and humors, they had done nothing to expand his ethereal knowledge.
At the bottom of the stairwell, Mar's two primary bodyguards moved through a wide, arched passageway into a large, unadorned vault with an expansive ceiling.  The stone work here, sheltered from wind and rain, was tight, solid, and unmarred.  Mar had expected dampness, but the lamp-lit coarse-grained rock showed no mold or mildew.  While the workers had already swept clean this large chamber, walls and floors, there remained a good bit of dust and windblown refuse, desiccated leaves and the like, in the numerous smaller, alcove-like side rooms and a number of cleaners continued to work.
As Mar entered, an older, slim woman with hair done up in pins and wearing too big work trousers and shirt came out of a room to the right bearing a filled bucket.  When she saw him, she called out to the others, a varied collection of similarly attired men and women, young and old, and had them line up as if for inspection.
Not unexpectedly, the first woman curtseyed.  "Lady Constaz nh' Leaer nhi' Mohra of the House of Sihnel, my lord king.  I'm foreman of this gang."
"Well met," Mar told her.  "This all looks good.  Do you have everything you need?"
Lady Constaz nodded confidently.  "Yes, we do.  We've made our own straw brooms and have checked out shovels and buckets from Vice-Commander Berhl.  We'll be all done down here by this evening." 
"Excellent work."  He thought the compliment redundant and perhaps pandering, but had quickly learned that such things were simply part of the kingship game.
Then, as he had made his habit, he went to each of the others, got their names, and asked after their situation.  Phehlahm, staying close, would take note of any dire difficulties and relate them to the appropriate officer, who would not fail to attend immediately any matter referred by the King.  In the last couple of days, the young marine had become his aide and secretary in all but name.  While it might become necessary at some point in future, Mar had refrained for the present from making any official royal appointments.  The idea actually struck him as somewhat asinine.
Returning to the foreman, he asked her, "You told Phehlahm that you think the door is magical?"
“Yes, that we do, my lord king," Lady Constaz replied with some eagerness.  "When touched, it gives off light, but there's no fire!"
The door was in one of the rooms at the far end.  Lady Constaz's gang had chipped out the bricks, stacked them neatly to one side, and swept up the mortar.
As soon as his eyes fell upon the door, he realized that the description was accurate.  Both the door, a single, flat, featureless panel, and its plain casing, were bronze.  However, that was the only resemblance that this door had with the one he had found -- it seemed so long ago now -- in the Waste.  The face of this one was an uninterrupted blank of metal, with neither latch nor keyhole.
Without hesitation, Lady Constaz tapped the panel with a finger.  The tap elicited a tinny, muffled tone and then, for barely a full moment, the small room brightened with a soft white glow.  The light brightened quickly, by all appearances emanating from the face of the door, and then extinguished abruptly.
Mar could detect easily that the light was ethereal, and when he stepped close to the door and studied it, he also found it to have flux bound within it.  He spent several moments examining the largest of the modulations, which he perceived as a sinuous, woven globe.
He nudged a juncture and the construction rearranged itself, portions rotating, others sliding, still more elevating.  The complex movement created new intersections while dissolving some, but not all, of the old ones.  The original juncture that he had moved no longer existed.  He tried another and again the construction rearranged itself, but the final disposition was entirely different.  A new juncture of fourteen strands emitted a regular pulse of cloudily vibrant cerise.  He pushed another juncture at random.  The first pulse faded as its juncture dissolved, but the shifting strands created another juncture that also began to emit an identical pulse of the cerise flux.  This juncture had only eight strands and was in an entirely different hemisphere of the globe.  Shifting three other junctions resulted only once in a juncture alignment that emitted the pulse.
He stepped away and crossed his arms contemplatively.
“My lord king?” Phehlahm queried.
"It has a magical lock.  At the moment, I have no idea how to open it."
"Should we have it sealed away again?" Lady Constaz wondered.  "Is it dangerous?"
Mar shook his head.  "Not that I can tell, but I'd advise that it be left undisturbed.  If it's damaged, it could detonate."
"It might be best to have a wooden gate put across this room, then," the foreman suggested.  "Something that can be barred to keep people out."
"Good idea," Mar agreed.  "Would you let Vice-Captain Berhl know?"
"Of course, my lord king!"
Mar headed back up to the surface, herding The Hangers-On before him.  Chaer, E’hve, and Phehlahm took their usual places in the parade.
This morning, just prior to Phehlahm's arrival with news of the door, he had resolved to again broach the subject of the magical texts with Telriy.  Having for several days considered the problem of a static magical defense for the Monolith from aerial attack, he had woken with a possible solution coalescing in his mind.  If his new techniques worked, he felt that he could safely leave the Mhajhkaeirii to their own devices -- at least for a short time -- while he resumed the search for the remainder of Oyraebos' texts.
As he climbed the final flight of steps, trying to concoct an argument that would sway Telriy, he realized that he had not thought of Waleck in some time.  So much had happened in such a short period that contemplation of the fate of his erstwhile employer had not had the opportunity to gain his attention.  He frowned, but did not dwell on the lapse.  For now, the question of what had become of the old scrapper must remain unanswered.  He could see no gain in worry over circumstances that he had no power to change.  
At the top of the stairwell, he entered the large room north of the tower tunnel that may once have been and was now again a barracks, filled with the cots and kits of Mhiskva's marines.  He passed quickly through and exited out the open arch of the rear entrance onto the main avenue of the settlement, Chaer and E’hve again running point and The Hangers-On trailing.  Walking north, he headed towards Telriy's new domicile.  Within the last couple of days, the young woman had laid claim to and moved her considerable household into the standing sections of a villa like complex at the farthermost end.  In the silhouette of sky shaped by the buildings to either side of the avenue, a section of Number One, floating above the villa, was clearly visible.
The small section of the ruins that the Mhajhkaeirii had commandeered was a quite busy place during the day.  Everyone, it seemed, was working.  Civilians and armsmen alike, save for those on lookout duty at the apex of the square tower, had attacked the task of renovating the buildings with a decided passion.  Where needed, permanent roofs and floors were under construction and masons had already begun repairing walls, arches and buttresses.  In some areas, small trees, evergreens for the most part, had taken root, and gangs were industriously clearing these out.  Individuals and smaller groups, many composed of younger children, were clearing plots of open ground of stones, small bushes, and weeds in preparation for the planting of vegetables.
Practically all paused to wave as Mar and his escorts passed, and he made sure to wave and smile in return.  While his wave was reflexive, his smile was not.  There was something undeniably enervating about all the attention.
As he climbed the damaged steps to the courtyard of Telriy's villa, Mar encountered two of Quaestor Eishtren's men and an adolescent girl, obviously standing guard.  While both legionnaires simply saluted and stood aside, the girl ran off immediately, no doubt to relay news of his arrival.  Only a small portion of the cracked pavement of the courtyard beyond had been unearthed, but the rest of Eishtren's Auxiliaries were digging eagerly if inexpertly, filling buckets with sand and earth and emptying them out through a large hole in the wall at the north end.  Ramps and scaffolds had been erected to access the hole, and though the youths struggled upwards with full buckets, they raced downward with the empties, displaying utter abandon, and seemed to be having riotous fun.
Signifier Aael, ensconced in his floating chair, supervised with good-natured gruffness.  Inspired by his own recent experience of limited mobility, Mar had spent some time crafting the modulations that gave the amputee near complete freedom of movement.  The chair would not tip in any attitude, even under the largest of weights -- Mar had asked Mhiskva to test it by standing upon it -- but would rise or descend to follow slopes or stairs and move in any lateral direction with the application of a moderate force.  Aael had mastered the process in short order, navigating with two shortened spear shafts, and had achieved speeds equal to a sprinting man.
Telriy appeared between two columns on the second floor balcony of the structure to the right.  Dressed in dusty trousers and a stained white cotton blouse, with her hair pulled back in a single braid draped down the center of her back, it was apparent that she too had been industriously engaged in the cleansing of her new abode.
She smiled and gave him a half wave.  "Come on up."
Mar, his brigandine now the fundamental component of his wardrobe, flew up and settled lightly beside her.  The legionnaires and marines of his guard watched him land, glanced at each other for a moment, and then went to help the Auxiliaries.
Telriy grinned at him.  "You should teach me how to do that."
"It's a variation of the flux that goes into the skyships.  You just have to get the sound-colors right."
Telriy chuckled.  "It's not as simple as you make it sound.  Would you like some tea?"
"No, thanks.  I'd like to talk to you about Oyraebos' texts."
She raised her eyebrows slightly, but her expression betrayed no other commentary.  "Alright.  Let's go inside."
Beyond the balcony, a wide, well-swept corridor led by dark, doorless side rooms still choked with dirt and dross.  The room at the end likewise had no door, but was larger and had expansive, marble-cased openings that stretched along the entirety of one wall.  Looking north out over the ruins, these glassless windows admitted quite a bit of light.  The room was spotless, with solid, rough walls and a worn, set stone floor that had stained outlines suggesting that it had once have boasted a tile mosaic.  A delicate oak chair and matching table, artisan made and varnished, sat adjacent to the windows and a more ruggedly carpentered four-post bedstead against the facing wall.  Formed of rough sawn pine, the bed had a beautifully patterned quilt spread upon its thin tick mattress.  Supporting some neatly folded clothing, a water bucket, and a large copper basin, a shelf made from stacked salvaged stone blocks and rough lumber rested against the right wall.
"There's only one chair," Telriy told him breezily.  "We can sit on the bed."
She went to the bed, slipped her feet from the sandals that she wore, nudged them precisely underneath, sat down primly with one leg tucked under her, then patted the quilt beside her.
Mar followed, and sat warily, leaving an armlength's space between them.
"Don't get those dusty boots on the bed," Telriy warned him with another smile.  "We have to haul water and washing bedclothes is a major chore."  She pursed her lips.  "Here, let me get them off."
Before he could protest, she got up, reached down to grab his right boot, and tugged if off, leaving him the option of having one bare foot or two.  Rather than make some absurd sounding complaint, he complacently raised his left leg when she gestured for it.  Wrinkling her nose, she placed the boots together beneath the bed, and then walked over to the shelf.  After pouring the basin half full, she tucked a cloth in the waistband of her trousers and returned, the basin cradled carefully in her arms.
Wondering at her curious behavior, he asked, "What's that for?" 
"Your feet stink.  You should wear socks."
"Socks are in short supply."  In Khalar, he had routinely stolen socks from clotheslines in the winter, but normally did not bother with them and certainly had not made them a major concern since the retreat from Mhajhkaei.
Careful not to spill any of its contents, Telriy placed the basin on the stones beside him, returned to the shelf, and unwrapped a half cake of yellow soap from a scrap of muslin.
"Where'd you get that?"  The lack of soap was a daily complaint among the Mhajhkaeirii civilians.
"Yhejia bought it for me from an old woman that knows how to make it.  It cost twenty-five thal."
Mar started to ask where she had gotten the money, but decided against it.  He remained cooperative while she knelt and bathed his feet and ankles efficiently and thoroughly, but when she rose up and reached for the buckles of his brigandine, he caught her hands.
"Hold on."
She did not resist his grip, but rather leaned in close and gave a loud sniff.  "From the smell, the rest of you could use a bath as well."
"I'll be alright."
She frowned.  "You're not getting in my bed without a bath."
He tensed, but did not release her hands.  "I think you've gotten the wrong idea."
"Do you want to discuss The Mother of the Seas?"
"That's what I said."
"I've already told you my terms."
"I still don't think that would be a good idea right now."
"We won't be disturbed.  Making a baby isn't complicated and it doesn't have to take very long ... if that's what you want.  My grandmother, though, said it's better if --"
Moved by a sudden impulse, Mar pulled her down onto his lap and slid one arm around her waist.  She stiffened, but then made a visible, if not completely successful, effort to relax.  For all her nonchalance, as he had sensed, she was almost certainly as lacking in direct practical experience as he was.
Then, with a certain amount of deliberation, she put her arms around his shoulders and kissed him lightly on the neck.  The warmth of her body, the welcome weight of her pleasantly soft bottom on his lap, and the energizing touch of her skin made him feel a desperate desire that almost overwhelmed his resolve.
"I still want you to have a bath first," she said softly into his ear.
He drew a long breath and let it out slowly.  "Where's The Mother of the Seas?"
She leaned back and glared with some exasperation.  "Baby first."
"No, you tell me how to find Oyraebos' second text and then I'll give you what you want."
She laughed.  "Don't be ridiculous, Mar.  What I'm giving you is one thing that any man would be quite eager to receive from a woman.  I know for certain that you'll enjoy the experience and cannot possibly imagine that you'd feel cheated in any way by our bargain.  Let's be clear.  I don't simply want to be with you for one afternoon or for one night.  I want you to be with me until I can confirm that I'm with child.  After that, I'll tell you what I read in the book."
"How about a compromise?"  His scheme was simple -- lie and delay, and when necessary, lie some more.
Eyeing him with some suspicion, she prompted, "Explain."
"We can conduct our exchange at the same time.  We'll begin the search for the text and during the trip I'll perform my duties as required."
"You sound like a farrier agreeing to shoe a horse."
Mar could not help but smile.
Telriy responded with a dismissive puff of air, then asked, "So, I would only have to reveal a portion of the directions per episode?"
"Yes."
After several moments of silent thought, she nodded.  "Alright.  I agree."
"To plan for the trip, I'll need a starting direction."
"We should go north from here."
"North?  Not south?"
"Yes, north."
"You were letting Waleck lead us in the wrong direction."
She shrugged.
"Back to Khalar?"
"Not specifically, no."
"How far north, then?"
"I'll tell you that later."  She tightened her arms about him.  "Unless you want to get started now?"
With supreme reluctance, he disengaged from her embrace, slid her, unprotesting, onto the bed, and got up.  "I've promised Berhl that I would raise more roof beams for the carpenters today."
With a sigh, she pulled her sandals from under the bed, put them on, and got up.  "And I have a lot of work to do here."
As Mar reached the edge of the balcony, preparing to fly down, she caught his arm and, in full view of everyone, gave him a brazen kiss, hot and full mouthed.  Slightly dazed, it took every ounce of his willpower to step away and descend to the courtyard.
Halfway down the curving stair, Phehlahm, with exaggerated casualness and a barely repressed smile, mentioned, "It's good to see you and the Queen gettin' on better."
Aside from a half-voiced grunt, Mar made no comment.
"By the way, my lord king, you forgot your boots."
 



TWENTY-NINE
 
Mar's original plan for his expedition had been to grab the rowboat, or have a barely larger vessel built, something that would permit him to move quickly and unobtrusively, and take off.  He had assumed that it would be no more difficult than that.  Just as soon as he completed his project for the aerial defense of the Monolith, he and Telriy would jump aboard with the bare minimum of supplies and streak away.
With almost unanimous agreement, everyone else opposed this intention out of hand.  From Lord Ghorn on down, the Mhajhkaeirii proclaimed it completely unacceptable.  The prince urged him to simply abandon the idea altogether.  Berhl and Aerlon suggested that he await the construction of a proposed fleet of war ready skyships, a project that would take at least a year.  The two had begun championing a new design that would create iron-plated behemoths half the size of a city block.  Mhiskva had argued that the king should never venture from the Monolith with less than a full retinue of five full troops of marines.
Mar, growing daily more comfortable with the supposed authority of his artificial role, gleefully and unilaterally vetoed all of these proposals.
However, it was Telriy herself who settled the issue by declaring adamantly that she would only travel in Number One with her experienced crew, specifically not excluding the Auxiliaries or her so-called household staff -- Ulor's wife Yhejia and her extended family.
With no bargaining leverage and his titular power ignored completely by the young woman, he had no choice but to accept this stipulation, but did succeed in restricting the additional crew insisted upon by Lord Ghorn to nine -- Ulor, who would also act as standby pilot, and two quads of guards, specifically including Phehlahm, Chaer and E'hve.
Aerlon then raised a new objection.  If all three of the most accomplished skyship pilots were to depart, how would the Monolith be supplied?  As this question threatened to again scuttle the expedition, Mar had to take out the time to drill Wloblh, Mrye, Srye, Trea, and Ihlvoh until the five could demonstrate to everyone's satisfaction that they could independently, competently, and reliably, if occasionally erratically, operate the skyships needed to transport wood from the forest, fish from the river village, and other supplies from the provinces.  Grandmother Heldhaen, though she continued to practice with a single-minded diligence, had not yet succeeded in controlling anything larger than a wooden saucer with any modest proficiency.  
For a full fortnight, while Berhl oversaw modifications to Number One, adding weather tight cabins, storage spaces, reinforced hull planking, and a shielding bulwark around the steerage platform, Mar made sand spheres.
Finally, when he thought he had enough, he invited Lord Ghorn and his senior officers to the top of the Docking Tower, as the square tower had come to be known, to observe a demonstration of his newest magical effort.  He was confident in his plan, but felt that a practical example would better convince the Mhajhkaeirii than a verbal description.
The upper platform of the tower, some fifty paces square, had lost its crenellated walls, but Berhl's carpenters had added waist high wooden railings.  As there were always four quads of lookouts stationed here, eight armsmen watching while eight rested, a collection of tables and stools had been brought up and a shaded area provided under an arbour covered with a tent.  Luckily, since it had been raining heavily since daybreak, the tent was also sound enough to shed water. 
While the fat drops pelted down without any sign of let up, Mar waited beneath the tent with Chaer, E'hve, and the men of the resting watch.  The canvas kept the rain from falling directly down the stairwell, but sandbags had been needed to keep the puddling water draining across the flagstone deck of the platform out of the shaft.  From time to time, one of the legionnaires would get up and use a pole to dump out water that collected in sags in the tent.
While he had no great fondness for venturing out in the rain -- he had too many unpleasant memories that usually involved being soaked, shivering, and chased -- and might have preferred to wait until a better day, the nastiness did have two advantages for his purposes.  First, with practically all exterior work in abeyance, he had had no lack of volunteers to help move his more than five thousand sand spheres to the tower.  Second, an exhibition in the rain of his modified spheres would demonstrate that his magic would not be adversely affected by inclement conditions.
The prince arrived within fifteen minutes of Mar's dispatch of Phehlahm with the invitation.  Accompanying him were Lord Purhlea, Aerlon, Berhl, Mhiskva, half a dozen under officers, and Shipwright Khlosb'ihs, who, having been given charge of the ongoing conversion of Number Nine, had recently joined the Prince-Commander's staff.  There was no room for this crowd under the tent and without hesitation, Lord Ghorn led his staff out into the rain.  All of the officers, like the legionnaires on watch, were wrapped securely in oilcloth greatcloaks and moved through the streaming water with little concern.  Khlosb'ihs, however, had only a wool topcoat and floppy leather hat and looked entirely miserable.
The prince, water streaming from his greatcloak and helmet, asked Mar cheerfully, "What new marvel have you for us today, my lord magician?"
"A means of aerial defense for the Monolith that can be used while I'm away."
The Prince-Commander glanced at the buckets resting on one of the tables.  "Excellent.  Could this new spell be applied to our own skyships?"
"Unfortunately, no.  It's just an adaptation of the magic that I already know.  I'd like to show you how it'll work."
"Of course."
With the officers and the idling legionnaires observing him with near predatory intensity, Mar took a sphere, rapidly brought up his arm, then dropped it onto the damp stone.  Only Lord Ghorn did not react.  Mar's own guards knew what to expect, but some of the watchmen ducked or dove flat to the platform.  The officers of the staff flinched to a greater or lesser extent.  Mhiskva, who now had considerable direct experience with the destructive power of the spheres, turned his head and threw up his arm to protect his face. 
There was no explosion, however.  The sphere only bounced and rolled, lodging in a joint between two flagstones, where it spun for a few seconds before becoming still.
"I've reduced the amount of energetic flux by half and locked it into the matrix in a more stable fashion," Mar explained.  "These spheres are safer to handle and not liable to detonate accidentally."  He retrieved the sphere and quickly spelled it so that it flew off into the rain.  When it was about thirty armlengths out, he nodded at E'hve, who stood by with a cocked crossbow.  The legionnaire brought the butt of the weapon to his shoulder and fired.
E'hve's aim was perfect and the bolt flashed out and pierced the sphere.  The force of the ten-armlength diameter detonation lit up the gray downpour, sprayed Mar and the others with a wash of mist, and made the tent overhead snap in the staccato turbulence.
"It takes considerable speed and force to rupture these," Mar told his audience.  He took another two spheres, raised them above his head, and left them hanging.  As soon as he stood aside, Chaer, as they had previously practiced, stepped in his place, grabbed the floating spheres, one in each hand, and then pulled himself upward, raising his boots completely off the flagstones.  The spheres did not bobble or budge.
"But once fixed in place using an equalized driving force that pushes in every direction at the same time, they cannot, as far as I have been able to determine, be moved.  I'm going to arrange several thousand of these above and around the occupied area of the Monolith in the shape of a dome."
"Could the monks not simply detonate them at a distance with their own black missiles?"  Lord Ghorn asked.
"That's exactly what I expect them to do, but the detonations will give you warning of their approach and they'll be restricted, at least for a while, in their movements.  We might get lucky and have one of their skyships run into one, but I'm not counting on it."
"How will we get our own skyships through?"  Aerlon asked.
"When I sew them, I'll leave a long, narrow tunnel to the north and south.  As long as the trainees approach and depart slowly, they'll be safe.  At a low speed, even if they stray and bump one, it won't detonate."
Lord Purhlea looked dubious.  "My lord king, it seems to me that if the monks can simply stand off and assail your shielding dome until it is completely destroyed, then that is exactly what they will do.  They may be fanatics, but they are not mindless.  What is to keep them from thereafter continually assaulting our positions until we are reduced to dust?"
By way of answer, Mar walked to another bucket and removed a sphere from it.  From outward appearances alone, this one was identical to the previous three.  E'hve had already re-cocked his crossbow.  When Mar handed him the sphere, he placed it behind the modified firing block and walked out into the rain, facing south.  Following instructions that Mar had given earlier, the lookouts on duty along the rail shifted aside out of E'hve's line of sight.  With drips falling from the noseguard of his helmet and water glistening on his chainmail, but betraying no signs of discomfort, the legionnaire aimed the crossbow upwards at a slight angle and waited.
"From what I saw in their first attack, the range of the small catapults in their skyships is not great.  They had to descend to only a few hundred armlengths to strike at the ground.  They'll have to do the same to attack the Monolith."   
E'hve fired.  Perhaps twice as fast as his earlier bolt, the sphere sailed beyond the jumble of the broken cliff edge below the tower, vanishing quickly into the haze far out above the forest.
"That sphere is infused with an inverse flux.  I don't know how exactly to describe it to you, but it's somewhat the opposite of the flux that holds everything to the earth.  The modulation that I've applied reduces the grip of the natural flux significantly.  When I made spheres heavier for Mhiskva and his raiders, I realized that I could also make them magically lighter.  Our tests have shown that the range of one of these fired from a crossbow is close to eight hundred armlengths."
"Even so, it would take a very lucky marksman to strike one of their skyships at the speed they are capable of," Lord Purhlea pointed out.
"The crossbowmen don't have to hit them, just get enough spheres right close in their path.  From what I've seen, their skyships can't turn sharply at high speed and won't be able to avoid them.  I knocked down one above Mhajhkaei simply by throwing up a cloud of hammers."
"We can be fairly certain that their skyships are like their magical warships and that they cannot create any more," Aerlon contributed.  "The ones they have now, however many that is, are all that they will ever have, unless they chance to find more, which I think is an extremely low possibility.  The Brotherhood has an ingrained, almost reflexive aversion to allowing any damage whatsoever to their relics.  We need only cause injury to one or more with these new spheres and it is unlikely that they will continue to press the attack."
"Could these new missiles also be launched from a larger mechanical engine," Mhiskva asked.  "Say a ballista or scorpion?"
Mar nodded.  "As long as the sphere was not struck sharply or pierced."
"How about a polybolos?"  Berhl wanted to know, his mind obviously racing with ways to use this new magic.
Mar knew the term, having read about the purported devices in a treatise on Imperial war machines by Theokhies.  If the scattered historical references were correct, the mechanically loaded and fired ballistae could launch bolts, one after another, continuously.  "I thought no one knew how to construct one of those today?"
"I've never seen one, my lord king, or talked to anyone that had built one, but just a few days ago I was talking with the librarian, Lord Chelsfyor.  He says that he once read a century old scholarly monograph that describes the relief on the walls of a first century imperial tomb on the western coast of Khaenai.  Supposedly, it showed exactly what one looked like.  I'm thinking that if I could get one working with his help, it would be perfect for this."
"One of those, or at least a regular ballista, could be mounted on a skyship, could it not?"  Lord Ghorn asked.
"No doubt about it, my lord.  We could put one forward and one aft, maybe a couple amidships.  Why, it might even make sense to stick one out the bottom of the keel to --"
"Not if it would weaken your keel," Khlosb'ihs inserted.  "I'd think you'd do better to put two thirty-degrees up along the sides ..."
With enthusiasm for the new concept growing on all sides, Mar realized one unpleasant fact:  he was going to have to make a lot more sand spheres.
 



THIRTY
142nd Year of the Reign of the City
(Tenthday, Waxing, Harvestmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
The Monolith
 
Well after dusk, while Mother Peli waited with unconcealed impatience for her reply, Lady Rhavaelei read the note again.
 
I have need of your services.  Meet me at moonset.
Ghorn.
 
Rhavaelei flashed her teeth in a quick, predatory grin, then frowned.  What did Ghorn want?  What was his purpose?  The gall of the man!  He had treated her insultingly, had had her dragged about like a criminal.  She had been confined here in this small, entirely insufficient and deficiently denuded room with neither proper servants nor attendants.  The prerogatives of her office and the rights of her station had been entirely abrogated by the armsmen and old biddies that acted as her jailers.
The note read like overture of seduction.  But that was ridiculous.  Ghorn had not shown interest in her, at least not as a woman, in twenty years.  She suspected that he had never forgiven her for encouraging but ultimately spurning his youthful infatuation.
When she had been sixteen and her aunts had still held hopes of negotiating an arranged marriage, she had spent most of a summer and fall on the Rzhem estates in his company.  
“Get to know the boy,” her Aunt Zhilla had encouraged.  “You could find him suitable, you know!” 
Was that it?  Did Ghorn still harbor childish romantic feelings for her after all this time?
Rhavaelei shook her head.  Though that thought gave a welcome surge to her pride, she knew such could not be the case.  Ghorn was too smart to let his manhood lead him about.
In recent years, when Ghorn had returned to the City after almost a decade sailing the trade routes of the Principate, Rhavaelei had quickly dismissed him from her list of potential suitors.  Though his family’s estates and influence would have been a welcome addition to Trajhen, Ghorn himself was lackluster and ambitionless.  To Rhavaelei’s eyes, he had been unnaturally content to remain in the shadows of his powerful cousins and older brother.  If she were to barter herself in a public union, she had been determined to snare someone who would help promote her own aims and endeavors. 
What exactly, she wondered with some distaste, did he mean by services?  Surely, he did not expect her to perform like a common whore?  She was not above an exchange of value for value, but certain polite fictions must be maintained.  She was a daughter of the Merchant House of Trajhen, after all!
Still, if a romp in the sheets was all he was after, it would be no surprise to her.  Men were still men.  Nothing would ever change that. 
However, on consideration, this conception sounded decidedly uncharacteristic of the prince.  From general gossip and the reports of paid informers, she was certain that the unmarried Ghorn had neither wellborn mistresses nor common concubines.  In Mhajhkaei, he had lived simply -- practically as a monk -- in the household of his family, with no apparent inclination to the vices common of his peers.  For the most part, he had eschewed the social functions of the nobles and the lavish parties of the merchants.
Still, it might be to her advantage to approach the meeting as a seduction, she of him if need be.  Ghorn might be impervious to the charms of the average woman, but that did not mean that he would be impervious to the well-bred charms of a noblewoman.  In this present circumstance, with neither the power nor the money of Trajhen to rely on, she must resort to her own intrinsic resources.
“Tell Lord Ghorn that I will gladly attend him,” she commanded Mother Peli.  “Have clean water and towels brought me.  And someone to help me bathe that does not have hands like a brick mason.”
Mother Peli shook her head in sharp negation.  “Everyone's working about this new town, and making much of a difference.  You’ll just have to tend to your self.”  The woman's seemly habitual frown deepened.  “Now, I'm no fool and I don't have to be told what the Prince-Commander might be wanting with you.  What I can’t figure is what you would be wanting with him?”
“Mind your tongue, woman, and fetch my bath,” Rhavaelei rebuked coldly, turning her back.  If she did manage to insinuate herself into Ghorn's affections, she resolved, then the first thing to go would be this insufferable crone!
Preferably, off the side of the Monolith!
With her ablutions accomplished, Mother Peli and two grizzled marines ushered her through the slumbering ruins.  Most of the refugees had retired and only the numerous sentries and patrols disturbed the night.  Lord Ghorn’s chamber, which proved surprising smaller than hers, was situated in a small, blockish enclosure sitting on the edge of the plateau.  No armsmen were posted closer to it than twenty paces and it did have at least an illusion of privacy.
The interior was meanly furnished with only rough-hewn furniture.  He did not have proper chairs, just stools and a bench, and the only table was barely big enough to seat one.  Scandalously, the bed was a mere cot!  Lord Ghorn, seated behind his inadequate table -- currently covered with papers and a collection of notebooks of various sorts rather than a cozy supper for two -- dismissed Rhavaelei’s guards, having them close the heavy canvas curtain that served the room as door.
Rhavaelei swept to a stool and settled gracefully.  She had pulled her hair back in a simple braid that she felt might be more appealing to Ghorn.  With no cheek color or mascara available, she had had to neglect her normal accents, but had decided that a freshly scrubbed face might also be more to the prince’s taste.  There had been little that could be done for her only dress -- she had dusted it but had not had time to wash and dry it.  She made sure to sit so that she was slightly in profile to the prince.  Like her other now vanished gowns, this one had been custom fitted to emphasize assets that were no longer quite as firm.
She made a show of glancing beyond the prince at his pitiful bed.  “I doubt the two of us will fit on that cot.”
Ghorn stared at her blankly and then grunted.  “It is big enough for me to sleep in and that is all I will be doing in it.”
She made a show of looking about.  "Well, the table is too small for us and the floor is dirty, but I suppose we could have a bath afterwards."
The prince's face flushed for just a moment from quick burst of anger, but there might also have been a tinge of embarrassment there.
"We will not be sporting in my bed, on my furniture, or anywhere else this evening, Lady Rhavaelei!" he ground out.
Rhavaelei smiled at the minor victory.  She had not expected to discomfit the prince with such a simple ploy.  Perhaps he did harbor some slight vestige of desire for her after all these years.
“I see."  She sighed extravagantly.  "A pity.  Whatever have you asked me here for, Ghorn?” 
By neglecting his title, she used his name in a strategically familiar and intimate fashion.  It was important to establish at the outset that she was his equal in every respect.
“Your family has spies throughout Mhajhkaei and the provinces,” Ghorn stated.  “Can you establish contact with those spies?”
Interesting.  Rhavaelei pursed her lips.  Most of the informants maintained by Trajhen, both civil and commercial, had reported to her directly.  Some -- perhaps even a majority -- of those inside the city should still be capable of operating and those outside the city might not as yet be affected in any way by the fall of the capital.  It was entirely likely that her network would function almost unimpaired.
“I can with the proper resources.  What is it that you wish?”
Ghorn placed his fingertips together, elbows on the table.  “Information.”
“Of course.  You want my agents to spy on the Phaelle'n.”
“Yes.  And report to me through you.”
“And what will you give me in return?”
Ghorn’s brow furrowed.  “Mhajhkaei – and incidentally all of your properties and warehouses – is in the hands of the Monks.  A loyal citizen of The Greatest City in All the World would not hesitate to provide whatever assistance was required.”
Rhavaelei restrained an impulse to snap.  With chilly calm, she informed him, “I know that you have lost the City to the Brotherhood, Ghorn.  There is no need to re-state the obvious.  And I know full well where my duty lies, but as you have seen fit to exclude me from my proper functions in government, there is very little that I can do.”
Rhavaelei decided that some straightforward haggling was required.  She leaned closer to the prince and locked eyes with him.
“You would not have come to me had you other options.  Information is a commodity.  It cannot always be bought, but it generally can be obtained with proper finesse.”
Ghorn spread his hands and shrugged.  It was clear that he had not genuinely expected her to be motivated by patriotic fervor.  “Very well.  What is your price?”
Her answer was automatic.  “My proper place in the new regime.”
“There is no new regime.  Prince Davfydd rules Mhajhkaei and the Principate.”
Rhavaelei waved a hand dismissively.  “The King will set him aside.”
“The King has no interest in the rule of the City,” Ghorn countered.  “The government of Mhajhkaei will remain as it is.”
Rhavaelei took note of another bit of interesting data.  “Then I wish to be restored to my proper station as a Senator of the City.”
“Meaning?”
“First, I must be given my liberty immediately.  Second, I must be included in the ruling council.  I have been told that you hold meetings frequently and neither I nor any other Senators have been present.”
“You are the only Senator that evacuated with us,” Ghorn pointed out.
“All the more reason that I should be present to represent the Senate.”
Rhavaelei watched keenly as Ghorn appeared to consider her demand.
“Neither I nor the King will tolerate schemes or plots,” the prince told her bluntly.
Rhavaelei laughed.  “Why, you wound me, my dear!  My earnest desire is nothing more and nothing less that to see proper governance restored to our people!”
Ghorn’s frown deepened.  “We have a bargain, Lady, but know this – I will hold you to a standard that I set.  Not to one that you do.”
Rhavaelei smiled broadly.  “You were not always so intense, Ghorn.  Remember the hay barn all those years ago?  I am sure that we could develop a more pleasant working relationship ... if we tried a little harder.”
Ghorn expression closed tightly, becoming unreadable.  He pitched his voice, calling for one of his legionnaires.
“Mother Peli will return you to your quarters.”
 



THIRTY-ONE
 
Sixteen days after the demonstration, the expedition was finally ready to depart.
During this time, Mar had been doubly busy, industriously stealing finished goods and supplies needed by the Mhajhkaeirii from Phaelle'n controlled areas, exhaustively completing every standing request for magical assistance, and furiously making the modified sand spheres. 
Lord Purhlea, given operational command of the Monolith defense, had requested fifty spheres for each of the two hundred legionnaires of his anti-skyship section.  Though Lord Ghorn had yet to schedule another raid, Mhiskva had asked for at least another five thousand for his marines.  Luckily, Berhl and his smiths had yet to complete a working polybolos or Mar would still be enchanting sand. 
Auspiciously, the monks' skyships had yet to make another appearance and Mar had begun to hope that they remained unaware of the location of the Monolith.
Just before noon, Mar stood on the deck of Number Nine, having just accomplished his last necessary chore, the lifting of the main mast (which he had informally requisitioned and ridden back overnight from a shipyard in the eastern Sister City of Mhevyr, a four hundred league round trip) into position.  A dozen or so apprentices and shipwrights on the upper deck were working to plumb it by trimming the bracing lines while a dozen more waited below to fix it place.
"I'd have thought you would cut down the mast," he told Khlosb'ihs.  "It looks too tall for a ship this size."
"She'll be a sport, no doubt about it," the shipwright told him.  "The elements of the design are not entirely new, but I don't think they've been used in this exact way before.  I'm going to rig her with both square sails and a fore and aft lateen.  The top sails will let her run faster before the wind and the lateens will give her better purchase on a crosswind.  Sailing on the air shouldn't be that different from normal wet sailing, but we'll know in a fortnight.  That's when we'll have sea ...that is air trials."
"Well, good luck!  Is there anything else that you need from me before I go?"
"Nothing that we can't manage with old fashioned labor.  You're sailing at noon, I hear, my lord king?"
"That's the plan."
"Any idea when you'll be back?"
"None at all, but I've promised Lord Ghorn that I'll return within a month, successful or not."
"The wife and I will burn incense every thirdday for you, my lord king.  Would you happen to know which of the Forty-Nine has authority over magic?"
Mar scratched his head.  "Huh.  Never thought about it, but I suppose there must be one."
"There's a god for everything, my lord king, sure as the sun comes up in the east."
"Or at least a handmaiden or bastard."
"Aye, that's true."
Mar shook the shipwright's hand.  "Farewell, Khlosb'ihs, I'll see you when we get back."
"Farewell, my lord king!"
From the new shipyard, which Khlosb'ihs had established in a wide, rocky gulley northeast of the Docking Tower, Mar flew back to the causeway.  Number One waited there, hovering with the lower deck hatch level with the causeway.  At last report, she was fully loaded and ready to depart.  He landed on the upper deck near the steps leading to the now partially enclosed steerage deck.
As part of his modifications, Berhl had wanted to build a roofed blockhouse with half an armlength thick walls around the platform, but Mar had interceded, explaining that the pilot had to actually see where he was going, and the vice-captain had had to satisfy himself with waist high bulwarks on the back three sides
The most significant change in the skyship was on the upper deck.  Berhl's work crews had built a lightweight, gently sloping, shingled roof from the stern to just aft of the stairwell hatch, leaving only an abbreviated open space immediately behind the steerage platform for the two rowboats.  By the addition of interior walls, they had then converted this new interior space into traveling quarters.  Farthermost astern was a large stateroom intended for him and Telriy, complete with sitting room, bedchamber, and dining area.  A crosswise corridor with jutting observation platforms port and starboard separated the royal quarters from a smaller set of interconnected rooms for Ulor, Yhejia, her sister Aiyse, and their brood, including Pip, who had taken to calling Yhejia, "Mam Yej".  Forward of that along the lengthwise corridor, Berhl had installed tiny cabins for Quaestor Eishtren and Legate Rhel (Mar would have called them closets) and bunk dormitories for the Auxiliaries, boys to port and girls to starboard.  Fugleman Truhsg and the other marines and legionnaires would bunk on the lower deck, where bulkheads had been added to segregate the space into a galley at the stern, storage compartments amidships, and a single long barracks room toward the bow.
Ulor and Phehlahm were on the steerage.  Both marines saluted as Mar climbed up to join them. 
"We're ready to raise ship, my lord king," the subaltern reported.
"Everyone's aboard?"
"Aye, my lord king.  The supernumeraries and Auxiliaries are in quarters under the supervision of Signifier Aael.  I've stationed lookouts at the stern and amidships.  Fugleman Truhsg and five legionnaires are standing by at the cargo hold to bring aboard the gangplank.  Quaestor Eishtren, Legate Rhel, and the rest of the men are below with the Queen and Yhejia."
"What are they doing?"
"They're rechecking the supplies against the manifest."  The marine grinned.  "My wife always gets worried that something's been left behind.  That's the way she's always been every time we changed barracks."
Mar made no comment; the arcane rites of women remained something of a mystery to him.  "Let's get going.  I'd like to make Khalar by dark."
"Aye, my lord king.  Phehlahm, relay the order to Fugleman Truhsg on the double."
The marine flashed another salute, hopped down to the deck, ran down the aisle between the rowboats, and dropped down the hatchway to the lower deck.  Almost immediately, however, he popped back up, followed by one of Truhsg's men.  Both pounded up toward the steerage platform at full speed and Mar, frowning at this newest delay, flew down to meet them.
"What is it?" he demanded.
"My lord king," the young legionnaire -- Dhem, Mar thought his name was -- began urgently, "the fugleman needs you to come right away.  The Gaaelfharenii has come aboard and he won't get off."
"Which one?  Lord Hhrahld?"
"No, my lord king, the young one, Wilhm."
Mar had not had the time to concern himself with the pirate chieftain or his odd apprentice, other than to confirm that Aunt Whelsi had tended their wounds, since the evacuation to the Monolith.  Not having heard differently, Mar had assumed that the Lord-Protector's more aberrant impulses had sorted themselves out and that the magical carnage that he and Wilhm were capable of unleashing was safely contained.  It was just his luck that one of them should choose the moment of his departure to go off on a tangent.
He found Wilhm sitting cross-legged, calm and unperturbed, on the deck just inside the cargo hatch.  Aside from the greatsword strapped across his back, he had brought nothing with him.  Truhsg and the others stood around him, simply watching.
"We couldn't stop him from getting aboard, my lord king," the fugleman explained.  "He pushed us aside as if we weren't even there and I've heard enough tales to know better than to try to draw steel on a Gaaelfharenii.  When I asked him what he was doing here, he just said that he's come for the journey."
"I'll take care of it, fugleman."  Mar approached the seated giant.  "Wilhm, aren't you supposed to be with Lord Hhrahld?"
Blinking slowly, Wilhm considered this.  "No, my lord king."
Mar bit back a curse.  The huge man was, if anything, inescapably literal-minded.  He tried a more specific question.  "Why did you leave Lord Hhrahld?"
"I didn't leave him.  I'm still there."
"What do you mean?"
"There's a me with another name that's inside his head."
"Right."  Mar thought a moment.  "The dreams told you to come on this trip?"
"Aye."  Wilhm's manner of speech had changed.  He now sounded very much like High-Captain Mhiskva.
"What else have they told you to do?"
"To follow you into the mountain."
"What then?"
"To fight the demons."
"What demons?"
"The demons that are in the mountain."
"Where is the mountain?"
"At the end of the journey."
"How long is the journey?"
Wilhm spread out his hands to their widest extent.  "Longer than that."
Mar sighed.  He obviously would not gain much information from Wilhm or his apparently prophetic dreams.  "Will you do as I tell you?"
"Aye, my lord king.  Captain Mhiskva has told me that you are the King."
"Alright.  Go topside and wait for me by the rowboats."
Wilhm rose in a single, smooth and graceful motion and walked toward the stairs, tilting his head slightly sideways and moving with crouched steps to avoid striking the ceiling beams.  While the pose was decidedly comical, no one laughed.
"Fugleman," Mar told Truhsg, "let's get the gangway on board and the doors closed.  Ulor's going to raise the ship immediately."
Number One departed without further crisis.  Mar had seen no point in any official leave-taking and had expressly discouraged any sort of ceremony or demonstration.  He had spoken briefly with Lord Ghorn, Lord Purhlea, and Mhiskva early that morning to confirm that no new emergencies had arisen, and was confident that all matters requiring his magic had been taken care of or could be put off.  Thus, only the dockhands and a few idling civilians were present to see them away.
With no point in rushing -- he did not yet know where they were going -- Mar stood by, chatting with Phehlahm inconsequentially about the weather, and let Ulor guide the skyship down the southern tunnel to clear the overreaching dome of twinkling sand spheres.  Other than Mar, Ulor's competence as a skyship pilot was second only to Telriy's, though even his best speed -- around five leagues an hour -- was a mere fraction of Mar's.  As yet, neither Ulor nor any other of the trainees had learned to create enchantments on their own, being able only to make adjustments to existing simple flux modulations, but Mar hoped that that would come with more time and practice.  Once clear of the defensive dome, the subaltern made a slow curve above the forest and climbed to a cruising altitude of five hundred armlengths.
Checking the compass mounted to the headwall, Ulor reported, "That's due north, my lord king.  Have there been any updates on our course?"
"Not yet."  Mar had no intention of revealing the true source of his directions and had told the Mhajhkaeirii that he would receive them through an extended process of ethereal meditation.  He yawned, and then yawned again.  "I'm going to catch a nap.  Send Phehlahm if you need me."
Mar stopped long enough to make sure that Wilhm would be content simply to sit in the warming sunshine with his back propped against a rowboat, and then went through the open hatchway into the new quarters.  He heard sounds through the thin wood panels of the walls but encountered no one as he followed the shadowed corridor toward the back.  The four midship lookouts saluted when he reached the cross corridor and he took a moment to go to each station and say a word each pair.  This part of the trade of kingship had come to him easier than he had expected.  All one had to do was smile convincingly, shake hands profusely, and make a concerted effort to remember names.
He had looked in on the stateroom while it was under construction, but had not seen it since it had been finished and was pleasantly impressed when he stepped through the door.  The carpenters had paneled the main room in a lustrously varnished pine and the space had a warm, effervescent golden glow to it.  He recognized the soft rugs on the floors, footed copper bathtub, wardrobes, tables and padded chairs as some of the great many items that had been added to his lists for retrieval, but did not linger over them.  Being dead tired -- which seemed to have become a permanent condition -- the item that interested him the most was the cotton mattresses that he had lugged back for the wide sleigh bed that Berhl's craftsmen had fashioned.  It sat at the back of the room.  Yawning again, he paused only to unbuckle and drop his brigandine and kick off his boots (and socks!), before crawling onto the top of the quilted coverlet.  For a moment, he lay on his stomach, doing nothing more than enjoying the comforting softness of the bed, then he let his eyes close.
He awoke to the hushed sounds of stirring water.  Forcing his eyes halfway open, he found a darkened room.  He must have slept longer than he intended, well after sundown.  There was some light, the soft yellow glow of a lamp.  Idly, he rolled his head toward the source.
The lamp sat on a table beyond Telriy.  She was in the tub, bathing languidly in lightly steaming water.  Having done up her hair with pins, she rested her head against the high back of the tub.  Her heat-flushed face, neck, shoulders, and the upper swells of her full breasts were exposed above the rippling water.
Spellbound, Mar did not move or speak.
Dipping her arms in the water for a final rinse, she swirled the fluid half playfully, her movements revealing more of the entrancing flesh of her breasts.  Then she rose and stood for a moment, backlit by the lamp and glistening in all her firm nubile glory, with delicate wisps of vapor evaporating from her skin.
Looking up, she saw his eyes feasting upon her but did not flinch as she stepped from the tub and casually dried herself with a cotton towel.
Ardor surged through his veins, but he still did not move or speak.
A nightgown hung on a chair near to hand, but she only glanced at it briefly before moving over to the bed.
When she urged him over onto his back and began to undo the buttons of his shirt, he felt compelled to confess, "Our first child will not be a son."
She gave him a little smile.  "I know."
He crushed her to his chest.
Mar's unease flared just seconds before the deck beneath the bed ruptured in a scalding blast of hurtling fire.
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Thrown upward and carrying Mar and Telriy with it, the mattress and frame of the bed sheltered them from the brunt of the initial explosion.  The tall headboard struck the overhead beams first, saving them from being crushed against the roof, and as the bed sagged to fall back into the raging maw of the fire, Mar quickly infused it with lifting flux to hold it in place.  He caught Telriy around the waste with one arm and held her tight against him.  Heat and smoke pressed in on them, and Telriy, clinging to him in turn, coughed against his neck as the bed began to smolder.  Taking a quick sense of the ethereal nature of the fire, he worked to dampen the flames, trying to disperse the flux that surged from below.
He had little success.  Though the flames consuming the shattered wood of the deck and the walls of the stateroom seemed entirely natural, with an ethereal component similar to those he had already seen, there was a hint that the source of the ignition was artificial.
He turned his attention upward, enchanting the beams and lathes and making them rend themselves apart to open a hole big enough for them to escape.  A vortex immediately rushed up towards the black, starlit sky, fanning the fire.  Almost overcome by smoke and heat, he dragged himself out, pulling Telriy with him.  At the last minute, obviously still possessed of a clear presence of mind, she reached back with one hand and caught the quilt.
As they crawled away across the rapidly tilting roof, a searing gust shot smoke and yellow-orange fire two manheight high from the hole.  Number One began to shudder, its stern dropping abruptly.  The skyship's magic was failing.
His first thought was to seize Telriy and fly away, but his second was of the others aboard, and he realized that if he abandoned the skyship that they would all likely die.  Fighting the skyship's fading spells, he slowed her descent but did not try to level her off.  If they could get down without a disaster, there was a good chance that he could get everyone off alive.
The inferno, however, had other ideas, spreading across the roof as it widened the hole.  Tongues of searing flame were whipped by the wind, reaching alarmingly toward the spot on which they crouched.
Wrapping the quilt around her with one hand, Telriy pointed sharply with the other.  "Mar!  The river!"
Visible by the pale light of the quarter moon, a sweeping loop of the Ice, a great, glinting snake in the midst of the jagged, dark landscape of the forest, lay no more than a thousand armlengths to starboard. 
She was right!  His magic might not be able to extinguish the fire, but the water certainly would.  He forced the skyship to turn, risking an increase in speed that would generate a stiffer wind to fan the flames, in hopes of reaching the water before either the fire or the ground prematurely ended the voyage of Number One.
Luckily, rather than grow, the fire moderated somewhat, having burned out a great cavity and thereby reduced the available fuel, and he did manage to bring the skyship down in the river.  Clearing the trees along the bank by no more than fingerlengths, he worked desperately to maintain the lifting spell even as he let her settle into the current, knowing that the vessel, never meant to float, would sink like a stone without magic to support her.  Steam shot up from below, but portions of the upper deck and its roof continued to burn.  When a low sandbar appeared in front of the bow, he drove the skyship straight for it and felt her keel grind as she ran aground.  With the bow firmly supported, he let the stern sink, half-flooding the rear section of the upper deck and drowning the last of the flames.  He left only enough strength in the flux to hold her upright. 
With rapidly fading clouds of steam rising around them, he got to his feet and helped Telriy up.  Her improvised quilt dress had been singed in places, but she apparently had suffered no burns herself.  "Are you alright?"
Adjusting the quilt as high as it would go above her bosom and cinching it tight, she told him, "I'm not hurt.  We'd better see about the others."
Mar led her toward the bow, staying to the port side where the angle of the skyship made for easier walking.  Before they had gone very far, Ulor climbed over the forward edge of the roof and clattered rapidly down the slight slope.
"My lord king!  My lady queen!" the subaltern burst out.  "Thank all the gods!  I knew that you must have taken control of the skyship, but I'd thought the worst!"
"Is anyone hurt?" Telriy pressed.  "How are Yhejia and the children?"
"She was awake still when the blast struck and got everyone forward of the cross corridor to safety.  One of the Quaestor's men, the one they call Bear, was on the port lookout and he has some mild burns, but the rest, Auxiliaries and all, are fine."
"What of the men below deck?"  Mar questioned.
"Truhsg had them trying to fight the fire, but when the water started coming in, Quaestor Eishtren ordered them topside.  We were about to put off the rowboats with the supernumeraries and the Auxiliaries when you ran her aground."
"Alright.  Let's go."
Upon reaching the roof edge, they found the small deck around the rowboats crowded with the skyship's entire complement, from an unruffled Wilhm perched on the bow railing to Aiyse's youngest, a baby girl named Tyis, sitting in wide-eyed interest in one of the rowboats.  Legate Rhel, holding an absolutely excited Pip, stood near Yhejia and her clutch of children.  Quaestor Eishtren, standing with his bow slung on his shoulder and one hand clamped to the starboard rail to steady himself on the canted deck, saluted when he saw Mar appear.
After doing a quick mental count to assure himself that indeed everyone had survived, Mar looked over at Eishtren.  "I don't think anyone will be able sleep on board with the ship at this angle.  Can you put up a camp on shore?  I can fly all of us over in the rowboats."
"Yes, my lord king!  Truhsg, we'll need tents and supplies."
"Yes, sir!  Dhem, Kyamhyn, Scahll, with me!  The rest of you make ready to go!"
The rowboats, both bought off the beach at a fishing village west of Mhajhkaei, were large enough to carry ten passengers each.  Between the two, Mar was able to fly everything and everyone to the shore in only three trips.  Wanting eyes on Number One till morning, he had the Quaestor choose a spot for their camp that was just a few steps from the bank of the river.  It took no more than five minutes to get a fire going in a small cleared area to provide light, and Eishtren's legionnaires and the marines industriously fell to and pitched the tents between the boles of the massive old oaks and hickories in less than half an hour.  Without delay, Yhejia and Aael bedded down their various broods, despite some grumbling.  Wilhm, without prompting, lay down by the fire and was soon fast asleep.  With all work done, Eishtren set the armsmen in quads, two men to watch while two slept, in a rotating watch all about the camp.
During this time, Mar busied himself with gathering enough deadfalls with his magic to build a pile of fuel a manheight high.  Satisfied that there was nothing else that needed his immediate attention, he walked to the spot by the slowly settling fire where the four senior Mhajhkaeirii, Eishtren, Ulor, Rhel, and Truhsg, stood together in a frowning, solemn clump.
Easily guessing what the men had been discussing, Mar told them matter-of-factly, "It was sabotage.  There was magic in the heart of the fire."
Rhel, lowering his voice, asserted, "I doubt that it could have been someone in our group, my lord king."
"I agree.  Whatever it was that exploded could have been placed aboard at any time while Berhl was having Number One renovated."
"My lord king," Ulor declared earnestly, "this was an attempt to assassinate you and surely the queen as well."
"It wasn't the first and won't be the last.  The Brotherhood won't stop trying to get rid of me till we destroy them."
"Should we plan to turn back to the Monolith come morning, my lord king?"  Eishtren asked.
Mar looked at Ulor.  "How far did we come before the fire?"
"Thirty-five leagues, by my charts.  I held to a constant speed from the moment we left the Monolith."
"How much of the supplies were damaged?"
"We kept the fire from spreading to the stores," Truhsg replied.  "The kitchen and everything in it is a total loss, though."
"I don't want to head back then," Mar told the four men.  "We're much nearer to Khalar and I think that I've a better chance to fly it there than to go all the way back.  In Khalar, we'll have repairs made and then continue on."
"Open magery might be ill received in the Imperial City," the quaestor warned.  "Do you plan to take the city by storm?" 
Eishtren asked the question as if he thought it not merely possible that seventeen armsmen and one magician-king could capture Khalar but rather a foregone conclusion.  Though on the surface the officer appeared entirely rational and composed, something in the magic that subsumed his bow -- the magic that had allowed him to survive the capture of the Citadel -- had, at least to Mar's mind, left him slightly off kilter.
"No," Mar told him firmly.  "We'll bring Number One in under cover of night.  In the Lower City, there are warehouses that are more than big enough to hide the skyship.  We'll get access to one -- somehow -- buy seasoned timbers and lumber from the yards where they build the barges, and hire carpenters and workmen.  We should be back on our way in a matter of days."
"We only brought two hundred silver in coin," Ulor pointed out.  "Will that be enough?"
"I'll informally requisition the rest."
The subaltern half-grinned.  "Of course, my lord king."
 Mar looked up to judge the time from the stars.  It must be after midnight.  The three Mhajhkaeirii officers and Fugleman Truhsg would see after the watch and he saw no need to remain awake himself.
"We're isolated enough here to be relatively safe," he told them, somewhat abruptly.  "I'm going to sleep."  He again wondered if he would ever feel truly rested again.
"Your tent is there, my lord king."  Truhsg pointed, indicating one set slightly apart under a spreading white oak.   The light of a lamp was visible through its white canvas.
Mar had actually intended to curl up in the crook of the branches of some large tree, but did not see any reason why a tent and blankets would not do just as well.  He bid the men a good night.
Not having thought about it, he was slightly surprised to find Telriy in the tent, sitting on a blanket by the lamp as she brushed her hair.  Nevertheless, he only nodded to her and forged to the back where a pallet of blankets had been made atop a square of canvas spread upon the ground.  As he lay down, a stray thought wandering through his mind made him wonder if his boots and brigandine could have survived the fire. Not bothering with a covering blanket, he wiggled his back to find a comfortable position for his spine and hips, then let his breathing slow and cleared his mind.  Moments later, his eyelids had already begun to droop when Telriy turned down the lamp, lay her brush aside and came over to the pallet.
With an utterly calm expression, she loosened the fold that held up her quilt wrapping and let it fall to the ground.
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Pushing obstinately through a juvenile moment of awkwardness, Telriy released the quilt, with the full expectation that the sight of her unclothed form would instantly reignite Mar's desire.  She watched him carefully and noted the telltale physical signs of his arousal almost immediately.
Within, despite the dictates of her rational mind, she felt trepidation.  She had conspired shamelessly to bring him to her bed, driven by the secure knowledge of Gran's prophecies, but he would be the first man that she had known in an intimate fashion.  Though Gran had explained the mechanics, sensations, and emotions of the act in exhausting and occasionally bawdy detail, Telriy's unwavering determination could not entirely extinguish her anxiety.  There would some pain at first, and a bit of blood, but Gran had suggested that there would also be pleasure if she wanted it.
She would sacrifice her Maiden's Companion and thereby lose one of her few remaining connections to Gran's magic, but she had always known that her possession of the ethereal blade was only transitory at best.
After this, Mar, undeniably the most powerful magician that the world had seen in millennia, perhaps in all of time, would be irrevocably hers and hers alone. 
There was no conceit in this conclusion.  She knew she was pretty in a youthful way, at least as much so as any average young woman, but she also knew that she did not have the sort of looks that would make men stop what they were doing and simply stare.  Her nose was a bit too long, her lips some too thin, and her cheeks a bit too pronounced.  Her breasts were not large, she was too tall, and she had worked too hard through her life to have the well-padded hips that many men seemed to favor. 
No, it was not her flesh that would forge chains to bind his soul to hers, but Mar's own desolate psyche that would cause him to need her with an overriding compulsion.
She was certain that he had never been with a woman and had not seen him betray any physical desire toward any other than her.  Most men, even those faithfully and happily married like Ulor, would glance at a comely woman as she walked by, if only for an instinctive and quickly extinguished instant.  Mar, though, did not.  Seemingly unaware of the reaction himself, he always looked away before even the minutest salacious thought could form.  It was as if he had rejected life for so long that he was now incapable of living.
He was a broken person, and the parts of him that might desire society and kindred were withered and dead.  Though he had made efforts of late to be more comfortable in his interaction with the Mhajhkaeirii, she knew that he remained internally wary of his acquaintances and earnestly suspicious of people in general.  Like the thief he would always be, he was still on the outside of a normal life, looking in.
But she knew with equal certainty that he wanted her.  From the very first moments in Khalar, though he had concealed it well, she had recognized that intense desire in his eyes.  Now, as she lay down with him, he did not bother at all to disguise his passion.
"Shouldn't we wait till a better time?" he asked her even as he reached for her, clearly making one last token protest in defense of his determination to reject his destiny.
She laughed.  "What?  You thought I would let a little thing like an explosion, fire, and skyship crash deprive me of my wifely prerogatives?"
Then she pressed herself against him and kissed him.  Then, recklessly and wantonly, abandoned herself in the moment.
Not until much later, after he had fallen asleep with his body wrapped, warmly, possessively, protectively, and -- she could not deny it -- comfortingly around hers, did her thoughts turn once more, as it was inevitable that they would, to the overweening purpose of her life.
Finally, it was assured.
The last necessary task had been accomplished.
Her path to the fulfillment of her grandmother's visions and to the magic that would make her a wizard was irrevocably open.
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Mar got up at dawn but waited until after he had had a breakfast of porridge and toast before borrowing Phehlahm's brigandine and flying the hundred armlengths out to the beached skyship.  During the night, the spells holding her in position had bled away and she had settled to a sixty-degree list to port, but still remained firmly lodged on the sandbar.  The flattened, crescent-shaped spit, now fully revealed in daylight, was about forty paces wide and a hundred or so long, but only rose about an armlength above the water and showed signs that it had been overtopped recently.  The river was down from its spring highs and he did not doubt that come next spring, the bar would shift or subside altogether.
Hovering above it, Mar righted the skyship, then raised the stern -- not an easy task because of the weight of the water that had flooded in -- and brought her fully onto the sandbar, every seam and gap gushing.  While the dregs of the water drained rapidly from the interior, cutting small streams across the sand, he raised the skyship up to two manheight so that he could survey the damage, both above and below.  Though severe, it was not as bad as he had feared.  True, a large chunk of the stern was completely gone, with only the charred keel, stern post, and some of the port side hull planking in reasonably good shape, but the forward part of the vessel was nearly unscathed.  The stern did tend to twist and wobble when he moved the skyship, but with some temporary bracing, he thought it should be able to reach Khalar without further mishap.
The interior had sustained some smoke and water damage and some of the supplies had, in fact, been ruined, but he had no doubt that everything that they had lost could be easily replaced in Khalar.
With care and patience, he sailed the balking and shaking skyship over the river to the bank and left her hovering above an exposed gravel shelf, only an armlength between her keel and the skree.
Quaestor Eishtren, Ulor, and Rhel had been watching under the shade of the trees on a raised, jutting headland, and Mar flew to them.
"Will she fly again, my lord king?" Ulor asked.
"With a few repairs, I can get her to Khalar," Mar told them.  "If we get started today, we can leave by day after tomorrow, at the latest."
"We will get right on it, my lord king," Eishtren promised.
The repairs actually took three days.  Mar assisted as needed, moving trimmed logs and holding them in place till fastened, but he left the actual carpentry work to the Mhajhkaeirii.  He spent most of this time with Telriy, talking casually, sitting with her and the children while their mothers tended camp, helping her wash their clothes, strolling through the forest with the foraging Auxiliaries, and other such innocuous pastimes.  While their nights were filled with unrestrained passion, their days were comfortable, quiet, and unremarkable, and he found himself enjoying the latter just as much as the former.
On the evening of the third day, Mar took Number One for a brief test cruise in a large circle over the river and back.  He could only generate a very modest speed before the vessel began to vibrate disturbingly, but decided that she would make it to Khalar without disaster, if aggravatingly slowly.  When he returned, everyone pitched in to reload the skyship and then moved back aboard to sleep.
With their stateroom destroyed, Mar and Telriy were obliged to temporarily take possession of the Auxiliaries' cabin.  With unusually good humor, Signifier Aael herded his charges, who reacted to the change of quarters with only minor grumbling, to the lower deck, where they camped in the large compartment in front of the cargo doors.  The Auxiliaries having hauled their gear and bunks with them, the cabin now had enough free area for the wide bunk that Ulor and Phehlahm had cobbled together for the royal couple.  There was no mattress, but it looked comfortable enough with a stack of blankets and quilts.
As Mar was preparing to close the door so that they could retire for the night, Yhejia appeared, bearing a basin of heated water and washcloths.  Telriy, her apparent obsession on bathing undiminished, had told him on their second night in the tent that, "The rule is, everybody takes a bath everyday."
With everyone occupied with the reloading of the ship, he had assumed the odd rule would be left in abeyance, at least until a normal routine was restored, but apparently not so.
"Thank you, Yhejia," Telriy told the woman, taking the steaming basin and bearing it to a shelf built into the wall. 
After Yhejia departed, he sat on the bed, sinking into the folded blankets, and began to unbutton his shirt.
It had become something of a nightly ritual for them to help each other bathe.  This evening, he felt further motivated to expand the ritual by helping his wife -- and thus he did now think of her -- to undress.  She submitted calmly to his attention, but when his hands began to wander, he slapped his arm lightly.
"You're insatiable," she accused.
He grinned.  "You make me that way."
She made a stern face, but could not hold it, breaking into a grin that mirrored his own.  "Sit on the bed and turn around.  I'll wash your back."
When he meekly complied, she dampened one of the cloths, knelt on the bed behind him, and began to scrub his shoulders, not gently.
Enjoying the attention nonetheless, he told her, "We shouldn't have to stay in Khalar long.  I'd imagine we can get the stern rebuilt in half a fortnight."
"That's good."  She rinsed the cloth and started on his neck, using slow, almost caressing, circular motions.
"How long do you think it will take us to reach The Mother of the Seas?"
She stopped for a second, then resumed.  "I'm not sure."
"What's the nearest landmark to the city?  I have a good idea of the country and maybe I can work out an estimate."
After a long moment, she said, "The fork of the Ice River."
He blew a puff of air out of the side of his mouth in exasperation.  "No, I mean something farther out."
Again, she did not answer immediately, but rather rinsed the cloth thoroughly and washed his back.  "There isn't one."
"Isn't one what?"
"There isn't another landmark."
He whipped around abruptly to face her.   "What do you mean?"
"The last line that I have is, 'And when we came to the place where the river divided, we spoke among ourselves at great length, whether we should...'  That's all that I had read before Waleck forced me to burn the book."
"Are you saying that you don't know where The Mother of the Seas is?"
"Stop shouting, you'll disturb Ulor and Yhejia."
"I'm not shouting!"
She clamped her mouth shut and gave him a look that convinced him that she did not intend to say another word until he quieted.
He took a couple of heavy breaths and let them out slowly.  "Please answer the question."
"I will if you keep your voice down."
Restraining himself, he nodded once.
"Not exactly, no."
"Then what, exactly?"
"Khavurst the Younger placed a lengthy summary, generally a full page or more, at the front of each chapter.  There are some hints to the location in that preface."
"What did it say?"
"In which I relate the circumstances whereby our good company did forge north into the unknown wilderness of the continent, seeking --" 
"You memorized the entire thing?"
"Yes, of course.  Everything that I read in the book before you and Waleck caught me with it, that is.  My grandmother taught me a memorization cantrap that lasts for almost a quarter of an hour.  While the cantrap is active, I retain every word that I read."  
"And what's a cantrap?"
"A cantrap is a very simple charm, usually only a single simple gesture or two and perhaps a short spoken phrase."
"You didn't tell me about this cantrap before."
Telriy shrugged.  No doubt, there were a great many other things that she had not shared with him.
"Alright, tell me what the book said."
"In which I relate the circumstances whereby our good company did forge north into the unknown wilderness of the continent, seeking the source of this great waterway that we had encountered.  Having made our peace with the gods after the terrible storm that wrecked us on the desolate shore of this vast,  little populated land (as was related in the previous epistle), we resolved to make the best of our predicament and to explore and chart the land for the everlasting glory of the Emperor and the Empire.  Klosphees and Truhdys advocated a journey along the coast to the east, with the aim of eventually locating one of the Imperial trading outposts known to exist at the northern reaches of the Archipelago.  Byndr, Schur, and I however proposed that we instead go north, following the great river, which, while it might present a marginally more difficult trek, would allow a much easier return journey, since all that would be required would be the construction of a simple raft in order to take advantage of the natural flow of the water.  After a lengthy sojourn nigh unto the wreck of our gallant ship and other adventures with certain wild peoples of the close interior, which I shall hereafter relate in detail in a separate epistle such that our experiences might be of aid to future voyagers, all were agreed that we would first follow the river as far as we were able and then determine whether to fall back again to the coast or to brave a march directly through the wilds."
"Khavurst was certainly long winded."
Telriy frowned and poked him reprovingly.  "Don't interrupt!  The cantrap doesn't allow me to pick up in the middle.  I have to recite the whole thing from the beginning!"  And she did, repeating the entire paragraph before continuing.
"As I will tell you, in the many months that we traversed the great forest, we encountered numerous villages where the people had no knowledge of the Empire or of civilized beings such as ourselves, hardly knowing the working of metal and ignorant of writing and scholarship.  We made several notable discoveries, among them the branching of the great river at a place where we were compelled to erect a settlement to abide the coming winter of this second year of our expedition, a seemingly endless desert and the mysterious ruins that abound there, found when we resumed our travels, the merciless savages that make this waste home and their heathen practices and rituals, and beyond this worthless land  the headwaters of the great river, a fantastic mountain of ice which we determined to name The Mother of the Seas."
She stopped.  "After that, he just goes into exhausting detail about the trip up from the mouth of the river to the fork, which he describes in such a way that it can only be where Khalar is now."
"So, all we need do is to follow one fork of the river?"
"Yes, that's my guess."
"There's nothing else that describes the trip from the fork to the mountain of ice?"
"No."
"Which fork?"
"I have no idea."
"Then we don't really know anything," he grumbled.
With a hard look, she asked him, "Do you want to turn back?"
"No."
"Then let's finish our baths.  I'm ready to go to sleep."  She handed him the first cloth, took another, and began to wash her face.
He knew he should be mad.  While he could not specifically accuse her of overtly lying to him -- or, at least, not recently -- she had certainly let him believe that she could lead him to the second of Oyraebos' texts.
But he was not mad.  Some annoyed, certainly, but not mad.  She had gotten what she wanted, perhaps deceptively, but he still had -- he decided with half a smile -- gotten the best of the deal.
He finished his own toilet and then started to wash her back, but this simple courtesy quickly turned into something else and thereafter he realized he was rather happy that she had deceived him.
 



THIRTY-FIVE
142nd Year of the Reign of the City
1st Year of the Regency of the Brotherhood of Phaelle
(Tenthday, Waxing, Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
Mhajhkaei
 
The Senate Hall, formally known as the throne room of the Principate, was uncustomarily subdued.  Normally, prior to any assembly of the Senate, there would be a jumble of voices -- the exploration of alliances, commercial, political, or social and both temporary and otherwise, genial banter, earnest contention, gossip, even wagering -- but today those present, either from fear, shame, or simple stupefaction, sat silently with blank expressions.  The seventeen legislators occupied chairs separated from each other by a goodly distance and few allowed their eyes to meet.
The spectators, seated in rows of chairs near the great doors, whose scars showing the removal of the Great Seal had been freshly covered over with paint, were likewise circumspect.  Only a handful of Mhajhkaeirii merchants and municipal officials were present, but those that were had apparently come of their own volition, eager to garner favor with the new rulers of the city.  The Phaelle'n had invited observers from all of the Sister Cities, but tellingly only two, Jzaegleomyri and Praae, states nearest the monks' domains in the Bronze Archipelago, had sent official emissaries.  However, a number of other foreigners were also in attendance, persons who, although they had declined to proffer credentials, would no doubt report the proceedings to their respective princes and potentates.
No monks were in evidence, but Bhergowist had no doubt that agents of the Brotherhood were also in observance.  With careful circumspection, he took his place at the prominent podium.  It and its circular platform, placed at the foot of the dais -- the position of the former throne being now the exclusive prerogative of the Archdeacon -- the new addition had been expressly ordained by Brother Traeleon to inject a greater sense of order into the proceedings.  Bhergowist tapped his gavel three times, the unnecessary sound echoing jarringly through the vast hall.
Only seventeen senators had accepted the Brotherhood's offer to reassume their offices, and Phaelle'n scribes had speedily but unobtrusively rewritten the Senate's bylaws to permit a quorum with that number.
When the Black Monks had taken the Palace, they had roughly arrested Bhergowist and the other Senators and confined them all under heavy guard.  He had been locked away with three others -- Minister Bhelx, the philosopher Khlavatre, and a horse factor named Ghob'ihs with whom he had had only a passing acquaintance -- in one of the old cells beneath the North Tower.  Existing in near total darkness, there had been nothing to mark the passage of time except for the infrequent and irregular arrival of their meals, which without fail alternated between corn porridge and water and fish broth and water.  After a several meal cycles, the number of which Bhergowist did not bother to count, even Bhelx and Khlavatre, who had originally occupied themselves with polarized intellectual debate, became morose and silent.
 Once, while Bhergowist slept, Bhelx had disappeared from the cell and was not heard from again.  Another time a long while later, when the Phaelle'n guards brought their food, their lanterns revealed that Khlavatre had quietly hanged himself with a cord made from his own trousers.  He had ingeniously wedged the buckle of his belt in a mortar joint in the wall behind him, but since the wall had not been high enough to accommodate his appreciable height, it had been necessary for him to kick out his legs so that the noose could bear his complete weight while he asphyxiated.
When the monk finally came to offer Bhergowist and Ghob'ihs a return to their previous status, the former had made a logical decision.  Any misplaced loyalties that he might once have felt toward the Prince had no place in the new reality.  As far as he knew, the recalcitrant Ghob'ihs remained in the cell.
"I call this meeting of the Senate of the City of Mhajhkaei to order," he declared.  He glanced down to read from the written agenda lying on the podium.   "The first matter before us today is Resolution Number One of the Loyal Senate of Mhajhkaei, the acceptance of the kind offer of the Brotherhood of the Great Phaelle to establish Regency for the Principate until such time that the Heir, whose current whereabouts are unknown, can be located or verifiable proof established of his demise.  All those in favor, please signify by raising your right hand."
Seventeen hands raised almost in unison.  The Archdeacon, by this vote made Regent, had decreed the old legislative procedures of the Senate to be obsolete and had instituted a more streamlined process.
The technicality that the Senate had authority only over the city and not the entire Principate was deemed not worthy of consideration.
Bhergowist continued down the agenda.  There were four other resolutions that would be passed today.
To deal with the normal business of government, a group of prominent citizens, merchants, and Phaelle'n volunteers would be appointed as new ministers.  A list of names and the positions that they would hold was attached.
The longstanding but infrequently enforced prohibition against magery, recognized in this newly enlightened age to be clearly in error, would be rescinded.
The worship of false gods would no longer be encouraged by the government of the Principate, either passively or actively.  All temples and shrines would be subject to a surtax of five thousand gold each year, a requirement for annual registration, and unannounced inspections by a select, non-religious organization of learned men.
The rebellious adherents of the usurper, Ghorn, formally Prince-Commander of the Principate, would be declared traitors to Mhajhkaei and placed under sentence of death.
 



THIRTY-SIX
 
Khalar proved to be only a bit more than five leagues from the site of their camp, though it took most of the day to get within sight of the promontory of the Old City.  Knowing it would be remarkably stupid to approach the city during the day, Mar turned the still occasionally unresponsive skyship out to the west of the Red Ice fork, avoiding all signs of habitation.  Both to lessen the chance that they might be observed and because of the inherent danger of a higher altitude to the wounded vessel and her passengers, he held Number One to no more than a manheight or two above the tops of the trees.  When the keen-eyed Chaer identified a clearing where some seasons passed storm had toppled several large canopied oaks, Mar guided Number One to it and lowered her into the concealment of the surrounding forest.
During the slow flight, Mar, for the most part, had spent his time working through and refining his plan to bring the skyship into the city without revealing his own identity or the magical nature of the vessel.  While Quaestor Eishtren, Legate Rhel, and the rest of the crew, including Wilhm, set about clearing the undergrowth, deadfalls, and brambles below so that he put the skyship solidly on the ground, Mar explained his ideas to Ulor.
"A merchant?  It'll take real money to make that believable.  Two hundred silver wouldn't even make a start."
"Would twenty thalar be enough, do you think?"
Ulor raised his eyebrows.  "I don't doubt it would, my lord king.  But that's a good sum of money and would be instantly missed if you were to 'informally requisition' it."
"I won't have to.  I know right where it is, and, as a matter of fact, it actually belongs to me."
Being the low season, the river had not been in flood and he felt sure that the bar where he had thrown down his money belt those many fortnights ago would remain intact and relatively undisturbed.  It was also entirely unlikely that anyone might have stumbled across the isolated island and he thought the odds to be extremely high that the gold would still be where he had left it.
Once the keel of the skyship rested securely in place on the more or less level ground of the clearing, Mar briefly explained his mission to Telriy and the others, taking care to give precise, unambiguous instructions to Wilhm to remain with the skyship.  Then he, Ulor, and Phehlahm took one of the rowboats and set off back to the south, following the river.  It took them much of the remainder of the day to reach the sandbar, readily identified by its distinct sunbleached-driftwood crown, and during the journey, Mar described the Imperial City to the two marines, and instructed them in her potential dangers, peoples, and peculiarities.
On landing and taking a quick look around, he realized that he could not remember exactly where he had discarded his once so very precious fee.  Only after searching for most of an hour, well into the twilight, did the three of them find it, half buried on the leeward bank under a pile of leaves.
Phehlahm whistled at the still shiny gold coins as Mar emptied them out into his hand.  "I've never even seen that many gold rounds in one place, my lord king.  How'd you ever steal -- er, I mean, 'informally requisition' that much, if you don't mind me askin'?"
Mar laughed.  "I didn't steal it.  It was a payment."
"For what, my lord king?"  Ulor asked with casual curiosity.
Frowning, Mar thought about that for a long moment.  "For a job that I haven't yet finished."
For Mar, the night was a busy one after they returned to the skyship.  To represent himself openly as a merchant come up from the south to do business in the Imperial City, it was necessary that he have the proper travel clothing, something that would suggest that he was well-to-do while being neither new nor easily distinguishable.  Likewise, Ulor, who was to act as his factor, would need the expected accoutrements of ledgers, writing materials, and perhaps a locked satchel.  No merchant would travel without guards, so Phehlahm, Chaer, E'hve, and another of his marines, Nehl, would also need accompany him on his first foray into the city.  The armsmen's armor and weapons, whose Mhajhkaeirii'n origins, even with blazons and insignia removed, would be impossible to disguise, would require replacement.
Thus, for several hours in the darkest part of the night, he trolled through the slumbering Old City, flying a rowboat from one familiar rooftop to the next and then slipping in and out.  He never lifted more than one or two items from any particular place, and distributed the thefts over many boroughs, taking care to select as targets shops and homes where there was little likelihood that the missing items would be immediately noted.
To insure the integrity of his ruse, Mar intended to enter the city in an ostensibly normal manner, approaching from the south along the Imperial Highway.  This required mounts -- no merchant would walk up from the coast, after all -- so early the next morning, he flew Ulor, Phehlahm, Chaer, and E'hve north to a breeder's farm that he knew of on the western bank of the Red Ice.  With silver in hand, the rowboat hidden, and dressed in nondescript clothing, he and the Mhajhkaeirii had no difficulty purchasing gentled horses and tack.  As he was not part of the factor's normal clientele, Mar had thought that the man might ask after their business and had prepared an elaborate tale of misfortune and banditry on the forest road, but the gruff fellow had only been interested in the unexpected and profitable opportunity to unload some excess stock.
While Mar returned with the rowboat, the Mhajhkaeirii rode and led the horses back through the forest, arriving just after midday at the grounded skyship.  After a short period of preparation, Mar left general instructions for Eishtren, who would command the remaining armsmen with Rhel as his second, asked Telriy to monitor Wilhm, and then led his chosen party to the Imperial Highway, intercepting the well-maintained relic about a league south of the Red Ice Bridge.
After watching for several minutes to make sure that the highway was clear of traffic, he urged his horse from the shelter of the forest and cantered across the grassy shoulder.  The sorrel gelding balked slightly at crossing the brick paved ditch, but he gave it a nudge with a spur and it submitted, clattering down and up to gain the raised granite pavement.  There he reined in and gave his five companions final instructions. 
"Everybody in Khalar is a busybody and a lot of them get paid to carry information, but they're used to closemouthed merchants.  As much as possible, let me do the talking, which is what they'll expect anyway.  And, whatever you do, no salutes and don't even once address me as my lord king.  Everybody got that?"
"Aye, sir," Ulor answered.  The other four just nodded.
Mar thought a moment.  "In fact, it might be best if the lot of you said almost nothing.  Anyone that has traveled to Mhajhkaei would, if they heard you talk for a few minutes, know that that's where you're from."
Ulor looked surprised.  "I didn't think our accent was that thick, sir."
"It's not, and besides, Phehlahm's is altogether different.  It's just that you all talk like Mhajhkaeirii."
"How's that, sir?"  Phehlahm asked, clearly confused.
"There's an unabashed pride in the way you say things.  The Princedom is -- or was, I suppose I should say -- the most powerful state on the Silver Sea.  You've all taken that as the natural state of affairs for so long that the attitude is fixed in the way you speak."
Ulor nodded.  "Understood, sir.  We'll all keep our mouths shut."
After a few minutes' ride, the highway curved to the east and the Red Ice River Bridge and the walls of the fortress that guarded it came within sight.  Knowing what to expect, without stopping Mar guided his horse up toward the open gates of a guard post that straddled the foot of the ramp leading up through the defensive works.  The Khalarii legionnaires stationed at the post, a low stone tower and fortified brick barracks building, had the inattentive look of armsmen who expected only another boring day guarding a road that saw little traffic.
A ceannaire and two legionnaires, who had been sitting in the shade of a roofed patio, emerged into the sunshine to wait in the center of the highway.  As Mar drew near, the underofficer, a tall, stout man with a large, well-groomed mustache and a breastplate that had been so well polished that the steel had the look of silver, raised a hand.
"Greetings, travelers!  What business have you in the Imperial City?" 
"Greetings!"  Mar smiled broadly at the man.  "I am Drath of the Merchant House of Khaelelyr of Bhrisnia.  I have come to your fine city to investigate the trade in wines and finished metal goods." 
Mar pitched his voice so that it sounded educated and moneyed, but not particular to any single region.  He specifically avoided any idioms unique to either to the Imperial City or to The Greatest City in All the World.
The Imperial legionnaire gave Mar and the men following him a cursory, disinterested glance.  The Mhajhkaeirii did not have to make any pretense to appear as the armsmen they were; they held themselves as men well accustomed to armor and the sword.  For Mar's part, it was entirely plausible that a man as young as himself would head a trade delegation.  Merchant houses the world over customarily dispatched younger sons on trading missions where little profit was expected, which involved arduous journeys, or were comfortingly far enough away that news of any youthful misdeeds or indiscretions could not possibly return home.
"Well met, Merchant Drath," the Khalarii offered cheerfully.  "I'm Ceannaire Ehlse and I'm in charge of Duties and Fees."
Mar gave Ulor a look, and the subaltern dismounted and produced a purse.
"These are just the Imperial charges," Ehlse advised.  "You'll need to negotiate with the local merchant houses to get permission to trade."  The ceannaire turned to address Ulor, who, outfitted in a short leather jacket, blue trousers, good boots, and a cap with a single worn, blue feather, listened respectfully.
"There's the Entrance Fee, which is one hundred thay -- if you're not familiar with that coin, a thay's a full copper round -- per man.  And animal, of course.  You've no wagons, so we'll waive that charge.  The Imperial permit to do business is ten thal -- silver.  The travel tax and Army tax are a flat five silver each.  Then, there are the surcharges."
Ehlse swung his head to eye the cut of Mar's heavy travel clothes.  He paid scrupulous attention to the silvered spurs attached to his knee-high riding boots.  "They'll come to another ... twenty, uh, five silver."
The "surcharges," of course, were just a bribe.  Though all the amounts were outrageously higher than the going rates known when he resided in the city, Mar made no complaint.  A merchant such as he purported to be would take this as a normal cost of doing business, and, as someone reputedly new to the city, he should not know the extent to which he was being fleeced.
Wordlessly, Ulor counted out coins into the underofficer's palm.
Ehlse pocketed the money, started to wave them through, then spoke again, "Ah, do you have the books, good merchant?"
Not understanding, Mar smiled to cover an awkward instant and clarified, "My ledgers?"
"No, sir.  It's always been that travelers from the south have to donate books for the Viceroy's Library."
"Oh.  I'd heard that it had burned."
The ceannaire nodded.  "There was a fire, but the library is being rebuilt and the books are being replaced.  If you don't have the books, I'm afraid they'll be an extra fee of one thal per book."
Mar nodded at Ulor, who counted out additional coins.
"You're supposed to bring at least five books," Ehlse suggested, prompting Ulor to hand him two additional silver.  When he was done, Ehlse seemed quite pleased.  "Welcome to the Imperial City, Merchant Drath!  I hope you enjoy your stay."
"I am certain that we will!" Mar told the man, spurring his horse through the gate.  The cost, bribes included, had come to forty-one silver, two hundred thay -- almost a full thalar!  He had hardly cleared the gate when he began to work out how he would recover the money, one way or the other, from the self-appointed scions of the Glorious Empire of the North.
By the time he and the others had established themselves in a modest inn near the Blue Fortress in the Lower City, they had had to expend an additional half thalar in bribes and fees to satisfy the primary merchant houses and to pay costs for stabling and lodging.  The flunkies and proprietors had explained that new taxes imposed by the Viceroy to fund the reconstruction of his library were to blame for the steep price increases that they had had to impose.
With clean beds and solid doors, the inn was neither the best nor the worst and Mar selected it on that basis, his primary concern being to draw as little attention as possible.  It was on a side street, taking up two sides of a small plaza.  Around it were neighborhood shops, row houses, and the occasional small metal fabricator.  Most of the inn's trade seemed to come through the tavern on the ground floor; he and the six Mhajhkaeirii were at present the only tenants.
As the six of them sat down at a large corner table to eat an early supper in the nearly deserted tavern, Ulor commented quietly, "At this rate, sir, we'll be out of money in a fortnight.  We'll need to find a money changer for some of the gold tomorrow."
Mar took a drink of his tea.  The inn had ale, wine, and stouter liquors, but he had never had a taste for them.  Ulor and the others, mindful of the need to maintain a clear head, had eschewed the strong spirits for the mild dark ale.
"I'll recoup our loses shortly," Mar told the subaltern without appending an unneeded explanation.  "We need to find an empty warehouse first thing in the morning.  I don't want to delay any longer than absolutely necessary."
Mar had found his return to the city of his birth less than heartwarming.  Though he had been gone from the Imperial City just a short time, it seemed half a lifetime.  It was not that the city had changed -- it remained unaltered from his last view of it, a place of muddled contrasts, of squalor and opulence, of the learned and the ignorant, of glory and ignominy, of privilege and deprivation -- but rather that he had.  How, exactly, he was different, he was not sure, but the Imperial City and the dark memories that it stirred were alien, offensive, and unwelcome.
Mar waited until after the bondswoman serving them brought their plates and they began to eat, to say quietly to the others, "We'll need to keep an eye out for the monks.  They were here in the city before I left and probably still are."
"Can they witch us out?"  That was Nehl, one of the newer members of the group that none of the Mhajhkaeirii ever named in his presence as the Royal Guard.  Mar did not know much about him.  The dark haired man was not young, spoke little, and obeyed orders with good grace.
"I don't know, but I would think they could.  As long as they don't realize that we're here, though, they've no reason to search for us.  Unless we betray ourselves, we shouldn't have any trouble."
 



THIRTY-SEVEN
142nd Year of the Reign of the City
(Thirteenthday, Waxing, 1st  Autumnmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
Aboard the sailed skyship Prince Davfydd
 
Running before the wind, the refurbished Number Nine, now re-named Prince Davfydd, made a decent speed.  It was only a mere fraction of that possible by a skyship helmed by the King, but it was impressive nonetheless.
"I am satisfied, Captain," Lord Ghorn told Mhiskva.  "Have Captain Brhendhisg bring her about."
The Gaaelfharenii's -- even Ghorn had begun to think of his chief marine officer as one of the mythical beings -- strong voice carried across the deck.  Officers and underofficers echoed orders all the way to the stern and the sixty man strong crew sprang into action, dozens swarming into the rigging.  Some of the sailors drew in and furled canvas, while others used the mainsail to luff the vessel into the wind.  A skyship did not exactly sail as a waterborne ship did, having a tendency to cross-slip much more, necessitating oftentimes the use of a large, fin-like centerboard, and also loosing speed faster as a side-effect of the spells that made her fly, but it was near enough that her water trained crew had adjusted within hours.
"My lord," Mhiskva mentioned thoughtfully, "a fleet of ships such as these armed with Berhl's polybolos and the King's spheres would make a wet navy obsolete."
"Save for the monks," Ghorn rejoined, "a fleet of such ships would make Mhajhkaei ruler of the entire world."
"Not really a pleasant thought, either way you look at it, my lord."
"No, it is not.  Now, I understand very well why our forefathers rejected magery and cast it aside.  When all of this is done, I wonder if we will be able to hide it away again."
"Not very likely, my lord."
Ghorn made a grumbling sound.  "Tell Brhendhisg to bring us in well wide of the sand sphere dome and prepare to dock.  I want to try out that drag anchor maneuver."
Berhl had built a separate dock, a wooden mooring tower similar to the original one erected at the encampment, for the Prince Davfydd.  Although one of the magician trainees could, if arduously, alter her altitude while they remained at the Monolith, Ghorn had ordered that her crew practice sailing at a fixed height, as that would be the normal condition during her voyage south.
The docking proved less than satisfactory, with the iron anchor dragging across the rubble field below jerking the vessel to a halt yet a hundred armlengths short of her goal.
"We will need to practice that more," Ghorn advised the marine captain.  "The Prince Davfydd must make a marked impression on those we visit.  I do not want anything to detract from that."
"Aye, my lord.  Are you still determined to depart on schedule?"
"Yes.  There will be no change in the schedule."
"Aye, my lord."
"Signal the launch."
Mhiskva sent a sailor to flash a green banner and Ghorn walked to the rail to watch as the launch, a simple plank platform ten armlengths by three with railings and secured benches, cast off from the dock and flew out to the skyship.  While the skyship would not need a magician for a pilot, it had become readily apparent that the launch would be required to allow her crew to move to and from the ground.  This meant that there would be one less helmsmen for the normal skyship fleet, but it could not be helped.  Ghorn knew that it was imperative that he begin his journey to regain the reins of the Princedom before the monks could use their occupation of Mhajhkaei to seize bloodlessly all her domains.  
Having recognized that the transportation of supplies to the Monolith must take priority, the prince had had to choose from among the least accomplished of the trainees, the brothers Ihlvoh and Trea.  Although their control of larger vessels was barely adequate, though sporadic, the two brothers had considerable facility with smaller craft.  Ihlvoh had shown some improvement of late, and Ironsmith Wloblh, who had been given command of the trainees in the king's absence, thought that it would only be a short time before the boy could helm one of the barges on a permanent basis.  Ghorn had therefore felt compelled to select Trea to accompany the Prince Davfydd on her maiden voyage.
Thus far, the youth had performed his duties satisfactorily, though he had a tendency to loose focus from time to time, resulting in the launch veering unexpectedly.
Precisely as it was doing now.
"Remind me to have another talk with Trea," Ghorn instructed Mhiskva, when the captain returned to his side.
The large man grinned.  "He does seem to be having a more difficult time of it today, my lord."
"Like a drunken man staggering.  I would have to say that this is his worst flight yet."
As the launch wobbled closer, Mhiskva, whose eyes were far better than Ghorn's, announced, "That explains it, my lord."
"Yes, what is it?"
"The pilot is not Trea, my lord, but Grandmother Heldhaen."
"Is that so?  What are the chances, do you think, that she will crash into the side of us?"
 "No greater than one in three, if I had to wager on it."
The old woman did succeed in not crashing headlong into the side of the skyship, but she did skid into the port rail, grind along it for a space of thirty armlengths or more, and finally come to an abrupt halt with the deck of the launch slightly canted and nearly an armlength below the main deck of the Prince Davfydd.
"Well, I have to admit," Ghorn told Mhiskva, "that that has to be her best flight yet."
"Yes, my lord.  A remarkable improvement."
Ghorn allowed himself a brief grin.  "We had better go and congratulate her, then."
They found the least accomplished and most irascible of the magician trainees slumped over the forward rail of the launch and singing a raunchy tune about milkmaids.  A crowd of the now idle crew were hanging about, grinning and joking.  Ghorn sent them on their way with a sharp glance.
The prince took note of the matriarch's lethargic movements and unfocused gaze.  "My good woman, are you inebriated?"
Grandmother Heldhaen rotated toward the sound of his voice.  "No, my prince. M'm drunk.  I've figurred out tha' a few, hrmm, glasseses of wine make it a lo' easier t', hrmm, y'know, fly.  Ha' a wee bit too many today, though.  Always di' like the wine."  She barked out a guttural laugh.
"Wine makes you a better magician?"
"Thass what I said, wassn't it?"
"I see.  Where is Trea?  He was scheduled to operate the launch today, I believe."
"I tol' 'm to fin' somming else t' do so's I could show y' 'm fit t' be y' pilot, err, yeah, thass it."
"If I understood that correctly, you are volunteering to travel with the Prince Davfydd?"
"S'right!  Better me thn th' lad.  He's needed here."
Ghorn glanced at his second-in-command.
"As long as she need only make short trips to and from the skyship," the High-Captain opined, "it should be possible for her to replace the youth.  As she says, his talents would be better used to helm one of the larger skyships."
Ghorn hoisted himself over the rail and dropped down to the deck of the launch.  "Take us to the dock," he told the old woman.  "If you manage that without crashing the launch, I'll consider your proposal."
The trip was, if anything, not boring.  She did reach the dock without disaster, but the flight was characterized by sudden dips, sharp pivots, and staggering surges.  Ghorn, having ridden many a ship in rough weather, kept his footing ably enough, as did Mhiskva, but Grandmother Heldhaen toppled a time or two and had to be righted by the marine captain.  When the launch came alongside the platform, it had the proper elevation, but Grandmother Heldhaen was unable to stop it completely and it coasted slowly passed, so that several marines on the dock had to haul it close with a thrown line.
The old woman, seemingly spent by the effort, slumped to the deck of the launch and sagged against the rail.  "So," she accused Ghorn, "will y' le' m' come along?"
"You will need to enlist companions," he told her evenly.  "Thus far there are no other females in the crew."
She burst out laughing.  "Wha'?  Y're worrred 'bout m' virture?  Haw!  Haw!  Haw!"  Then she went pale, leaned over, and was violently sick.
Leaving the magician trainee in the care of two of the dock workers, Ghorn and Mhiskva debarked and descended the tower stairs to find his command staff -- Lord-Commander Purhlea, Vice-Captain Berhl, Commander Aerlon, and Shipwright Khlosb'ihs -- waiting as requested.
"What sort of maneuver were you practicing in the launch?"  Lord Purhlea asked, half-grinning.
 "Avoidance of magical projectiles," Ghorn replied in a flat monotone.  "The Prince Davfydd is ready, gentlemen.  We should finalize preparations for her departure on this coming thirdday.  Lord Purhlea, you will take permanent command of the defense and daily operations of the Monolith.  Commander Aerlon, Vice-Captain Berhl, you will continue in your current duties, reporting to Lord Purhlea and performing any other tasks that he sees fit to assign you."
"Will you be taking a large contingent of marines along with you?" the knight-commander asked.
"No, only six quads.  However, you should plan your defense with only the legionnaires of the Defenders and the Reapers.  Tonight, the bulk of the marines will transfer to Elboern under High-Captain Mhiskva's command.  From there they will conduct a mobile defense of the Lower Gray."
Aerlon's face burst into a savage grin.  "Excellent news, my lord!"
"How will this 'mobile defense' be conducted?"  Lord Purhlea wanted to know.
"Using the methods refined on his earlier raid, Captain Mhiskva and his battle group will primarily destroy bridge crossings and slow the enemy advance.  He will also attack supply trains, small parties, messengers and other means of communication south of the Lower Gray."
Khlosb'ihs, whom Ghorn had placed in charge of maintaining the skyship fleet and organizing transport, asked, "Will he need supplies from here?  I'll need to know if we have to put on extra flights."
"We will supply ourselves as required," Mhiskva stated.  "We should arrange a rendezvous at least once every half-fortnight, however, so that I may tender reports and evacuate casualties, if there be need."
"That shouldn't be a problem," the shipwright allowed.
"Fine," Ghorn approved.  ""Berhl, have the name Prince Davfydd painted in large letters on either side of the bow.  Also, I want an ensign, as large a one as you can produce, to fly from the top of the mast."
"Aye, my lord.  Sea blue?"
"Indeed.  Trimmed in gold, if you can manage it, to identify the skyship as an official emissary of the Prince of Mhajhkaei."
"I might be able to find a bright yellow."
"That will do."
Aerlon frowned.  "My lord prince, will not the Prince Davfydd also be an emissary of the King?"
Ghorn did not hesitate.  "That is correct."
"Then should she not fly the flag of the king as well?"
Ghorn had to admit that this made sense, though it felt disloyal, somehow, to the young Prince.  "Excellent suggestion.  I doubt that the King will object if we design a standard for him.  Ideas, gentlemen?"
"A crown?" Mhiskva wondered.
"Yes," Lord Purhlea agreed.  "A red one."
"Blood red," Aerlon amended.
"I could have that cut out and sewn to the sea blue ensign," Berhl proposed.  "Less confusion with one ensign atop the mast."
Ghorn saw only support for this proposal in the faces of the other men.  Setting aside his own internal misgivings, he nodded.  "Good, have it done that way."
"Aye, my lord."
"By the way, Berhl, have you had any further progress with the polybolos?"
The vice-captain frowned.  "None, my lord.  It still jams after a few shots.  We're thinking we might have to redesign the entire apparatus."
"Keep at it.  I'd like to see you all again the morning of our departure.  Oh, Commander Aerlon, one other thing."
"My lord?"
"Make sure that there is a stock of wine aboard for Grandmother Heldhaen's use -- you should question her about which vintage she prefers -- but make sure that it is under lock and key and make doubly sure that I have the only key."
The Plydyrii gave Ghorn a puzzled look, but said simply, "Of course, my lord."
The Prince Davfydd sailed on the appointed day and at the appointed hour, proudly flying the combined banner of the King of the Mhajhkaeirii and the Prince of Mhajhkaei.  As the skyship coasted serenely away from the Monolith, Ghorn took a position in the bow, mainly to be out of the way as the crew bounded about to their tasks.  Fugleman Hraval, in charge of the marines and assigned as Ghorn's aide, stood with him. 
Winds were south by southwest and Ghorn had ordered the captain to make his heading with the wind.  For reasons of security, the prince had not shared his planned itinerary with any but his command staff.  In his cabin was a packet of sealed letters from Lady Rhavaelei to various agents of the House of Trajhen.  He had given her a list of fifty locales, with the majority destined to be decoys, and had rebuffed all of her attempts to sniff out hints as to his route.
In point of fact, he had left the route up to chance.  Their first port of call would be that city, village, or post to which the fastest wind would take them.  On this trip, his primary purpose was simply to establish far and wide that the rule of the Prince -- and by extension the King -- had not vanished with the fall of Mhajhkaei.  Those military units that he did contact would be ordered to hold in place, retain control of their areas, and deny entry or sustenance to any ships or parties of the Brotherhood that might appear.  In months to come, after the return of the King and the subsequent expansion of the skyship fleet, he would begin planning for coordinated action, but for now, he would be doing nothing more than, as if were, showing the flag.
Ghorn turned toward the bowsprit to let the cool, sweet air rising from the forest below wash across his face.  It was good to be on the deck of a ship again, even one that flew.  It had been years since he had had the luxury of concerning himself with only one ship and one crew.  
"Have you ever been to the fortified lighthouse on Steel Point, Fugleman?"
Hraval had been personally selected by Captain Mhiskva, and his report of the man had included the words "smart", "fearless", and "deadly".  Mostly bald, he was a big man, though nothing approaching the stature of a Gaaelfharenii, with impressive shoulders and the thick wrists of a lifelong swordsman.  The distinguishing feature of his face was a well-waxed red mustache whose points extended half a fingerlength beyond his pox-scared cheeks.  One description that could not be applied to him, however, was "talkative."
"No, my lord."
"Nor have I, though it has the reputation of a hardship post, especially in the winter when the storms rage across the peninsula without letup.  A year there is like five anywhere else, they say."
"Aye, my lord."
"There should be a squadron of war galleys there, a troop of marines, and the 23rd Barracks Legion."
"Aye, my lord."
Ghorn gave up.  "Take my compliments to the Captain and ask that he meet with me at his first opportunity."
"Aye, my lord."
They arrived off Steel Point within half a fortnight, covering some three hundred leagues on a more or less direct course.  Bells in the fifteen-manheight lighthouse set to clanging when the skyship passed overhead and the expansive fortress swarmed with activity as the garrison turned to.  Within the breakwater of the small harbor, the galleys ran out oars and made for the open sea.  Watching the legionnaires below scramble along the uncovered battlements of the massive pile of the octagon-shaped brick and stone construction, Ghorn realized that the newly dawned age of skyships had made such bastions indefensible.
While Captain Brhendhisg brought down the sails and hove to, Ghorn had Fugleman Hraval use signal flags to contact the leader of the garrison, Commander zh'Kien.
The officer was less than welcoming. 
Ghorn, reading the flags of the reply, interpreted, "What proof have you to present that you are indeed Prince-Commander Ghorn?"
"Hraval, send this sequence: red, blue, yellow, red, red, blue, red, green, green, yellow, red."
"I acknowledge the command code of the Principate Council of War.  Honor requires me to inform you that I have received orders from the Senate to arrest on sight any and all rebels.  The order includes a list of names, with your own at the top."
"Send this, 'Do you intend to obey this unlawful order?"
"That remains to be seen."
Ghorn mulled this for a moment then told Hraval, "Station two quads of crossbowmen at the rail.  Have them target the cliffs below the walls.  Then send this, 'We sail under the authority of Prince Davfydd and King Mar and have at our disposal the power of magic and the sanction of the Gods.  All who aide the enemy shall be shown no mercy."
As soon as the flags had completed the message, Ghorn ordered the waiting crossbowmen to fire.  The enchanted spheres flew and the near simultaneous detonations fractured the cliff and sent a great landslide crashing down into the now empty harbor.  The noise of the blasts was painful to the ears even at the altitude of the Prince Davfydd and for some seconds the fortress, except for the tallest part of the lighthouse, was totally obscured by dust and flying debris.
The next communication from Commander zh'Kien was more accommodating.  "We stand ready to obey the lawful authority of the Prince-Commander."
 



THIRTY-EIGHT
 
It actually took Mar a full eight days to secure a building to hide Number One.  Not having put much thought to it, he had believed that it would be a simple matter of wandering along the Emperor's Highway, which cut through many of the commercial sections of the Lower City, until he came upon a likely candidate.
On the first morning, he confidently led his Mhajhkaeirii from the inn, automatically choosing the most direct path to the Highway.  With easy familiarity, he followed zigzagging routes along side streets, passed without hesitation through unlocked though closed gates, vaulted low fences as needed, detoured down cluttered alleys and across back lots green with vegetable gardens, and took brazen short cuts through the dark breezeways of musty row houses.  Efficient travel through the warrens of the Lower City was a skill that he had hardly forgotten in only a few fortnights.    
What he had not considered, however, was that where one, often bedraggled, young Khalarii would hardly have drawn a second glance from the denizens of those side streets, alleys, back lots, and row houses, a foreign merchant and his fully armed, clattering retinue could not fail to do so.  The marines presented too foreboding of an appearance for any of the matrons, skulking children, or instantly suspicious householders to accost them, but they did receive startled stares, resentful glares, muffled curses, and once were nearly soaked by a bucket of (what he at least hoped was) wash water thrown from a balcony.  The large, hirsute woman who flung the missile looked at them as if they were some sort of infestation.  Jarred to the realization that carelessly falling back upon old habits from his life in the Imperial City was a mistake that he must make a rigorous effort to avoid, he abandoned his accustomed tramp at a snaking street known as Victory of Glaegmon at its western terminus and Swamp End at its eastern and traced a considerably longer path of open, well-traveled streets the rest of the way westward.
Like the rest of the city, the Emperor's Highway was just as he remembered it.
And, then again, it seemed entirely transformed.
Physically, almost nothing had changed.  Khalar's age and urban density decreed that almost no new construction could take place except on its outskirts; older buildings were renovated, repurposed, salvaged, or just allowed to decay.  Most of the larger edifices -- factorages making glass, textiles, or metal goods -- were a century old or more, with equal representations of solid stone or brick structures and more flimsy rambling wooden sheds built around an inner frame of stone columns.  Some were well maintained, with tight tile roofs and solid mortar or fresh paint, but others looked as if they were only waiting for a stiff wind to push them over.
The transformation had taken place in the reactions of the normal denizens of the avenue, the beggars, the laboring bondsmen and women, the busy factors and tradesmen, the bored patrols of the Viceroy's Guard.  The last time Mar had walked down the Emperor's Highway, he had been, in the majority of cases, ignored, or, in the case of the Guard, examined with a keen professional interest and encouraged to be elsewhere.
Today, his apparent status and the armsmen who accompanied him generated wariness, subservience, and the semblance of respect. 
A gang of bondsmen unloading a wagon in front of a chandlery bowed heads and moved aside as he approached along the promenade, some stepping down off the curb.  A block further, a quad of the Guard, checking beggars' permits at one of the sanctioned alms alcoves, a small rectangle of pavement with a covered shrine to Bhzg'g, straightened as he and the others drew near.
The ceannaire leading the guardsmen bid him an enthusiastic, "Good day, my lord!"
Mar nodded at the armsman perfunctorily, frowning to indicate that he had no time for pleasantries.
As he advanced past the ceannaire and moved toward the end of the alcove, a filthy young girl of no more than ten, missing both her right hand and foot, boldly stumped from the shade of the shrine and stuck out her bowl.  Immediately recognizing the nature of the scars, he understood the source of her injuries.  Someone, perhaps a parent, had seared off the appendages to make her more suitable for the begging profession.  She had no doubt been sold to a fagin.  He wondered why she did not also assail him with her memorized tale of woe until she opened her mouth to show that her tongue had also been cut out.
Mar stopped and turned to Ulor.  "Drop a few copper in her bowl."
Frowning, the subaltern gazed at the girl for a moment, clearly thinking of his own children.  "Sir, couldn't we spare a silver?"
Mar shook his head.  "It wouldn't do her any good.  Someone would steal the coins from her.  Even if she managed to hold on to them, her owner would take it all.  A few thay will mean that she gets fed.  The fagins starve the ones that don't bring in any coin to make them more pitiful."
Hard-faced, Ulor did as he was bid.
After they left both the beggars and the guardsmen far behind, Mar asked Ulor, "Are the beggars in Mhajhkaei so different?"
"There are -- or were -- no beggars in Mhajhkaei, sir.  There was a pension for those with malformations or amputations and charities for the otherwise afflicted.  For those who were fit but destitute, the service of the Principate was open to all, man or woman, young or old."
"How about thieves and reprobates?"
"Especially for those, sir."
While they had passed a few empty buildings on the main avenue, none of them were suitable either in seclusion or size and Mar turned on the next side street, which he knew led through a section of warehouses.  By noon, they had had no luck and through the remainder of the day, they walked up one street and down another, but still came across nothing that would do.
The fundamental problem was clearance and angles.  While they found a number of empty buildings that both had sufficient span of roof to accommodate Number One and had some measure of seclusion, most faced upon the twisted, narrow lanes that were commonplace in Khalar's unplanned sprawl.  To get the skyship inside any of them, he would have had to spit it in half and then practically stand the halves on end.
The second day, after a futile search of several hours, he took the drastic step of inquiring in shops and of passing tradesmen and was directed, generally after a modest remuneration, to various warehouses and derelict factorages.  Without exception, these suffered the same faults as all those previously rejected.  In one instance, a bondswoman suggested a timber warehouse north of the foundry district, describing it as having an extensive open yard to its front, but on locating the site, they discovered that the building was only a burned out shell.
On the third day, a blacksmith's apprentice guided them to a derelict warehouse near the old upriver fishing docks that had at its front a broad, unencumbered space -- not really a plaza, since the pavement was incomplete and a planned fountain no more than a refuse-filled depression. 
The area around the building hosted a varied selection of small cloth mills and compact neighborhoods of dreary, soot stained dwellings.  None of the streets were lighted at night, and it was the sort of place where the scant populace barricaded their gates and doors at dusk and did not venture forth again until daybreak, which made it perfectly suited for Mar's clandestine designs.  
But it took the better part of a day to find the owner, an elderly widow living in the Old City whose husband had sold wine and spirits on consignment.  At first she was interested only in selling the decayed warehouse, even going so far as to offer to float Mar's note, but at his insistence eventually agreed to a short term arrangement with payments due on the fortnight.
The building itself was likely more than three score years old, thrown up during more prosperous times when the economy of the city had swelled due to the demand for metals generated by some forgotten southern border dispute.  The lower portions of the outer walls were red brick and the upper shiplap over a post and beam frame.  The interior height was five manheight from cracked stone floor to the bottoms of the iron reinforced oak trusses, more than sufficient to accommodate Number One.  Some previous tenant had added a shed-roofed extension at the rear and then segregated the space with thin walls of lathe and plaster to make smallish storerooms.
After moving from the inn and establishing quarters in the storerooms on the afternoon of the fourth day, Mar began to take stock of what needed to be done to make the warehouse ready for the skyship.  With Ulor and the other marines, he made a round through the building, poking through refuse piles, peering into shadowed corners and alcoves, and taping on beams and walls to judge their soundness.
Winding up at the center of the building, he gestured at the trash-scattered floor and said, "We'll need to get some heavy timbers to build cradles to hold the keel."
Phehlahm pointed at the ceiling.  The roof had so many holes that the sunlight beaming through looked like a starry night sky.  "It'll take a lot o' work to make that keep off the rain."
"Even if the main door doesn't fall of its hinges, it's not wide or tall enough to let the skyship pass," Ulor judged.  "We'll need larger gates."
"None of the other doors is stout enough to be defensible," Chaer chimed in.
"There'd be more light if the glass, what there is of it, of the windows were cleaned," Nehl suggested.
Mar tucked back one corner of his mouth.  "The six of us won't be able to get all that done in a reasonable amount of time.  We'll have to hire help."
Having originally told Telriy and Quaestor Eishtren that he expected to come for the skyship in only a few days, the next morning Mar sent Phehlahm and Nehl to apprise them of the reason for the delay, cautioning them to travel several leagues south along the Imperial Highway before circling back to Number One.  Then, leaving Chaer and E'hve to guard the warehouse, he took Ulor to find a crew of carpenters and laborers.  As hiring day laborers off the street would have been out of character for a foreign merchant, he led the subaltern to the Wood Tradesmen's Guild Hall. 
On the Promenade of the Blue Fortress, the temple-like building had an impressive portico supported by thirteen granite columns, each inscribed at its base with the name of a god, goddess, or godlet associated with wood, trees, hard work, or, perhaps or perhaps not oddly,  bacchanalia.  Mar recognized nine of the deities, but he had never heard of the others, and told Ulor to remind him one day to look them up.  Open oak doors that were large enough to be fortress gates led into a grand, two-storey foyer whose walls and ceiling were paneled in cherry and cedar, with hand-carved moldings depicting industrious lumberjacks, carpenters, and wood wrights.  Tall windows and skylights lit the interior and lamps were unnecessary.  Perhaps a dozen men of various ages, all wearing rough work clothes, idled in small groupings, conversing quietly, and several of these glanced with evident interest at the two of them.
Striding with carefully exuded arrogance and with Ulor following at a properly subservient interval, Mar made directly for the island of tables at the center of the foyer and the single attendant, who stood and smiled in greeting.  The man was tall, neither thin nor thick, and from the looks of his hands -- he had neither scars nor calluses -- he was not a carpenter.
"Good day to you, sir!  I am d'Riael, Chief Clerk of the Guild.  How may I be of service?"
Mar gave the man the false name and origin of his merchant persona.  "I wish to hire a crew of carpenters and helpers for perhaps three day's work."
"Excellent!  How far in advance of today?"
"I need them starting today."
The man's smile diminished a few notches.  "I'm sorry, sir.  All of our dues paid-up members are engaged at the Viceroy's Library.  None of them will be available until a fortnight and a half from today."
Mar glanced around.  "What about these men here?"
d'Riael adopted a neutral expression.  "These members have been unable to pay their dues in more than three months and under our bylaws cannot be referred for work nor have their craftsmanship indemnified by the Guild."
"But they are available for hire?"
"As laborers only, sir.  They may not do any skilled work."
"They are carpenters, though?"
"Not until their dues are paid, sir."
"I see.  Very well, I will speak with some of them."  Mar did not thank the clerk; that would have been out of character.  He made his way to the nearest group.  The men, one older, two a couple of decades younger, and one hardly out of his teens, fell silent and turned to face him respectfully.
"Good morning," Mar told them.  "My name is Drath.  Are you looking for work?"
The older man nodded his head and flashed a quick, friendly smile.  "Yes, sir, that we are. Thyrael, at your service, sir."
"You are all carpenters?"
Thyrael's face went rigid.  "No, sir.  At least, not till we've paid our dues."
"But you have been carpenters in the past?"
"Yes, sir.  I was a master carpenter for thirty years until I ... fell on hard times.  These are my sons, Gresht and Eaarst, and my nephew Trhisgan.  Gresht and Eaarst were both journeyman and Trhisgan was an apprentice."
Mar was quiet for a moment while he studied the four men.  It seemed passing strange that all four had been unable to pay their dues at the same time.  "All of you have fallen on hard times?"
Thyrael started to speak, stopped with a grimace, and then sighed.  "Well, the truth is, sir, that we've all been blacklisted and excluded from our normal work."
"Ah.  For what?"
"It was because of me, sir," the apprentice, Trhisgan blurted out, then clamped his mouth shut when Thyrael frowned at him.
Mar needed workmen and the troubles of these Khalarii were no concern of his, but his curiosity got the best of him.  "How so?"
"The boy took a liking to a girl, sir," Thyrael grumbled.
"The wrong girl?"
"That would be the gist of it.  She's the daughter of a Patriarch's scribe."
"And the father found your nephew unsuitable?"
"Yes, sir."
Mar shrugged.  Trhisgan was lucky that the scribe had not had the Viceroy's Guard drop his body in the river.  "You have your own tools?"
Thyrael's smile returned.  "Of course."
"I need some work done on a building that I have rented.  I will pay ten silver per day for the lot of you."
Thyrael's eyebrows rose slightly.  "More than generous, sir." 
And it was.  The normal pay for skilled tradesmen was half that, but Mar felt disinclined to be parsimonious.
"Come with me."
After Mar showed Thyrael and his kin the warehouse and described the work he wanted done, Thyrael told Mar, "I don't doubt that can get all this repaired for you in a fortnight, sir."
"I need it done in a couple of days," Mar countered.
"I'm sorry, Merchant Drath, as much as I'd like to tell you that the four of us could do that, it just isn't possible.  Why, it'd take twenty men working from dawn till dusk to --"
"Alright.  Get me twenty men."
"I might know that many who need a short job, sir," the carpenter hazarded, "but not all of them would be craftsmen."
"This is not a problem.  Get the men.  I will pay two and a half silver per man per day, but everything must be finished on time."
"It will be!  Have no doubt about that, sir!"
Leaving his sons to work on a list a materials, Thyrael departed with Trhisgan and returned within half an hour with a wagonload of lumber and a troop of what turned out to be friends, neighbors, and assorted relatives, including a number of women.  As the carpenters and their helpers began setting up sawbucks, taking measurements, and building scaffolds, Mar noticed that one young woman, who Thyrael had put on a scaffold to clean some of the upper windows, had an out of place look about her.  She was not dressed demonstrably differently than the other women, wearing a long skirt and loose blouse of the same cut and material, and worked as enthusiastically, if perhaps less confidently, as the others.
Standing near the center of the warehouse so that they could observe all of the activity without having to tramp about, he told Ulor, "She's from the Old City."
"Eh, how can you tell, sir?"
"Her demeanor, I suppose.  Find Thyrael, would you?  I'd like to talk to him."
And, as Mar had suspected, the master carpenter frankly admitted that the young woman was indeed the daughter of the Patriarch's scribe.
"So she ran off and married Trhisgan," Mar stated.  "That is why the Guard has not arrested him."
"Yes, sir."
"Not the most intelligent thing for her to do, was it?"
"No, sir.  But there won't be any trouble.  If you prefer, I can send her back home."
"No, she can stay as long as there will be no trouble with the Guard."
"There won't be, sir.  Her father might not be happy, but he can't have the marriage set aside with the baby coming along."
Thyrael was as good as his word.  There was no unwanted attention from any of the municipal authorities and the work on the warehouse was completed by the evening of the following day.  The front of the building now sported a sturdy set of tall gates that slid on steel wheels to make an opening twenty paces wide.  The windows had been thoroughly cleaned and the broken panes covered over, and enough of the roof tiles replaced to insure that a rain would not drench the interior.  All the other doors save one to the alley at the rear had been sealed over with thick planks and that remaining exit replaced with an iron bound panel a span thick.  Along the center of the now swept floor, four heavy cradles awaited the keel of Number One.
As the work gang gathered up their tools and began to leave and Ulor counted out the final payment to the master carpenter, Mar told him, "I will have some more work in a day or two, if you are interested." 
Thyrael and his workers had shown a proper lack of curiosity, asking no questions concerning his business or the use to which the warehouse would be put.  That critically vital characteristic and their unmistakable skill and industriousness made them faultlessly suited to the repair of the skyship.
Smiling, Thyrael stowed away the fat bag of silver coins.  "Indeed we would be, Merchant, and happy for the work.  I, or one or more of my sons, will be at the Guild Hall every day.  Just send us word."
Later, when the night was at its blackest, with Ulor and the armsmen left to stand guard, Mar strapped on a brigandine, climbed up to the roof of the building, and flew up from the city.
His flight across the river and the Old City was uneventful.  Though there would certainly come a time when every inhabitant of every region would know of and fear skyships, none of the inattentive guards around the palaces and fortresses gave any indication that they had even once thought of the possibility of attack from above. 
There were no lights showing on the skyship, but he flew unerringly to it, sensing Telriy's presence in the ether.  All of the legionnaires, including Aael, were waiting on the upper deck in full armor.  Wilhm was there as well, but asleep and snoring in an improvised bed in the second rowboat.  Talking quietly, Telriy and Yhejia sat on stools on the steerage platform, and when Mar came down noiselessly alongside them, the young woman rose and enveloped him in a hug.  Before Telriy released him, she gave him a lingering kiss.
Uncomfortably conscious of the eyes of the Mhajhkaeirii, Mar broke away from her and turned to Eishtren, who had walked across the deck to salute.  "All set to go, Quaestor?"
"Yes, my lord king.  All gear is stowed and secured.  We have blackened the hull as instructed and covered any metal that might betray a reflection.  Auxiliaries and supernumeraries in their bunks and ready for transport."
"Good.  When we descend into the city, we'll need to make sure that no one makes a sound."
"Yes, my lord king.  I will inform the men."
When Mar raised ship, Yhejia went to check on her supernumeraries but Telriy stayed and watched as Khalar grew near.
"I was more impressed the first time I saw it," she commented, looking down over the rail as they crossed the river.  Her voice was barely audible.  "I'd seen Mhajhkaei and some of the larger cities on the coast, but somehow Khalar seemed to have a special splendor.  At least the Old City did.  Perhaps because I had spent so much time traveling to see it."
Mar made a sound between a grunt and a laugh.  "What do you think of it now?"
"It just looks crowded and dirty.  And small."
Mar smiled.  "That's how it always looked to me."
Accomplished without incident, the return trip was comfortingly boring.  Mar kept the skyship at the highest altitude he dared and only dropped down when he reached the open area before the warehouse.  He kept looking around, both with his eyes and his magical senses, to make sure that no one was watching while Ulor and the others eased the doors open as quietly as possible, then floated Number One inside and lowered it onto the prepared cradles.  When the doors closed, he relaxed.
"Orders, sir?" Eishtren asked.
"I'd like an inside watch night and day around the skyship, Quaestor.  We've got ladders in place to access the roof and I want at least two men up there as well.  They need to keep an eye on the alley at the rear and the street and the plaza in front.  The Viceroy's Guard has a bad habit of breaking down doors on a whim, and I don't want us to be surprised."
"Yes, sir."
As Eishtren and his men began to move down to the lower deck to exit the ship, Telriy came up and looped her arm with his.  "I'm going to bed.  What about you?"
"Well, I was going to do some more informal requisitioning, but now that I think of it, I could use a nap myself."  He grinned. 
 "Oh, you could, could you?  Well, we'll see.  When's the last time you had a bath?"
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"I'm sure it's him!" Szep swore.  "Mar, the street thief.  No doubt about it.  He was walking right down the Emperor's Highway bold as anything, wearing fancy clothes and acting like he's somebody.  I've known him since ten years.  Now, where's my money?"
Fugleman Meztohaep wrinkled his nose in disgust.  Both the alley and Szep stank.  He shook his head at the half-starved beggar.  "Now, son, you know that isn't how it works.  The Viceroy's Personal Guard doesn't hand over a one hundred silver reward -- two full gold -- on a gutter rat's say so.  We'll arrest him, take him before a magistrate and then you identify him.  After we're convinced that we've got the right one, you'll get your money.  Now, tell me exactly where he is."
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Cursing, Rhynn rolled over, snatched up the shrilling alarm clock, and hurled it against the wall.
“I’m just doing my job!” the clock complained bitterly.  It picked itself up and somewhat disgustedly dusted off its brass skirts.  “I can’t help it if you’re a slugabed!”
Not actually sentient, the clock had come equipped with a quite sophisticated algorithm that included "Lifelike Banter and Mannerisms!"  Like any fad, it had seemed cute when Rhynn bought it.  While the offended appliance, still grumbling, limped across the room and began the arduous climb back to its place on the nightstand, Rhynn snuggled closer to his wife.
“Remind me never to buy an animated clock again,” he murmured as he nuzzled her ear.
“I tried to tell you,” Eilia reminded sleepily.  “My dad always said that there were certain things that magic was not intended to meddle with.”
Rhynn slid his hand around her waist and moved closer, letting his touch turn into caresses.  His wife had altered her sleep schedule to match his, and it was at times like these that he especially appreciated her sacrifice.
Pherarl stirred in his crib and made a few complaining noises of his own.
“Bring me the baby, dear, before he starts crying.”
Sighing for the missed opportunity of conjugal bliss before he must head off to work, Rhynn rolled out of the bed and fetched his son to Eilia.  Opening her gown, she began to nurse.
"Don't be late in the morning, dear.  Mother is coming over to eat breakfast with us."
Walking toward the bathroom, Rhynn asked, "Is her latest boyfriend, what's his name, coming?"
"Of course."
"So which one is it?"
"Which one is what, dear?"
"Which boyfriend?"
"Oh, I have no idea.  Not the same one as last time, I'm sure."
Rhynn laughed and entered the shower stall.  He curled a finger to initiate its magic, and then instructed it, "Shave, trim hair, trim nails, no shampoo, hot water, light scent, hot air dry, double fast."
"Initiating spells," the shower replied.  This was just recorded vocal feedback.  Thankfully, the shower had no simulated personality.
In five minutes, he was done: clean, shorn, and regulation fit for duty.  He summoned a clean uniform, dressed efficiently, and walked out of the bathroom to get his boots.  Once he had them on, he took some polish and a stained rag from a drawer in his desk, propped up his right foot on the corner of same, and started to touch up the shine.
Eilia, still sitting in the middle of their large bed, had the baby on her shoulder to burp.  "I wish you'd let me throw those out.  Everyone in the service wears the Evershines.  I'm surprised they let you still wear those old things."
"As long as the regulations permit heirloom military gear," he told the love of his life, grinning, "I'll keep wearing them."  The boots had belonged to his great-grandfather, who had actually ridden a horse into battle while wearing them. 
"You can get the Evershines with Climate Control, Ballistic Protection, Mobility Assistance, Buoyancy, or any of a dozen other spells," Eilia suggested.  "Custom programming is no extra charge."
Rhynn grinned again, but shook his head.  Satisfied that his boots were up to standards, he stored the polish and rag and put his military issue combo unit on his wrist, cycling the program to test the comm and port functions.
"I suppose I'll have to take back the pair I bought for your birthday?"
"I'm afraid so."
"Well, it was worth a try.  That means that I'll just have to take the money and buy the baby something instead."
"I think that would be great."
"What would you like for your birthday, then?"
He gave her a suggestive look.  "Well..."
She rolled her eyes.  "In addition to that."
"I thought that maybe we could spend part of my leave with my father up on his place."
"It's so primitive there.  You know I hate 'roughing' it."
"It would only be for a couple of days.  After that we could go to a beach resort."
"Alright, but you remember to bring the portable processor this time.  Doing without magic altogether is just inhuman."
Laughing, Rhynn kissed his wife and son.  "Time for me to go." 
He tapped his wrist unit and ported to the Bastion.  The local wards of the fortress were keyed to permit him to port passed its centuries' old outer walls, but the Command Bunker's wards would deflect all incoming ports and standard security protocols required each watch stander to check in through the guard post at the top of the jump shaft.  Appearing at the port target at one side of the parade ground just as the sun sank behind the upper walkways of the western wall, Rhynn fell in at the tail end of the queue working its way by the guard shack.
Vice-Commander Karhle happened to be ahead of him.  The officer glanced back, then turned, and Rhynn threw a smart salute which the officer returned casually.
"I thought you were due leave, Comm Spec?" Karhle asked.
"Yes, sir," Rhynn confirmed.  He liked Karhle.  The man was a good officer, meaning he did not explode over minor infractions of the regulations.  "Ten days, but it starts at the end of my shift."
"Oh.  I hate to tell you, but I've had indications that all leaves may cancelled.  Intel thinks that the Republic might violate the Armistice along the border with Brhyllmachor.  If they do, our treaties will drag us into it."
Rhynn's face fell.  "I've not had a leave in over a year, sir."
"Well, there's nothing official yet and I don't expect the orders to come down for a few days.  You're not staying in the City, are you?"
"No, sir.  I'm taking the family up to my father's cabin in the Byaetrol Hills."
"That's right.  Your father is a Simple Lifer, isn't he?"
"Yes, sir.  He has a farm and livestock and the whole deal.  He built his cabin by hand, if you can believe it."
Karhle nodded.  "You know, it occurs to me that if you're away from a comm, that you can't get the recall order until you get back."
"Yes, sir!  Thank you, sir!"
"Just make sure you get back in ten days.  I've a feeling that things are going to get hot."
"No doubt about it, sir. I mean, about me getting back, sir."
The Vice-Commander laughed, then turned about when the queue moved forward.  After a few more minutes, Rhynn reached the small booth and presented his identity card through the counter window.  Including the sergeant in the booth, there were six guards.  Four stood ready to either side of the opening in the personnel exclusion ward, while the fifth manned an anti-vehicle gun in a poured blast material revetment.  All were extended life veterans, and the static of their incidental magics spread a grinding static through the ether that made Rhynn wince slightly in pain.  Most of the veterans that he had encountered gave off the static; it had to do with constantly being bombarded with overcharged flux.
The sergeant scrutinized the picture on Rhynn's card, examined his face for several moments (even though he had seen Rhynn every day for the previous six months) then passed the card under a scanner.  When no alarms went off, he directed Rhynn to place both hands on the turquoise skry pylon mounted immediately next to the booth.  Reputedly -- the exact nature of their magics was a military secret -- the pylons ran more than two dozen identity tests, everything from biological signatures to physiological measurements to ethereal harmonizations. 
Some, even a few officers, grumbled about the length of the Command Bunker entrance procedures, but Rhynn never had.  He thought it unlikely that an enemy agent could subvert the Bastion's standard security magics to penetrate this far, but you never could be too sure.  The Command Bunker was the center of the City's strategic defense and he did not begrudge any measure that would keep it safe and secure.
When Rhynn was not immediately incapacitated by automated spells, the sergeant waved him through and he walked forward to step off into the jump shaft.  His sedate entrance into the dampening fields made his descent also sedate.  The magics would adjust to an object's initial velocity.  If one was in a hurry, fleeing aerial attack for instance, the proscribed method was to leap in feet first to achieve the maximum safe rate of descent.  Some of his buddies claimed that a faster speed could be obtained by diving in head first, but he had never been tempted to try it.
The bunker was thirteen storeys down, and it took almost a full minute to reach the bottom of the shaft.  Once his boots touched, he bounced out before the magics could send him back to the surface.  That had happened on the first day of his posting to the Bunker and he had no desire to make that newbie mistake again.  It had taken almost a month for him to live the first one down.
Rhynn walked quickly through the blast doors into the large circular room of Central Command and reported to Vice-Commander Karhle to be logged in, then took the steps down the terraces to his station.  Two other Comm Specs were at work on his tier, Mythideiy and Jherri, and both were scheduled to go off duty five minutes after he arrived.  Rhynn nodded at them as he took his seat, but neither made any move to unplug.  Both had tense expressions and looked completely involved in monitoring their respective nets.  Curious, he put on his headset and keyed his console into life.
Immediately, he understood their concern.  His assigned comm nets were the Flyer bands, and it seemed as if every alert squadron had been activated.  Within minutes, he heard a general order go out to ready all reserve squadrons.  Someone in the command hierarchy was getting nervous.  Wanting to find out if something unusual was indeed going on, he slipped one earpiece off and twisted around in his chair to look toward Vice-Commander Karhle at Cent Com.
His mouth dropped open when Knight-Commander nhBreen, wearing not a stitch, charged into the room.
 “Bulletin to all stations!” nhBreen barked.  “Evacuate the city!”
Rhynn froze in shock as Vice-Commander Karhle fired off orders to initiate Defense Priority One programming.  His own console danced with light as it broadcast recorded messages.  When the massive blast doors behind nhBreen closed with a resounding crack, Rhynn's hands started shaking.  The same sound echoed distantly as other armored doors throughout the underground complex sealed themselves.
 “All Bastion personnel to attack shelters!" nhBreen ordered.  "Abandon all perimeter defense posts!”
Responding, Rhynn keyed the commands into his own nets.  Very afraid, he continued to listen both to the men behind him and to the uproar that flooded his comm, but when he heard the Knight-Commander utter the words, "Collapse the Wards," he stopped paying attention to his headset altogether.
“Chief Warder Dhavif, collapse the Wards to the outer wall--”
“No, “ nhBreen interrupted.  “Collapse the Wards to the Bastion!”
Vice-Commander Karhle's voice came out strangled.  “Sir...?”
“This is the end, Karhle,” nhBreen pronounced, sounding to Rhynn's ears like death incarnate.  “We cannot save the city.  The Wards will fail catastrophically if we try to defend it.  I have foreseen it.  We may save the Bastion, but the City is doomed.”
Horrified, Rhynn neglected his console completely and turned around.
nhBreen had moved down to face Chief Warder Dhavif.  “Chief Warder, collapse the wards to the Bastion, no interstitial.”
Dhavif did not move.  “Sir?  Are you certain?”
“Yes!” nhBreen snapped.  “Collapse the Wards now!”
The Chief Warder pushed himself away from his console and stood.  “Sir, I cannot obey that order.”
“You are relieved.  Place yourself under arrest and report to the lower bunkers.”
As Dhavif saluted and walked to the drop shaft to the lower levels, nhBreen sank heavily his chair, and keyed in a lengthy set of commands.
For a moment, Rhynn felt only dread.  This was it.  The end of the world.
In a frozen moment, he had the first prophetic vision of his life: magic itself would kill the City.
In panic, he shot to his feet, overturning his chair and ripping off his headset.  “Sir, my family is billeted in Ol’Lighton!”
“Dismissed!” nhBreen barked instantly.
Rhynn savagely punched Home on his combo unit and appeared in his bedroom.  Almost sobbing, he shouted for Eilia.  Pherarl, in his crib, woke and started crying.
Annoyed, his wife came in from the study, where the sounds of an Emergency Alert were blaring from the entertainment wall.  "What are you doing home?"  She went to the crib, picked up the baby and tried to quiet him.  "Well, what's going on?"
Rhynn dropped to his knees without wasting time to respond and dragged his loaded rucksack from under the bed.  Up in a flash, he leapt to Eilia's side, making her eyes go wide, wrapped his free hand around her waist, and then screamed into his combo unit, "Byaetrol Hills Transfer Station!"
The port target at the station was under one of the old style rotundas.  The lighting around its thirteen gold painted columns was still on when they appeared, but as Rhynn dragged Eilia, now crying and frantic, and his squalling son down the steps, the self-powered globes went out.  The neighborhood south of the station had already gone black, but some portable lights were starting to show.  Knowing he could not wait to let his eyes readjust, he stopped only to strip off his combo unit and cast it aside, then barreled blindly on up the dark, gravel trail, pushing Eilia ahead of him toward the top of the first hill and the border of the Primitive Reservation.
 She suddenly balked, twisting out of his grasp and hugging the baby to her bosom.  "Stop, Rhynn!  Tell me what's going on right now!"
"The City is about to be destroyed, Eilia!  Every bit of magic is going to go unstable and our only chance is to get away from all of it now!"
Eilia went instantly pale, seeming almost like a ghost in the dim starlight, but did not protest when he urged her on up the hill.
Byaetrol Hills Transfer was right outside the Primitive Reservation, making it a good half a day's brisk walk from his father's place.  They could not reach its presumed safety in the moments before the attack transpired, but he hoped that that they could at least get deep enough in the magic free zone to survive the impending attack.
Just as they reached the crest, Eilia screamed in pain and sagged on her left side.  "My anklet!  It's burning me!"
Reacting instantly, Rhynn dropped and snatched the fabric of her pants leg with both hands, ripping it up to her calf.  Her anklet, a simple gadget that cycled designs and colors on her clothing according to her mood, was glowing orange and had started to blacken the skin under it.  Cursing himself for having forgotten it, he grabbled hold of it, searing his fingers as the catch resisted, then gritted his teeth and broke the thing with brute strength.  As he hurled it away into the bushes, it ruptured in a ball of blue fire.
Then the entire sky to the south went white. 
The ground heaved and rent, toppling the both of them from their feet, and a torrent of wind tore across the hilltop, breaking branches and smashing down smaller trees.  Lighting and fire cracked across the sky and the impossible sound of the ether itself shrieking in mad panic pressed down upon them.
He and Eilia huddled together on the ground with the baby sheltered between them as the tumult continued without seeming end.  But, mercifully, it did come to an end and he climbed unsteadily to his feet looked back.  Sobbing silently, Eilia stayed sitting, rocking their wailing son.
All the way to the horizon, the City was on fire and the light of the conflagration lit the area around them like day.  It looked as if every single building was ablaze and some of the flames reached ten storeys into the air.  The sky-reaching spires of the city center, which should have been easily visible, were missing.  In their place was a tremendous vortex of white-hot gas and dust.  Just down the hill, the Port Station had been swallowed by a crater a hundred paces wide.
He started to get Eilia to her feet, when something large over to the left and not very far away went up.  The concussion almost knocked him down again.  "We have to get farther away," he told her.  "It's not over yet."
She wiped her eyes with a shudder and then let him raise her up, leaning against him as she favored her left ankle.  Looking back toward the City, she said dully, "It's all gone.  They're all dead.  Mother and everybody."
He picked up his rucksack and slipped his arms through the straps.  "But we're still alive and so is our son."
Mention of Pherarl seemed to lend her strength.  He was still crying, but the sounds were now hackneyed and hoarse.  Cradling the baby in her right arm, she pulled up her shirt with her left hand to expose her breast and then encouraged him with the nipple until he latched on.  With him thus quieted, she took in a deep breath and visibly steadied herself.  "You'll have to help me walk.  I don't want to stumble with the baby."
The death throws of the City continued through the night, with the frequency of the thunderous blasts gradually diminishing.  As the trail continued to rise through the hills, with a series of switchbacks on the steeper sections, its raked gravel faded to scuffed dirt, but there had been no rain in several days and they managed the hike well enough.  The covenants of the Reservation prohibited habitations in a wide buffer zone around its periphery, and they encountered nothing and no one as the forest closed in around them.  After some time, the trail went up and down a bald, rocky hillock that made a natural overlook, presenting a southern view over the tops of the trees, but neither of them dared look back.  When the day dawned on a sky gone all gangrenous and leprous, they finally lay down alongside the trail in a bed of pine straw to sleep.  Afraid of what the magic might bring down upon them, he did not attempt a shelter ward.
Rhynn dozed only fitfully, and around midday -- it was hard to tell since the sun was not visible -- he roused, gently disengaged from Eilia and the baby so as not to wake them, and started going through his rucksack.
He was not sure what was in it.  He had kept it around for unannounced field exercises, but since he had gotten duty in the Command Bunker, he had not used it.  He started taking out items as he came to them and spread them out on the pine needles around him.
A field jacket was crammed in on the top.  He took it out and methodically went through the numerous pockets, recovering fourteen coins of various denominations, two pencil stubs, a small paper pad, a moldy half bar of melted candy, some tissues, and a couple of colorful pebbles that he had picked up in a stream and forgotten.  Next were four pairs of dirty and quite rank socks.  Under those were an empty canteen, four unopened flasks of distilled water, and six just-add-water field rations.  Finally, at the bottom were his standard issue magicless first aid kit, chemical water treatment kit, and manual sewing kit.
Eilia stirred, blinked her eyes open, then raised her head to check on Pherarl, who was snuggled in the crook of her arm, relaxed and sleeping soundly.
"I love you," he told her.  It was all that he could think of to say.
She took in the wounded sky and then drew a deep breath and let it out slowly.  "I was hoping that it was just a nightmare."
"How's your ankle?"
"It still hurts and now it itches too."
"Let me have a look at it."
The blistered skin had pealed off the ring of the burn, but it looked to him as if the damage had not gone deep.  She would have a terrible scar but probably was in no danger of serious infection.  There was some burn ointment in the first aid kit, but it had a prominent warning that it was not to be used for severe burns.  He poured some distilled water from one of the flasks over her ankle instead, wrapped it loosely in gauze, then tipped an analgesic from its metal tube and had her swallow it with some of the water.
"I've got some field rations," he told her, holding up the pouches. "You should eat."
"I'm not really hungry."
"Eat anyway.  You'll need food to make milk for Pherarl."
"You're right.  What do you have?"
"Beef and Rice, Noodles and Cheese Sauce, Vegetable Stir Fry, Pound Cake, and two Wild Game Surprise."
"Which tastes better?"
"None of them.  They all taste like toxic waste and sawdust, except the Pound Cake, which tastes like sawdust and toxic waste that has been put through the digestive tract of a pig."
She did not laugh at his pitiful attempt at humor but did quirk a smile for a second.  "Then by all means let me have the cake."
After a little while, Pherarl woke up and demanded to be fed.  Once that was accomplished, they got back on the trail and followed it till it joined a half-overgrown wagon road that snaked along the top of a generally northwesterly ridge.  Having been one of the first freeholders in the Reservation, his father had been granted an allotment in the settlement tract nearest to the City and they reached his farm some time before dusk.  Built almost in the exact center of a dozen acre plot of pasture, orchards, bean and grain fields, and vegetable gardens, the small fieldstone cabin sat on a low knoll next to a rocky stream.
Rhynn allowed himself a smile when it came into view around a bend in the road and felt tempted to start running, but did not do so in concern for his limping wife.  He did call out a loud greeting as they crossed the yard to the stoop, spooking chickens in all directions, then frowned when there was no answer.
A note dated the morning before was pinned to the door. 
 
Susaeni,
I've gone down to the City to visit an old friend who's in the hospital.  I'm going to spend the night with another friend and I'll be back day after tomorrow.  Please tidy up as usual and check the cat's water for me.  I've left plenty of food out for him and the goats and chickens will tend to themselves.
                                                            Thanks a bunch!
                                                            Edhaerd
 
By the way, I've put your pay for the chores under the flowerpot in the window over the sink.
 
 
Without a word, Rhynn took the note from the door, folded it precisely and placed it in the breast pocket of his service uniform.  With steady hands, he pushed to open the door.  There was no need of locks in the Reservation; the rugged individualists who lived there were to a soul frightfully honest.
Eilia said simply, "I'm sorry, Rhynn."
He hugged her and then ushered his wife and child into what he hoped would be sanctuary.
The four rooms of the cabin were cluttered, as always.  His father had constantly been puttering about with something and the debris of his dalliances were everywhere: incomplete models of mechanical devices, wood carvings, drawings both artistic and technical, loads and loads of half-read and re-read physical books
While Eilia settled the baby on his father's big bed, he set about building a fire in the cook stove.  The first thing that they would need, end of the world or not, would be a good meal.  
Still leery of using magic, he started a pile of shaved chips with a match from the tin on the shelf above the stove and quickly fed kindling and stove wood into the firebox till he had a steady blaze.  Next, he went back outside and around the cabin to the door to the root cellar, propped it wide to let in light, and went down the brick steps.  There were several hundred home-canned jars of corn, tomatoes, beans, and so forth on the shelves, but he decided on a solider meal of potatoes, cornbread and ham.  After taking down one of the smaller heavily salted hams, he loaded it and four large red potatoes from the bin into a wicker basket.  Then he looked through the barrels until he found the cornmeal and put a large measure in a pottery bowl.
He had to make the rounds of the yard twice before he found four eggs in the haphazardly placed roosts; the hens seemed to be off their laying.  It took him a little bit longer to temp one of the nannies in to the milking shed, but eventually he snared one with a handful of oats and led her up onto the stand.  Munching steadily, the brown and white goat ignored his inexpert milking and after another few minutes he finally had all of his ingredients. 
He wheedled Eilia into peeling the potatoes while he mixed up the cornbread and put it in the oven, and as soon as she was done, he added the cubed spuds to a pot of water on the top of the stove.  When the cornbread was done and cooling to the side and the potatoes tender, he fried slices of the ham.
Not knowing whether this might be their last opportunity for a hot meal, he served them both twice as much as they would normally eat.  Eilia ate without much comment and he found that he had little desire for conversation himself.  He did finish all of his plate, though, and insist that she do the same.  After drawing water to wash the dishes and pots and putting everything back exactly as he had found it, the two of them laid down to sleep with the baby in his father's bed.  Normally on their infrequent visits, they slept on a narrow bunk in the tiny guest room, but there was no real reason not to use the larger one.  
Heavy earth tremors woke them during the night, and they held each other anxiously, but the tremors subsided and there was no further disturbance.
In the morning, while Rhynn made a breakfast of eggs, biscuits, and grits, Eilia asked him, "What are we going to do?"
"Eat breakfast."
"You know what I mean."
He set out their plates and sat down at the small table across from her.  "We're going to live.  That's why I brought you here."
"How are we going to live without magic?"  She waved her hand vaguely.  "There'll be no ports, no comms, no lights, no waste disposal, no ..."
"We can live without all of those."
"How about food and water?"
"We have the stream and the well and you don't need magic to get food, just hard work."
"What about the rest of the world?  Is everyone else just gone?"
"No.  There are a few thousand people who lived, at least part of the time, here in the Reserve, and there are a number of people in a lot of different places who did not use magic, for one crackpot reason or another.  You've seen the stories on the news.  Plus, anyone that wasn't in the cities probably has a good chance, as long as they didn't have any implants."
Eilia looked at him with a flat expression.  "You know, I almost got a music player put in when I bought your Evershines.  Last year's model was on sale for fifty percent off."
"If you had, it would probably have blown your head off."
Rhynn said this in a half-joking way, but Eilia's face went white and she hung her head and began to cry, fat tears falling unheeded into her food.
"I'm sorry, Eilia.  I didn't meant to --"
"Mother ... had ... one," she gasped.
Rhynn got up and put his arm around her.
Around noon the sky cleared somewhat, fading to yellow, but then a foul smelling wind blew through from the south and a heavy ran began.  The drops had an off-color, oily sheen and the puddles that formed gave off a bluish vapor.  As they would from a normal rain, the goats and chickens fled into their sheds of their own accord.  He and Eilia stayed inside until the storm had passed and only ventured out when all of the water had drained away.
Later that afternoon, survivors appeared on the road.
It was an older man and four young children, plodding along at the pace of the youngest child, who could have been no older than eight.  Though they glanced over at the farm, they showed no sign of stopping.
"You should go out and talk to them," Eilia told him.
He hesitated.  "The farm is small.  It was never intended support more than a few."
"I'm not saying to invite them to join us, just to get information.  Maybe a lot more people than we think survived."
"Alright, but you and the baby stay in the cabin."
When the man saw Rhynn coming down the path, he stopped, circled the children behind him, and waited.  The children watched Rhynn approach with cold, emotionless eyes.  There were two girls and two boys, about evenly spaced in age.  All five had clothes that were dirty and stained, and all looked tired, but otherwise they appeared hale enough.
 Though quite elderly, with all the hair on his head gone white, the man was a good bit bigger than Rhynn, and had the trim and muscular physique that Rhynn had seen on many long service veterans.  He was also -- Rhynn had to look twice to make sure -- wearing a sword.  Not an ornamental saber like officers of the Defense Service wore to parties, but a double-edged hand and a half broadsword.  Rhynn had never seen one outside of a museum.
"That's far enough," the fellow told Rhynn.  "What do you want?"
Rhynn showed his hands to demonstrate that they were empty and smiled.  "Nothing, sir.  My name's Rhynn.  I just wanted to ask if you had come up from the city."
"We did," The man begrudged, eying Rhynn's uniform.  Seeming to make up his mind that Rhynn presented no immediate threat, he relaxed slightly.  "You're in the City Defense Service?"
"I was."  For the first time, Rhynn realized that others might consider him a deserter, but decided that that did not really matter any more.  "Did you see many other survivors?"
The population of the City before the attack had been over ten million.  If even one percent of those had survived, the resources available in the Primitive Reservation would be overwhelmed.
"Not a one."
Rhynn blinked.  "If you don't mind my asking, how did you manage to make it out of the city?"
"My grandchildren and I were visiting the Catacombs under the Castle at Trigen.  There's no magic down there except the lights and those went out first.  When the Port Station in the castle courtyard cooked off, we were deep enough to be protected from the blast.  As soon as it was over, we started walking."
"How safe is it to travel there?"
"A lot of places are still burning and there are some very big craters, but a few parts look like they just suffered a big storm.  You're thinking about trying to go down there?"
"My ... relatives are there."
The man shook his head.  "I wouldn't bother, son.  If you can call it that, we were lucky.  I'm magic deficient and so are all the grandkids.  For the first time in my life I can honestly say that I'm glad of it.  If we had had any magical devices with us, we'll all be dead just like everyone else in our tour group."
Rhynn nodded.  Maybe the man really had been lucky.  On average, only one person in one hundred thousand was MD.  "Thank you, sir.  I appreciate you taking the time to talk to me."  He thought a moment.  "Could I get you some water or something to eat?"
"We have a place to go," the man, who still had not given his name, told Rhynn.  The clear implication was that he would share no more than that.
"Well, good luck, sir."
"Good luck to you as well."
When Rhynn went back to the cabin, he told Eilia, "I want to go back to the head of the trail and take a look at the City.  Those people were all MD and that's why they survived."
Eilia looked confused.  "I don't understand."
"My father was MD."
"Oh.  I didn't know."
"He didn't want people to know.  He was ashamed of it."
"Do you think he could be alright?"
"Not really, but I still want to take a look.  If there are more people coming out of the city, we need to know about it.  We're fairly exposed here, and I might need to take out time to modify the doors and windows so that we can barricade ourselves in."
"Should Pherarl and I come with you?"
"No, it might start raining again and I don't think he or you should be out in that.  By myself, I can run, and I should be there and back before full dark."
"Alright, but just make sure you come back."
"I will.  I promise."
Rhynn's father had, of course, kept no modern weapons, but he did have several wide bladed hunting knifes and Rhynn, thinking about the sword that the grandfather had carried, strapped one of the knives to his belt.  Aside from his filled canteen, he took nothing else.  As he was in regulation physical shape, he did run most of the way, resting by slowing to a trot as needed, and reached the spot along the trail where they had slept in about an hour.  He paused there for a drink and then continued.
The downhill slope made the run easier, and he picked up a little speed, so that when he rounded a switchback curve, he had to skid to avoid colliding with the man who appeared in front of him.  With considerable shock, he recognized the man and his uniform.
"You're the sergeant from the security squad at the Command Bunker."
"And you're Comm Spec Rhynn.  I figured you were dead."
"I thought the same about you.  How many survived in the Bastion?"
"Better than three hundred, but about a quarter of those are wounded.  They're taking a break about two hundred paces behind me.  What does the terrain look like above here, Comm Spec?  We need a place to camp for the night."
"Just like this.  It doesn't level out much till you get to the top of the ridge.  Did Vice-Commander Karhle make it?"
"Yeah, but he's a Commander, now.  He and Vice-Commander nhBrenl are in charge."
"I don't know him."
"You wouldn't.  He's Special Group Commando."
"Oh, right.  What about Knight-Commander nhBreen?"
"His brain's fried.  His magic cooked him.  He's still breathing, but nobody thinks he's going to make it.  Do you want to come back and talk to Commander Karhle?"
It was not an order or a request, just an inquiry.  "Alright."
After they had covered about half of the sergeant's estimated distance, they came to the overlook which both he and Eilia had ignored the first time.  Now, in full daylight, the vista of the City spread out and he reflexively paused for a moment to take it in.  Though he expected utter disaster, the extent of the devastation still stunned him.
As far as the eye could see, there was nothing but smoke, ash, rubble, and death.
The unnamed grandfather had been right.  There was no point in going back.  With such overwhelming evidence, he could not delude himself, as much as he might want to believe in the possibility, that either his father or Eilia's mother could still be alive in that.
Without warning, the ground began to shake, rapidly increasing in tempo until he could not stand upright and the rocks of the hillock began to crack and bounce crazily.  While he was thrown about by the rebellious earth, he heard a great roaring sound coming from the east, and when he turned his eyes in that direction, he saw a gray line appear on the horizon and move westward at almost incredible speed.  In a few seconds, the line grew more distinct, revealing itself to be a wave of dark water a dozen storeys taller than anything that remained standing in the smoking ruins.  This monstrous flood advanced relentlessly across the lowlands, mercilessly drowning what little remained of the great metropolis.  Another roar started up and a similar wave came in from the west.  The two met in a great clash and then subsided, leaving nothing but a troubled expanse of polluted, trash-choked sea from one horizon to the other.
 



FORTY-ONE
 
Telriy, sitting and holding Pip in her lap while he doodled on a scrap of paper with a piece of colored chalk, looked up as one of the workers, a woman not much younger than herself, exited the upper deck corridor.  Tall, with her reddish brown hair tied up with a sawdust covered scarf and wearing a man's canvas dungarees and matching shirt, the young woman started toward the hatch leading below, glanced over at Telriy, and then, after a slight hesitation, crossed into the band of bright yellow sunlight that the warehouse's windows laid across the skyship.  Mornings in Khalar were a good bit cooler than further south, and Telriy had placed her chair to take advantage of the warming light.
"Excuse me, my lady, but are these your and Merchant Drath's children?"
Telriy smiled encouragingly, welcoming the company.  For the most part, the men and women that Mar had hired to repair the skyship had made a point of not concerning themselves with anything that did not directly relate to their work.  Thus far, there had been almost no unnecessary interaction between them and the crew.  With Mar gone off to, as he had put it, "scout opportunities," and Yhejia and Aisle supervising their children and the Auxiliaries while the latter did laundry, she had volunteered to watch the youngest members of the crew, Pip and the baby Tyis, who was napping in her crib next to Telriy's chair. 
"No, he's Yhejia's and she's Aiyse's.  Why do you ask?"
"Oh, well, it just seems that you're so much in love that you'd have already started a family."
Telriy laughed.  "We do?"  She pointed at Yhejia's chair.  "I'm Telriy.  Sit, if you have a minute."
"Thank you, I suppose I could take a short break."  The young woman settled into the chair with an almost practiced grace, as if sitting daintily were a skill in which she had been drilled.  "I'm Saeythe bhi' Trhisgan."
"I've never heard that prefix before.  Does it mean that you're the wife of Trhisgan?"
Saeythe grinned.  "Yes.  It's archaic.  I read it in a fourth century compilation of romantic poetry."
"I see," Telriy said evenly.  And she did.  Mar had told her the story.  This vapor-headed girl had abandoned a comfortable, privileged life to marry a carpenter's apprentice and endure the rest of her life in squalor and want.  What an idiot.  "Your husband is one of the carpenters?"
"Yes!  Well, an apprentice actually, but he will be a journeyman in only two more years."  Saeythe laid her hands on her abdomen.  "We're very much in love.  Our first baby will be born in seven months.  I'm so excited!"
Drawn by the bubble in the young woman's tone, Pip looked up from his scribble and grinned at Saeythe.  "I'm Pip!"
The boy was actually saying, "I'm the Prince!"  But it seemed impossible that anyone but those who knew would figure that out.
Saeythe giggled and made a baby talk face.  "You sure are!  I bet you're the best Pip there is, aren't you?"
Telriy resisted the temptation to roll her eyes.  "Congratulations!  I'm happy for you."
"Thank you!  What about you?  Are you hoping for children?"
"Oh, yes.  Someday, that is."
"We're going to have four, two boys and two girls, if the Gods will it.  We're going to name them after great poets..."
Telriy did not interrupt as Saeythe chattered on, talking about all things baby.  It was a harmless diversion from her own oppressive thoughts and it was mildly pleasant to simply sit and listen while not having to render any of the various roles that she was compelled to portray with the Mhajhkaeirii and Mar.  Relaxing mentally and physically, she nodded occasionally and made a few sounds of agreement from time to time to keep the other woman motivated.  Eventually, though, Saeythe ran through her store of opinions and comments about babies, poets, love, husbands, family life, and the world in general.
"This must be the oddest barge that I have ever seen," she opined with easy camaraderie in a nomadic change of subject.  "I may should not tell you this, but my husband's father says that it will probably sink the first time you put it in the river.  He says that none of the seams are tight enough, even after you have them caulked, to be water tight.  He also said the beam of the vessel is to narrow to catch the current well enough to make headway."
"Ah.  Well, that's Drath's business," Telriy improvised.  "He doesn't like it when I concern myself with his projects, so I just hold my peace."
"That's probably for the best.  Men can be such dunces, can't they?  Has he said why he had it dragged in here in the middle of the night instead of into a drydock on the river?"
"Oh, I don't know," Telriy replied breezily.  "Something about hiding his new design from competitors."
 Saeythe lifted her shoulders.  "I suppose that makes sense.  Well, I'd better be getting back.  Papa Thyrael says that we'll be finished in the morning, if we get all the decking back in today."
"Excellent," Telriy approved, smiling.  "Drath will be pleased, I'm sure."  She certainly was.  Though she was still trying to work out the details, particularly a means to get all the Mhajhkaeirii off the skyship before her departure, she planned to take Number One with her when she left.
After Saeythe bid her a good day and departed, Telriy let Pip get down on the deck to draw stick figures on the planks, then let her hand rest for a moment on her own belly.
There were no physical signs yet, but she knew.  She could already sense it in the either, that tiny bit of life, her daughter, growing inside of her.  But that was her secret and her secret it would remain.
 



FORTY-TWO
 
With the repairs to the skyship scheduled to be completed by the next day, Mar determined that if he were going to make one last effort to recoup his loses -- Ulor's purse was down to less than one thalar in silver and copper -- then it must be that very night.  The previous day, a foray into the Old City had been forestalled by a heavy rain that had started up the in the late afternoon and had not faded away till daybreak.
"I'm going to take a walk over to the Old City docks," he told Ulor early in the morning, just after Thyrael and his crew showed up and started work.  "I'll be back this afternoon."
"Aye, sir.  I'll get the men to get into their gear and we'll be ready in five minutes."
"No, I'll be going out alone today.  I intend to do a bit of sightseeing and I don't need a crowd around to draw attention, if you know what I mean."
"Yes, sir, but I don't think that it's a good idea that you move about the city without protection."
Slightly annoyed, Mar tapped his own chest with a thumb.  "Magician, remember?  Besides, Khalar is my city.  I know every corner, every rooftop, every street, and every hideaway in it.  I know the places and people to stay away from and I know how to get out of trouble if it drops in on my head.  Don't worry, I won't have any problems."
The subaltern did not look convinced.  "Aye, sir."
Mar went to look for Telriy before he left.  He found her sitting and brushing her hair on the cot they shared in a small corner of the storerooms.  She put the brush down when she saw him, but did not get up.
"I'm going out into the city for a while," he told her.  "I'll be back after midday."
For a moment, she looked as if she thought of saying something, but then just rose, wrapped her arms tightly around his neck, pressing the full length of her body against him, and kissed him fiercely.
Surprised but pleased, he returned the kiss ardently.
After a moment or two, she broke away and held him at arms' length, her eyes studying his face.  Then she said, very quietly, "Goodbye, Mar."
Wondering what had made her so somber, but assuming it to be one of the "women's moods" that he had heard the armsmen joke about, Mar grinned in an effort to lighten the tension.  "I'm just going to scout opportunities.  I'll only be gone a few hours."
She just nodded, went back to the cot, and resumed brushing her hair.
Legate Rhel and three of the legionnaires had the duty this morning at the front entrance.  Though Eishtren and the other armsmen tended to stay out of sight as much as possible, the Quaestor had insisted on a continuous guard at the front and rear entrances in addition to the watch on the roof.  Four legionnaires, two from the Quaestor's section, Scahll and Dhem, and two of Ulor's Royal Guard, Phaesr and Thridh, pretended to be lounging idly on either side.  Mar had not had much opportunity to speak or interact with the later.  Both fit the pattern of those long in service to the Princedom: approaching middle age, tall and muscular, taciturn to a fault, and, by all indications, fiercely loyal.
"Good morning, sir," Rhel offered, obviously stifling his impulse to salute.
"Good morning, Rhel.  Could your men open the doors?"
"Yes, sir!"  The four legionnaires hauled one of the interior sections to one side and opened a gap about a pace wide, letting in a shaft of sunlight.  "Are you getting ready to go out, sir?  Should I send someone to remind Subaltern Ulor?"
Once again, Mar grew annoyed.  He had survived the vast bulk of his life without comrades or assistance of any kind and now everyone thought he was incapable of walking down the street without a dozen attendants.
"Ulor won't be coming today," he told Rhel brusquely.  He stepped towards the gap.
"But, sir --" Rhel began.
As he passed through, Mar turned his head about and glared the legate into silence.
Striding across the not-quite-plaza, Mar saw a group of young children tossing stones into the irregular depression at its center, which the rain had made into a cloudy pool.  Though they glanced his way, they did not otherwise react to his presence, remaining focused on their game and the sniping arguments it engendered
He grinned at that.  To them, he was no one, just another person walking by.  For the first time in a long while he felt like the person he actually was -- just another passing stranger on the street, not a magician or a king, just Mar.  His steps lightened as he turned onto the lane that led to the Blue Fortress Promenade and he firmly resolved to enjoy the solitary day, perhaps one of the last he would ever know.
However, when he reached the Promenade, he almost turned about and went back. Not having kept tract, he had not realized that it was thirdday, and also, apparently, one of the special biennial festival days.  With streamers and banners twirling overhead, the avenue was filled from one side to the other with whole families of devout pilgrims, gangs of acolytes bearing relics, shrines, near naked hermits, fakirs, and other such sacred personages (including one that appeared to be a dog),  boisterous revelers who seemed simply along to enjoy the holiday, and assorted inebriated tradesmen who, of course, heartily embraced the excuse for a three day binge, especially one sanctioned by the Gods, a characteristic that thereby immunized them from the normally resulting spousal criticism.
On a whim, he joined the parade.  The pandemonium might prevent him from properly investigating his targets -- the Viceroy's Guard would have barricaded all streets in the Old City except for the route to the Plaza of the Empire -- but at least he would be practically invisible in the throng.  Besides, it looked like a chance for a bit of harmless entertainment.
Not worrying about his progress, he let the drift of the crowd move him along in an organic fashion.  When a group of Tyrephii coalesced into a logjam and exploded in an impromptu thirty-two verse chant, he paused and bought an apple from a vendor.  Afterwards, he moved on in the wake of a drove of bare-chested, self-flagellating Kurikhirists (both male and female), only to be stymied again by the mass fainting of a congregation of the adherents of the priest-philosopher d'Mhi'kindht'kychea. 
Eventually, a bit before noon, he reached the Blue Fortress gates, which were blocked wide to allow the free passage of the flood of worshipers.  Here, however, the procession halted in the plaza to burn an effigy of the disgraced hero, Perclmindt, in order to commemorate his failure complete the Forty-Nine Tasks decreed by the Gods to free his love, Phielia, from the Outerworld and the salacious desires of Ptem-ko-ah.  When the incompetent and cheerfully derided Perclmindt was a pile of ash, priests distributed sweets and bakery treats to the on looking children.
Unconcerned, he wandered around the blockage and waited till a chair became free at a table on the terrace of the tavern -- the very same one where he and Waleck had sat to wait passage through the fortress -- on the northern side of the plaza.  Following of the burning of the unfortunate Perclmindt, Altar Maidens of the fertility goddess Bhist-gem-naet set up for a presentation of a morality play involving gigantic puppets of a dragon, an owl, a frog, a concubine, and a pickle jar.  When a waiter fought his way through the press, Mar ordered tea and a plate of the traditional holy day fare of sweet pickles, fried onions, sharp cheese, and a complimentary cookie in the shape of an icon of Bhenthiabuka, and languidly watched the performance.
He finished his light meal at about the same time that the play concluded and rejoined the procession when it moved on through the gates.  After traversing the courts and inner strong points of the Blue Fortress under the stoic gaze of Imperial legionnaires, he walked up the ramps onto the Blue Ice Bridge in loose association with a herd of adolescents furiously ringing chimes to scare off the minions of Soohlmed.  It was cooler above the water, and the pilgrims and celebrants slowed to luxuriate in the fresh breeze.
At about the midpoint of the bridge, he noticed a group of men following him.  They were dressed no different from any of the other pilgrims, wearing workday trousers, shirts and tunics, but they were all big, with harsh expressions, and no disguise could conceal the ingrained swagger of the Viceroy's Personal Guard.  Then, twenty paces ahead of him, another trio of imperial thugs separated from the crowd to block his path.
Mar was not wearing his brigandine, just the merchant's costume that he had appropriated, but he did have on solid boots and could have flown out of danger, but decided to go for the river instead, thus avoiding a potentially calamitous public display of magic.
When he heard rushing footsteps behind him, he bolted for the side of the bridge.
Almost at the same instant, one of the adolescents darted forward into his path and the collision sent both he and the girl sprawling.
Before he could scramble to his feet, something heavy and solid impacted the back of his skull.
 



FORTY-THREE
 
Wrapped in complete darkness, Mar woke feeling as if several someones in hobnailed boots had jumped up and down on him.  Repeatedly and enthusiastically.
Though the realization did nothing to improve his situation, it was now embarrassingly apparent that he had been stupid to believe that a simple change of clothing would provide a disguise sufficient to fool the Guard's legion of snitches.
Hanging painfully by his wrists in what felt like steel manacles, he was suspended against a cold, wet wall of granite or similar rough stone.  By extending his toes -- those same someones had also appropriated his boots, trousers, shirt, and jacket, leaving him only his smallclothes -- he could touch a slime-smeared floor, also stone.  He pressed down with the toes of both feet and managed to gain some relief by taking a small amount of his weight off his wrists, and then studied the ether.
Within the range of his magical sense, he detected nothing with the sound-colors that he had learned to associate with living things.  He identified the tweeting-mud of the thick stone blocks that made up his cell and the purging-ebony of the aged oak of its narrow door, but nothing else.
To be this dark, he must be underground.  He could be under one of the river fortresses, but more likely the Imperials had tossed him in the deep dungeons that were commonly known to exist beneath the House of Justice.  It was impossible to be sure.  He had never spoken to anyone who had been in the dungeons and lived to tell about it.
If the Imperials had intended simply to kill him, they would have cut his throat and tossed him off the bridge.  Clearly, they had some special punishment in store for him, some grand exhibition designed to play to the vanity of someone with influence and power.
Unluckily for that individual, Mar intended to deprive him of his opportunity for entertainment; he was not going to hang around to find out the nature of that special punishment.  Once he figured a way to get out of the manacles, the door should not be much of a problem.  After that, he would have to improvise.
He studied the stone and mortar above his head, delving into the wall to discover the depth and configuration of the shank of the iron ring to which he was shackled.  As far as he could tell, the shank went half an armlength into the wall, with an x-shaped anchor at its end.  He doubted that he could do much with the iron, but the stone that fixed it in place should move if he applied sufficient flux.  However, the wall seemed more than solid and the amount of outward impetus needed to move the blocks holding the ring's shank might also bring it all down on his head.
Pondering the problem, he sensed the four men approaching his cell in the either long before the weak light of their single lantern snuck around the door.
Listening both with his ears and his magical sense, he followed their heavy tread along the corridor.  They stopped in front of his door and one of them inserted a key in the lock, then turned it with a rough, rusty sound.
"All of you ready?" a voice muffled by the door asked.
"Yeah."
"Open it.  He won't be any trouble for the four of us."
The fourth man must have just nodded.
The door did not fit its frame well, and the man with the key had to skid it with his hip, the bottom loudly scraping the floor.  That man held the lantern as well, and when he sauntered inside, its light showed a three pace square, featureless chamber with a vaulted ceiling.  The lantern bearer, who also carried a stool, advanced to face Mar while his fellows spread out in a semi-circle behind him.  All were wearing the tabards of the Viceroy's Personal Guard and all were in chainmail over leather padding, wool trousers, and boots.  The three behind carried armlength long wooden cudgels bound in brass, but no edged weapons.  All four appeared to have been cut from the same pattern: tall, broad, scarred, and cruel.
"You give us any trouble," the first guardsman, with a gleeful grin, told Mar, "and we'll break every bone in your body."
Without waiting for an acknowledgement, the Imperial set down his stool to Mar's left, climbed up on it, grabbed the thief's wrist and unlocked the cuff of the manacle.  When the jailor released wrist and manacle, the chain to the other cuff rattled through the ring and dropped Mar's feet to the floor.
In quick succession, Mar did four things.  First, he kicked out left to knock over the stool, toppling the first guard and causing him to fall heavily.  Second, he enchanted the armor of the other three and smashed all of them against the walls with enough force to knock out their wind and, with any luck, break bones.  Third, he twisted to whip the unlocked manacle at the end of the chain across of the face of the first guardsman, who, yelling at the top of his lungs, was trying to get to his feet.  Fourth, he sprinted out the door.
Never slowing, he followed the corridor in the direction that his guards had come, running as if death itself -- a high probability -- was on his heels.  The corridor made a left turn, passed rows of closed cell doors, then made a right turn into a short corridor lit with lanterns.  At the end of this, stairs led upward.  Leaping up the steps three at a time, he saw a closed door ahead of him and enchanted it without missing a stride.  The door swelled outward and then burst with a great rending crack, hurling a cloud of deadly splinters through the guardroom beyond.  Hurdling bleeding, screaming Imperials, he dealt with the door sealing the exit in the same fashion and ran through it, taking in the complete scene beyond in one quick look. 
The chamber was a large, circular hall with a glorious frescoed dome three manheight above.  Casting slightly blued shadows, a row of circular windows set into the dome admitted light.  Below the windows, delicate marble columns supported galleries trimmed with pastel woods and gold leaf.  Though perhaps originally intended for spectators, the galleries were empty.  In the shadows of the galleries, imperial guardsmen armed with shortswords and wearing fine ceremonial livery stood at equidistant points.  To the left a wide, semi-circular platform raised about half an armlength above the rest of the mosaic floor supported three tower-backed chairs-of-state and a long table curved to match the arc of the platform.  On the chairs sat three elderly men wearing the ostentatious crimson robes of Imperial Magistrates.  To the right, a row of varnished pews accommodated a dozen odd scribes and factors, probably observers for various Patriarchs.  A few functionaries and clerks stood about as well.  There were several other exits from the courtroom, but the open arch to the rear, Mar's right, looked the most promising.
The explosion of the guard door had ignited an immediate uproar and sewn general confusion and Mar raced ahead, vaulting over the tops of the pews as he angled for the rear archway.  The scribes and factors in his path scattered. 
Mar did not see or sense the crossbow bolt that pierced his calf.  As its momentum carried it on, the steel point at the end of the armlength shaft smashed into the wood of the pew and lodged, pinning him in place.  Thrown down by the sudden lurch, he stopped half across the pew's back.  Gritting his teeth against the pain, he immediately enchanted the pew, ordering it to rise, but it did not budge.  Cursing, he redoubled his efforts, trying to wrench free the anchors that bound it to the floor.
Another bolt slammed into the pew next to him and he twisted about to find one of the armsmen from the guardroom, blood oozing from punctures on his right cheek, franticly winding the hand crank to re-cock his weapon.
Mar flooded the crossbow with a rapid overcharge of flux and it shattered, the blast knocking the crossbowman to the floor.
Somewhere, a quavering voice began screeching orders.
Desperately, Mar laid a hand to the blood slick shaft protruding from his calf and tried to pull it free, but the barb had penetrated all the way through the fingerlength-thick boards of the pew and it would not come backwards through the hole.  Before he could enchant the shaft, several swordsmen rushed at him, and he had to concentrate fully to enchant all of the leather of their armor in order to throw them back.  He only managed to sail these first attackers halfway across the room before another bunch closed and he had to repeat the process.
As the Imperials milled about while attempting to regroup, he enchanted every weapon that he could see, using the wood of the stocks of crossbows and the leather straps on the grips of the swords,  and ripped them from the guardsmen's hands.  He made the weapons take flight and eject themselves through the windows of the dome, bringing down a shower of glass that made his opponents dive for cover.
A moment of dizziness almost made Mar swoon, and the next wave of attackers gained to within an armlength before he was able to push them away.  He kept the Imperials at bay for some time, but his thoughts began to grow fuzzy and his strength to fade, a toll of the combination of the severe beating that he had endured and the loss of blood from his newest wound.
As his body grew weaker, so did his control of the ether, and when five advanced upon him from different directions, urged on by shouts and curses, he was unable to catch them all.  One slipped through his ethereal shield and struck him a stunning blow to the head,  and he lost control of the others who immediately closed to grab hold of him.  The grunting, cursing, hoarsely breathing, and enraged men took to punching and kicking him and only stopped when a fugleman commanded, "Bring that scum before the judges!"
The armsmen wrapped him in heavy chains, binding his arms and legs and weighing him down.  One of them fetched an axe to hack through the crossbow bolt to free him, leaving the remains of the shaft in his leg, and the gang dragged him roughly across the floor to a spot in front of the dais. 
The chief magistrate poked his head up from behind his overturned chair.  When he was sure that it was safe, he stood, straightening his robe with shaking hands, and advanced to the edge of the platform to confront Mar.
"What manner of man are you?" he demanded in a small, reedy voice.  "What evil sorcery has given you these despicable powers?"
Mar, eyes swollen shut and jaw dislocated, did not deign to respond.
The magistrate rolled his lips in disgust and turned to a disheveled and wide-eyed clerk, just emerging tentatively from a side passage.  "Who is this fiend?"
"He is Mar, the thief, Chief Magistrate Khaiboyndt.  He was next on the docket for today.  The complainant is Patriarch Hwraldek of Korhthenr"
"Ah."  Frowning, Khaiboyndt surveyed the disorder of his court, the wounded guardsmen, and the blood trail that Mar had left across the floor.  "There is no need for presentation of evidence.  It should be clear to all that his guilt is self-evident." 
The magistrate gestured impatiently.  "Make the criminal to stand."
Unable to summon even the smallest bit of energy to affect the ether, Mar could offer no resistance as four of the armsmen raised him upright.
"Mar, degenerate thief and godsless wielder of the corruption of magic, you are condemned," Khaiboyndt pronounced.  "For the crime of the unlawful entry into the dwelling of august and sacred personages and the subsequent villainous burglary of same, we hereby sentence you to death.  You shall be crucified in the Imperial manner.  For the vile and sacrilegious crime of sorcery most foul, demonstrated with frightful potency here in this very court on this very day, we hereby sentence you to cleansing fire, such that no spark of your evil shall remain to taint our blessed city.  Further, I decree that the dust of your mortal remains shall be scattered in the great river and thus carried away from Khalar forever.  These sentences shall be carried out concurrently and immediately.  Take him away."
The guardsmen hauled Mar hurriedly from the chamber, through an adjoining hall, and out a small door to a courtyard fully enclosed with high walls.  Khaiboyndt and the other two magistrates, as well as the majority of the observers, clerks, court officials, and armsmen, followed. 
In the center of the court, two tall black stone pillars stood a manheight apart.  A beam hoist on a turntable sat nearby, with a crossbar attached to it by a hook and chain.
While those following spread out to watch, one of the Mar's bearers asked the others, "How are we going to fasten his hands to the crossbar with his arms pinned?"
"We'd best not take off the chains.  We'll just hang the chains on the crossbar and not worry about the nails," another said.  "The fire will do him in quick enough."
In short order, the guardsman fastened Mar to the crossbar, raised it to the notches, and dropped it in place to leave him hanging an armlength from the pavement.
Wood was brought and piled up at the base of the columns almost to the soles of Mar's feet.  This was doused liberally with oil and then, to a resounding and drawn-out hurrah from the Khalarii onlookers, a torch savagely applied.
When the flames rose and seared the bare flesh of his feet and legs, Mar screamed.
 



FORTY-FOUR
1626 After the Founding of the Empire
 
"I want to go back," Telriy told her grandmother.
It was a nice, warm autumn day, with a clear sky and a gentle breeze, and Gran had dragged their table outside the back door of the hut to wash the breakfast dishes.  The old woman had spent quite a few days (and a lot of mumbled cursing, groaning, and haveasits) paving the small patio with slate that she had dug up and lugged down from further up the hill.  Any spilled water would run off down a gutter instead of turning the loamy clay of their small bit of hillside into slimy mud, and Gran washed dishes and clothes outside whenever the weather permitted.
Gran rinsed a bowl in a bucket of sun-warmed water and handed it to the girl to dry.  "Go back where, child?"
At seven years old, Telriy still had to stand on a stool to be able to reach above the table.  She took the bowl with great care, dried it with her dishtowel precisely and exactingly, and then stacked it on the table with the two others.  They only had three bowls, which meant that they had to wash dishes after each meal.  "To before we were alone."
 Gran made a rude, grumbling noise as she began to scrub their one skillet.  "You'd have to be a wizard to do that."
"What's a wizard, Gran?"
"A wizard's a master of time and space, girl.  Hasn' been none for so long that nobody knows what they were, anymore.  Except, of course, us that have saved a bit of magic from the time before."
"What does that mean, Gran?"
"What part?"
"Master of time and space."
"Oh, that just means that they can go anywhere and anytime, just as they please.  Wasn' very many, even when magic was as common a trade as farmin'.  Took a strong magic to survive being outside of the world."
"What kind of magic, Gran?"
"Powerful strong magic, girl.  Enough time wasted on silly questions.  We've still got to muck out the goat shed."
 



FORTY-FIVE
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
 
The launch bumped the side of the tallest tower of the Palace of Geal and the two liveried sailors standing ready at bow and stern caught at the merlons to hold it steady.
"You are getting much better, Mother Heldhaen," Ghorn complimented.  "There were only a few bobbles that time."
The old woman grinned.  "Had to get the right application of the medicinal elixir, that's all.  Four cups, no more, no less."
As wine and other spirits were forbidden on warships of the Principate by longstanding decree, Ghorn had declared his pilot's special ration to be "medicinal elixir for magical purposes."
A strong western wind had brought them to Gealollh in only four days.  Its rugged land producing little but wines and olive oil, it was the westernmost and the smallest of the Sister Cities and lay a good distance inland from its short stretch of rocky coast.  The small Princedom had no navy to speak of and hardly enough armsmen to guard its own amorphous borders.  Her elevated status in the Principate, inconsistent with her size and prowess, was almost entirely due to the randiness of one of Ghorn's ancestors.  Taking a liking to a comely sister of one of the current prince's grandmothers at a diplomatic ball, the fellow had pursued his natural inclination.  Negotiations over recompense for the scandal and care for the unsanctioned offspring had insured that the small domain would become a signatory to the Treaty of Plyyst, the foundational document of the Principate.
Ghorn waited until his ceremonial guard -- Fugleman Hraval and two quads of marines, all in polished armor overlain with the new sea blue tabards sporting the device of the blood red crown -- disembarked, slipping agilely through embrasures, and took station in parallel rows leading up to the waiting Gealollhaerii dignitaries, who, by their looks, were mostly upper level palace bureaucrats.  When his men were in position and all braced stiffly to attention, he crossed over to the tower and marched at a sedate pace up the aisle they formed to the greeting party.
One of the group was an officer in the colors of Gealollh.  He came to attention and saluted.  "Prince-Commander Ghorn, I am Thorhaein, Commander of the Royal Cavaliers of Gealollh."
"Well met, Commander."
"My lord, allow me to introduce Lord Khiklos'iih, First Minister of Gealollh."
Khiklos'iih, a man so short that Ghorn had to look down to meet his eyes, was quite thoroughly bald.  He stepped forward and extended a warm smile and hearty handshake, both rigidly professional.  "Welcome to Gealollh, Prince-Commander.  If you will accompany me, Prince Rhelfa awaits you in his throne room."
With no further ceremony, the First Minister and his party preceded Ghorn and his marines down into the tower, along branching corridors, and into the throne room, where they announced him and then retired to seating at one side.
The seat of authority of the Gealollhaerii'n palace was rather modest and plain, at least by Mhajhkaeirii'n standards.  Only some fifty paces long by twenty wide, with rows of fat brick columns holding up a roof supported on iron trusses, the rectangular hall had no windows, but had to be lit with candle-festooned chandeliers.  Spectator balconies (currently empty, Ghorn was quick to note) hung down amongst the columns to the left and right.  Little extraneous decoration had been applied to the architecture, but a large banner of the Principate and a marginally smaller ensign of Gealollh were strategically hung from the wall behind the throne.  Not a true dais, the seat of authority sat on a raised section of floor that had a shallow slope leading up to it.
The occupant of the throne, Prince Rhelfa nh' Rhau nhi' Saeindt of the House of Geal was not young, but he was young to his rule, having only assumed the throne two years previous at the demise of his long-lived and generally well-regarded and competent sire, Prince Rhau.  In appearance, he was neat and trim.  Not a tall man, rather than robes of state, he wore a simple tailored suit of trousers and jacket of gray Gealollhaerii'n wool, and had a full head of black hair, though much of his goatee was white.  A known scholar, Rhelfa had penned several dozen treatises on horticulture and was widely credited with the breeding of a species of apple that would produce a decent fruit under semi-arid conditions.  According to what Ghorn had learned of him before the fall of Mhajhkaei, he had had no military training of any sort, had come to the throne after being well settled in life with young grandchildren, and had generally allowed his father's professional bureaucrats to govern with only gentle oversight, an arrangement that from all reports had functioned without difficulty.
As he marched at a regulated pace toward Rhelfa, with his honor guard making the same artificial pace behind, Ghorn let his eyes take in everything, memorizing the spaces, items, and locations of the hall as if it were a battlefield.  When he stopped at the foot of the slope, he did not bow as he might once have.  As a prince himself, albeit of a cadet branch of the Mhajhkaeirii'n ruling house, he was technically the equal of Prince Rhelfa, and it was imperative that he concede nothing at the outset.
"Greetings, Prince Rhelfa.  I wish to express my gratitude for your quick agreement to this unannounced visit."
"You do all Gealollh an honor, Prince Ghorn."  Rhelfa's voice was mild and unhurried, and his smile no more than polite.  "It is not often that we are visited by the chief of all Principate forces ... nor by ships that sail upon the air in such a wondrous manner." 
The Gealollhaerii prince clapped his hands and waiting servants ferried out an ornate armchair with a cushioned seat and back and placed it near the throne.  "Please have a seat so that we might have our discussion in a more cordial manner."
"Thank you, Prince Rhelfa."  As Ghorn moved forward and sat down, Hraval lined up the marines, forming two neat rows on the main floor just to the right of the Mhajhkaeirii'n prince.
Unbidden, the same servants produced two identical cherry side tables, whisked them into place beside Ghorn and Rhelfa, and placed a delicate, gold-rimmed goblet on each.
"May I offer you wine?"  Prince Rhelfa inquired, obviously following a prepared agenda.
Ghorn smiled pleasantly.  "That would be excellent."
A wine steward wearing white gloves to cradle a dusky bottle as if it were a sucking babe stepped forward and presented the date incised into the glass to Prince Rhelfa, who gave a perfunctory nod.
"This is the last bottle of the wine laid down in the fourth year of my father's reign.  It is by far the best vintage that we have produced in more than a century."
The wine steward made quite a presentation of unsealing the bottle and extracting the cork.  Then, with a flourish, he filled first his own prince's glass and then Ghorn's.
Prince Rhelfa immediately brought his goblet to his mouth and took a hearty swallow, almost gulping the wine.
As Ghorn raised his own goblet, he unobtrusively studied the man across from him.  Did he detect nervousness there?  The last time that he had taken wine with an uncertain ally, he had almost been killed.  Without betraying his doubts, he brought the goblet to his lips and made the pretense of swallowing, but did not consume any of the beverage or even let it touch his skin.  Then, he put his cup down unhurriedly and told the prince, "Marvelous flavor.  Truly a fine vintage."
The monarch of Gealollh froze for a second, then nodded, watching the Prince-Commander intently.  "We are justly proud of our vintners."
Though the Gealollhaerii'n's voice remained steady, there was something in it that convinced Ghorn that the man was indeed nervous and appeared to be anticipating some action.  His suspicions flaring with sudden intensity, Ghorn made to rise, but felt a sudden constriction and found that he could not move his hands or move his legs.  His own armor and clothing had stiffened to bind him in place.
Before he could shout a warning, crossbowmen wearing the colors of Gealollh rose from concealment in the balconies above and fired down at Hraval and the Mhajhkaeirii marines, and every single one of them fell with hardly a sound, pierced through with multiple shafts.
 



FORTY-SIX
2nd year of the His Glorious Reign
The Princedom of Gealollh
 
When the chief Phaelle'n monk and his two companions appeared from the concealed alcove to the right of his throne, Rhelfa told him stiffly, "Brother, all has been done as you required."
The monk pushed his hood back to reveal his ancient face and smiled, his strange gaze wandering without seeming direction.  "You have done well, brother.  I am sure that the odd affliction that has recently stricken your wife and sons will soon pass."
Rhelfa said nothing, holding his anger in check.  He had done what he must do.
The monk raised a hand to a make a gesture and the ensorcelled Mhajhkaeirii prince, his face flint, floated up and sailed across the chamber to face him.  
"Greetings, Prince-Commander Ghorn," the monk declared.  "I am Waleck of Gh'emhoa and we have much to discuss."
 
 
The Key to Magic continues in Book IV: Emperor
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