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There is, of course, the corollary: A sufficiently advanced system of Magic is indistinguishable from science.
 
 
A note regarding the Imperial Calendar:
The Imperial year consists of thirteen lunar months of twenty-eight days each: First through Third Springmoon, First through Third Summermoon, Harvestmoon, First through Third Autumnmoon, and First through ThirdWintermoon.  Each month is divided into two fortnights, Waxing and Waning and each fortnight is divided into fourteen named days: Firstday through Fourteenthday.
The length of years does not vary; all years are exactly three hundred and sixty-four days.
The accounting of years is entirely arbitrary, varying with location and political and social circumstances, and although the Imperial system is generally accepted, there is no single universal standard. 
However, the following are in common use throughout the world:
Thirdday of every fortnight is the holy day of all Gods.
No day in the month of Harvestmoon is a holy day.
Eighthday is the end of the merchant fiscal cycle.
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ONE
15th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension
Fourthday, Waning, Second Summermoon, 1641 After the Founding of the Empire
 
When the bells rang the end of evening prayers, Brother Ishgeikos rose from the cold floor of his cell.  He took a moment to stretch his stiff back – the ritual prayers had become something of an ordeal for his arthritic frame -- and donned his robe.  He seated himself at his simple table and waited.  His cell resided deep in the bowels of the monastery and the ancient stone channeled all the half-heard sounds and movements of the thousand-strong community to him.  Occasionally, a teasing whiff of the musty-drab-ochre odor of emaciated magic would skirt the edge of his awareness.  He had learned to read these almost non-existent clues over many years and could often trace a man’s steps through the entire edifice.  He was never surprised when someone approached his refuge, and almost always knew the identity of the culprit.  Footsteps, he had confided to some of his students, were as identifiable as a man’s voice.
This time, however, the cadence and force of the steps -- measured, cautious, hesitating just a brief moment at a turn -- were unfamiliar, and this fact in and of itself was an identification.
Just before last midnight bell, his visitor slipped through the thin door of his three armlengths square stone chamber.  The visiting monk stopped immediately; with the door closed, the room was almost completely dark.  The last lit sconce was twelve paces down the corridor and its weak illumination scarcely filtered through the narrow gap beneath the door.
“Welcome, brother,” Ishgeikos said quietly.  There was just the one stool and no point therefore in inviting the other to sit.
“I did as you requested.  None saw me,” the man replied.  Clearly an orator, his voice was slightly hoarse at the edges.  There was also a quickness in his speech, a tightness that suggested an accelerated heartbeat.  His cloister robe brushed the age-polished tiles with a sound like new cloth.  The clothes underneath had a better-worn, somewhat weathered sound and were no doubt the standard traveling trousers and vest of his order.  A vague corona of cabbage soup and spiced bean mush hovered about him.
The visitor’s body language changed.  “You are blind.” 
This was a rather astute declaration.  In the light, most strangers recognized this instantly, but the blackness of the cell surely hid Ishgeikos’s clouded eyes and his ravaged face.
“Some nine years now.”  Ishgeikos replied cheerfully, offering a contented smile that his visitor could not see. 
“Brother, on Kh’ordhif there is a community of the Great Phaelle that defends several small medical magic relics ensconced in a massive obelisk.  Perhaps one of those could be used to improve your condition.”  
It was an offer.  Ishgeikos was not permitted to travel – he was, in fact, restricted to this very cell except during the most holy of rites -- and relics were under the tightest controls.  Only a special dispensation or a careful conspiracy would accomplish such treatment.
“I fear it would avail naught,” Ishgeikos judged.  “It was magic that made me blind to the physical world.  A small relic that I was endeavoring to key suffered a cascading malfunction and exploded.”
“This incident also gave you the Sight?”
Ishgeikos had always remained circumspect when discussing his accident.  He had never revealed to another soul the exact nature of the source of this “visions,” allowing others to speculate as they were wont.  He had originally feared that some unfortunately invasive attempt might be made to recover the relic fragments and had since learned that his brethren and superiors were more comfortable with a traditional explanation.  Now, these concerns no longer mattered.
“Archdeacon Shaeiddl, blessed be his sacred rest from the Work, ruled an Interdiction on that information but yes, that is apparently true.  It also provided what are told to me to be horrendous scars.  Apparently, tiny bits of the relic were embedded in my brain.”
“The device had the capability to perceive the future?”  The visitor did not try to disguise the eagerness in his voice.  Many had had the same thought: If only another could be found!
“No, it was simply a recording device.  It stored in a very methodical and cross-referenced way – I think of it as an encyclopedia – the notes of a minor wizard who assisted a sorcerer in theoretical studies at some point in the distant past.  The scattered fragments of it that remain active in my head indicate that the sorcerer had developed some method for gaining detailed views of events unrestricted by time or location.”
The visitor seemed to consider his next questions carefully.  “Then you do not truly have the prophetic gift?  How is it that you produce such accurate prognostications?”
“The wizard was very meticulous and detail oriented, with a keen ability to place details in context.  The data that survives within me are all concise but extensive summaries of specific events.  Each extant entry provides dates, names, and circumstances and, on occasion, pertinent peripheral facts such as weather conditions, measurements that I take to be magical in nature, astronomical observations, and even, once, a recipe for an Irhfeii’n delicacy.”
“Are you able to access this data at will?”  This indicated another astute insight.
“No,” Ishgeikos lied.  “The glimpses come and go at random.  The destruction of the vessel destroyed whatever control or indexing functions that might have once existed within the spell.”
It was vitally important to protect certain information.  Due to his unique perspective, he understood the dangers of tampering with coming events. 
“It is clear that this data has given you understandings not available to most.”
Ishgeikos waited.  Thus far, he had followed the script stored in his mind exactly; his visitor would reveal his purpose shortly. 
Silence of a sort (for Ishgeikos, no moment was truly silent; there was always the soft whisper of breath, the quiet bass thud of heartbeats, the intangible feeling of weight being shifted from one foot to the other, a thousand other indefinable hints of sounds) prevailed.
Finally, the visitor, with an almost imperceptible nod of acquiescence, said, “We believe that you can aid us in the revelation of the Restorer, brother.”
“I am not the man you seek”
“You are named in the prophecy.”
“There are many prophecies and many interpretations.”
“This very date is given.”
“Unusual, but not unknown.”
“Would you offer another interpretation?”
Ishgeikos sighed.  “As you will.”
The visitor retrieved a scroll from an inner pocket of his robe.  “Should I read it to you?”
“No, I can manage.  When I was first blinded, my deacon fetched a man from the school on Khikhos, where they teach the sightless to read the scratches of a pen.”
Ishgeikos unrolled it and began to trace the script with his fingertips.  He finished the scroll and then went through it again to confirm that he had deciphered the indentions in the paper correctly.  He could read manuscript through touch, but it was not a perfected skill, and many times he simply had to guess.  A short gap existed in his data regarding the scroll and he wanted to be careful to hold true to the sequence of events.
He began to read aloud, ”On a fourth day of a month in the wane of summer, in a year with little rain on the isle of the autumn blooming tree, a holy prophet will reveal through another -- who has preformed the translation?”
“Learned brothers who support our Cadre.”
“Sadly I must inform you that they have mistranslated the final phrase.  Rather than ‘the one who is destined to unlock the power of the ages,’ it should read simply ‘the key to magic.”
The visitor evinced surprise.  “You have read the original prophecy?  We thought it uncommon and were not aware that you were a scholar of dead languages.”
 “No, not at all.  It is not my translation, but that of my data.”
“How complete is the vision you have of it?  Does it explain the prophecy?”
“No.  The entry is only a fragment of a fragment.”  Another necessary lie.
“And your interpretation?”
“The date is inexact.  It could be today, as you suggest, but “fourth day” in this case is most likely an enumeration and not a unique specifier.  Not knowing the calendarial system under which the prophecy was created, it is impossible, in my opinion, to correlate an exact date.  I know of three distinct species of tree that put on blooms in autumn, two of which are native to the islands of the southern Silver Sea.  Both exist on islands in generally arid conditions.  As you and your fellows have no doubt determined, one of those species, the Arawacq, does indeed exist here.  The other, the Wzhai, is a fragile plant that does not prosper alongside human presence.  At best, if the tree indicated is indeed the Arawacq, you would have a set of some several dozen possible islands.  Finally, as I have already explained, I am not a prophet.”
“But it is clear,” the visitor argued, “that your accident has given you unique insights into prophecy.  “
“That is as it may be,” Ishgeikos conceded.  “But as I have said, I am not the man you seek.”  This was the most important lie.
“I am not convinced of that,” the visitor countered.  “I will consult with my brethren and we will speak with you again.”
Ishgeikos rose and clasped his visitor’s arms in farewell, then, following the words in his head, recited, “That, I am afraid, will be impossible, brother.  Many of the data that emerge from the remains of the relic relate, oddly enough, to me.  I have, for good or ill, been afflicted with a mostly complete accounting of my own life for some eight and a half years.  I have had time to accommodate myself to the anxiety and distress that this might often bring and have become content with my fate.  I know that I will expire quietly in my sleep this very evening.  I gain some comfort from this; I have lived a long life and pass from it with few regrets.”
The visitor tensed, stood a stiff moment in thought, and then pulled the trigger of the relic he had slipped from his sleeve.  The soundless device fired a steel spike into Ishgeikos’s chest with the force of a crossbow.  The visitor caught the old monk as he collapsed and eased him tenderly to the floor.
“Forgive me, brother,” the other said quietly.  “I had to learn if it is possible to alter foreseen events.  Sadly, it seems clear that the future may be altered by informed action.”
His strength already faded, Ishgeikos did not attempt to reply, simply allowing himself a satisfied smile as his life faded away.  He had taken the poison with his supper as the image in his head dictated and had felt almost no pain from the thrust of the spike.  He, for one, had never had any desire to attempt to alter what had been foretold.  At least, not as far as his own life was concerned.
The visitor turned to depart, then turned back about to offer a blessing for the dead.  “As you rest from the Work, the Duty will be done, so that the Restoration – and the Restorer – shall come nigh.”
 



TWO
816 Before the Founding of the Empire
 
The moaning began at moonrise.
“Mother’s Grandfather!”  Streb shook the old man’s shoulder urgently.
“Mhuph?”
“The Demon wakes!”  Streb hissed, his twelve-year-old voice breaking.
The old man groped groggily about his pallet for his staff.  Streb snatched it from the ground and pressed the gnarled shaft into his elder’s hand.  Their fire had long since burned to embers and though the moon lit the high pasture well, he knew his ancient relative would have had difficulty finding the staff even in broad day.
Mother’s Grandfather took the staff, but did not rise.  He gestured and Streb fetched him a cup of water from the pail.  He drank some, gargled, and spat out the rest onto the heath.
“I told you to call me, Medj, boy.”
“Aye, Mother’s Grandfather.”
Medj snapped the staff around toward Streb’s ankle, but his target danced out of the way, grinning.
“You’re getting better,” Medj approved.
“Aye, Mother’s Grandfather.”
Streb, always alert, saw the old man’s knuckles tighten again and quickly backed out of range.  Safer than trying to dodge -- Medj would fling the staff if he thought he could catch it on the rebound.
Medj smiled, more or less toothlessly.  “And smarter.”
“Aye, Mother’s Grandfather.”
A keening moan, carrying through the chill of the night, forestalled further chatter.
Medj cocked his head, listening.  “That’s the demon?”
“Aye, Mother’s Grandfather,” Streb agreed, his excitement making him bounce from foot to foot.  Ready to begin their adventure, he snatched up his small pack and hung one strap over his shoulder.
“Sounds like the wind between rocks.”
“The air is still tonight,” Streb pointed out, waving his arms and rolling his eyes.  Mother's Grandfather could be so dense, sometimes.
“It’s a dog caught in a deadfall.”
Streb offered a pithy maritime curse that he had learned from Mother’s Grandfather.
“Your mother hears you say that and she’ll skin us both for fish bait.”
“Let’s go look!”
Medj sighed.  “Aye, might as well.  That’s what we are here for.  Mind our deal – you’re not to tell your mother nor anyone else.”
Streb nodded eagerly.
“I’d imagine that the flock will keep themselves while we are gone, aye?”
“Aye!  There’s not been no sign of a wolf around here since, oh, a hundred years!
Medj gestured for Streb’s shoulder.
Watchful, the lad eased near enough for Mother’s Grandfather to pull himself to his feet.
“We need to hurry!” he urged.  “The moon will be down within the hour.”  He, nor none of the other youths tasked to tend the family’s flock, had ever heard the demon moan but on nights with the brightest moon at this certain time of year.
“Ha!  Boy, I have long since forgotten more than you will ever know about the heavens.  Why, when I was navigator second on the Sea Spirit out of Krendithol…” 
Mother’s Grandfather launched into one of his seafarer stories as they started out across the pasture toward the promontory to the east.  The old man used the rocking pace that had often caused Streb to wonder if his frail kinsman might fall headlong at any particular moment.  Medj could maintain that gait for hours, however, if need be.
Not that it was a particularly fast pace.  Unable to contain himself, Streb ran ahead a few steps, stopped to wait, then ran ahead again.  Since he had first heard the whispered stories of the demon trapped within the mound from his cousins, he had wanted to see it for himself.  Yrivol, Father’s Brother’s Second Wife’s Son, had even claimed to have been to the mound, though the others all called him liar.
Medj slowed even more as they reached the rocky slope.  “Is there no trail?” he demanded.
Streb hopped onto a piece of cracked granite that protruded above the rough grass.  “Nay, everyone avoids this end of the pasture.  It’s Forbidden.”
“By the Clan Elders?  Bunch of ignorant old codgers who think the world ends at the edge of the uplands, if you ask me –“
“Nay, not the Elders.  The Elders will have me beaten if they catch us.  You, I don’t know, maybe banished.  Those who imprisoned the demon left warnings!”  Streb ran up the hill toward an upright slab of rock.  He smacked it with his hand.  “Look!”
Medj ambled up to the indicated stone and peered at it blankly.
After a moment, Streb demanded, astonished, “You can’t read Mother’s Grandfather?”
Medj grunted.  “Aye, you irreverent snipe, I can read.  New Stroovish, Merchant scribble, some of the Palchreg alphabet, Inn and Pleasure House in just about any language around the Silvered Sea, but I must admit that I have forgotten Clan Script.  No one uses it but the Clan.”
Medj tapped the deeply chiseled but worn markings on the face of the stone with the end of his staff.  “What does it say?”
“Beware!”  Streb recited.  “Death awaits all who disturb the demon who rests beyond!”
“You weren’t looking at the stone, boy,” Medj chided. 
“Well, that’s what Yrivol said it said.”
“Read it to me, just the words.  Exactly, mind.”
Streb huffed.  Far too quickly to avoid, Mother’s Grandfather whacked him with the end of his staff.
“Ow!”
“Don’t try my patience, boy.  I don’t have any.”
Rubbing the stinging spot on his shoulder, Streb turned and peered at the stone.
“Uhm .  .  .  Be warned .  .  .  uhm .  .  .  one who is not dead .  .   .  and who .  .  .  is not .  .  .  uhm .  .  .  alive .   .   .  uh, uhm .  .  .  rests? .  .  .  here.”
“Is that all?”
“There’s one more line, Mother’s Grandfather.  Uhm .  .  .He saved his family but .  .  .  con---con-uh hmmm –“
“Condemned.”
“Aye, condemned .  .  .his people and himself.”
Medj grunted and leaned on his staff.
“Well,” Streb prompted, “are we going in?”
“In?”
“Yrivol says there’s stairs!”  Streb bounded onto another slab of rock and pointed up the hill.
“Show me these stairs.”
At the highest point of the hill rested an artificial mound about the size of a fishing boat hull turned upside down.  A stiff breeze with the scent of the sea rose over the cliffs at the edge of the promontory, flattening the thick grass and whistling through the brambles that covered the mound.  Streb led Medj to its north end, winding among boulders and the few gnarled trees to reach a pitch-black opening faced with crudely chipped stone.  Cracked slate steps overgrown with moss led downward.
“Might be snakes down there.  Wish we had a lamp,” Medj muttered.
“I’ve got one!”  Streb exclaimed.  He dropped his pack to the ground and began rummaging around inside.  After a moment, he found a small fish-oil lamp and a striker.  Lighting the lamp, which offered only a feeble glow at best, he presented it proudly to Mother’s Grandfather.
A slow, gasping groan echoed out from the dark opening and then faded to nothing, as if whatever trapped soul uttered the sound had expended the last of its strength.
“Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” Medj suggested tentatively, taking a step back.
 “Oh, it can’t hurt us, Mother’s Grandfather!”  Streb complained.  “The stone said it’s mostly dead!”
“That’s not exactly what it said, boy.”
Streb’s shoulders slumped.  “Mother’s Grandfather!  You promised –“
“I did no such thing, boy.  I’m not senile yet and I know exactly what I say and don’t say.  You tend to hear what you want to hear.”
Medj was silent for a moment, surveying the disappointment evident on Streb’s face.  “But it’d be a shame to have come this far --”
Seizing on this as permission, Streb scampered down the slate steps before Medj could change his mind, cupping his palm to protect the lamp’s sputtering flame.  He heard Mother’s Grandfather sigh loudly behind him and follow, grumbling.
The stairway dropped steeply, many of the narrow steps broken and difficult to manage, then leveled out into a slime-floored passage barely wide and tall enough to walk in.  Scum covered the ill-fitted stones that lined it, hanging down in malodorous strings where water leaked through in the rainy season.
Mother’s Grandfather’s hand fell heavily on his shoulder.  “Go slowly and mind you watch for snakes.”
“Aye, Mother’s Grandfather.”
Medj twisted his hand spryly and nipped Streb’s ear.
“OW!”
“Call me Medj, boy.”
Streb cupped his ear to protect it from further assault.  “Aye, Mother’s —-- Medj.”
The passage made a sharp left, then doubled back upon itself to the right.  Two paces further it turned left again and Streb’s light revealed a vaulted, square chamber only three paces on a side.  In the center of a chamber stood a low stone bier and on the bier, a gray shape.
Medj shouldered Streb aside and peered within.  After a moment, he laughed.  “Why, it’s only an old tomb, boy, occupied by no demon but just a pathetic old bag of bones.”
Streb stuck his head and his light around Mother’s Grandfather’s arm.  “But the moaning, Mother’s Grandfather, it has to be a demon?”
“Nay, like I said before, just the wind.  See that beam of moonlight?  When the wind hits that hole just right, I’d imagine it makes your demon moaning.”
“Oh.”  Streb felt his excitement and wonder draining away.
Mother’s Grandfather advanced into the chamber.  “Bring your light closer boy.  Let’s see if the corpse has any valuables about him.”
Streb gasped in disbelief.  “You’re going to rob the dead, Mother’s Grandfather?”
Medj wagged a hand at him dismissively.
“It’s not robbing, boy.  It’s salvaging.  First Law of the Sea, learned it when I was about your age.  Those that don’t have need of things no more should give them up to those that do.  Now, bring the light.”
Streb crept forward, not wanting anything to do with dead folk, and held the lamp at arm’s length toward Mother’s Grandfather.
Medj bent over the bier, eyeing the skeletal figure.  It sprawled face up with only dirt and sickly green mold for covering.  “He’s been preserved, boy, like leather.  See how his dried old skin is stretched over his bones?  The wild people way south of Lhorvhavhen do that to their dead.  Stick them up in tiny holes carved in the cliffs along the coastal desert.  They last for years and years and their kin go and have chats with them.”
Mother’s Grandfather chuckled at the memory then noticed that Streb did not appreciate the humor.
“Did you catch that last part, boy?  I said they go and have chats with their deceased relatives.  Ask them about the weather and what not, I expect.”
Streb found his hand, and consequently the lamp, shaking.  “I haven’t never been around a dead person, Mother’s Grandfather.”
Medj grunted depreciatingly.  “You’ve nothing to fear, boy.  One thing I do know -- as I’ve seen a great lot of them in my time – dead men are dead and are forever beyond helping or harming the living.”
Streb was not convinced.  Taking the lamp in both hands to steady it, he watched the ancient corpse carefully.
Mother’s Grandfather shrugged and returned to his scrutiny.  “Well, there’s nothing to be salvaged here.  Not a ring or a bracelet one.  If this poor fool ever had anything of worth, it’s been taken long ago.”
“Mother’s Grandfather!”
“Eh, what is it, boy?”
“The hand!  It’s moving!”
“I told you I’m not yet senile, boy.  You’ll have to learn to jest better than that if you want to make a fool out of me.”
“But Medj, look!”
Streb watched, paralyzed with fear as the corpse’s hand, slimed flesh barely holding the bones together, raised from the bier.
A voice, dry as sand, pleaded in a strained whisper, “Help me.  .  .”
Streb screamed, dropping the lamp.  He was half way down the hill before Mother’s Grandfather caught up with him.   
As the old man passed him, his gangling legs churning with a speed that the boy had never before seen, he shouted over his shoulder, “Never tell anyone about this, boy!”
Streb, sprinting for all he was worth, did not bother to reply.  He was certain to never mention this night to another soul, for the demon had so frightened him that he had lost his bladder.
In the tomb, miraculously, Streb’s lamp had landed upright and continued to burn.
The corpse moved slightly, sensing the light.  For half a decade, the moonlight that found the tiny hole above it perhaps three times a year had given it enough strength to attempt to call out, but little more.  The wan yellow light from the lamp gave it a relatively huge burst of energy, and it wondered in a drifting, unfocused fashion if it had ever felt such energy before.  After a number of attempts, it rolled from the bier into the muck and began dragging itself toward the lamp.  Unable to raise its head, it left a furrow through the muck and a thin smear of pale blood on the packed gravel of the floor.  When it finally reached the lamp, it huddled close to it, absorbing.
Some hours later, it crawled, with nerves experiencing the newly revived sensation of pain, out of the tomb into the blinding light of dawn.  Eyes open and staring, for the first time in thousands of years, it simply basked in the sun.
 



THREE
The Greatest City in All the World
1644 After the Founding of the Empire
 
“You are of Khalar?”
Mar nodded, his mouth full, wondering what particular characteristic of his had suggested his origin to the prince.  Khalarii and Mhajhkaeirii were the same people, more or less, with no ethnic distinctions that he knew of.  There were some mannerisms of speech that were different, but nothing that he would not have been able to pick up with a little study.  Were there no war, he felt certain that he could have, as he had planned, blended into the city populace and gone utterly unnoticed.
He would have to be constantly on guard around this perceptive Mhajhkaeirii prince.
Ulor had brought him a plate heaped with cold beans, two thick slices of dark bread, and a bowl of some heavily salted yellow vegetable mixed with chunks of baked fish.  The bread was good, evidently baked that same day; the rest was filling.  The Mhajhkaeirii had also produced a half bottle of wine, but he had asked for cool water instead.  Having spent most of his life without the coin for it, wine was seldom to his taste.
The Mhajhkaeirii had not taken him from the court where he had brought the house to rest, but rather had made a small table and stool to be brought to him.  All the Mhajhkaeirii -- particularly Lord Ghorn -- radiated a tightly restrained sense of urgency that Mar could well understand.  The wounded marines had been whisked away, but Mhiskva and about a dozen who were still fit enough to fight, including the omnipresent Berhl and his compatriot Ulor, remained close.  Both of these last hovered near Mar like anxious hens. 
Lord Ghorn also remained, seated on another stool on the opposite side of the table.  Mar was unfamiliar with the military ranks of the Mhajhkaeirii.  “Prince-Commander of the Defense” sounded significant, but then some of the ranks used in Khalar had sophisticated titles but the positions themselves held no substance.  The prince might simply be some type of bureaucrat, but likely he was of the patriarch class, though Mar did know that the Mhajhkaeirii did not use that term.  Lord Ghorn’s armor was practical rather than ostentatious and this led Mar to believe that his authority was genuine.  The other Mhajhkaeirii -- including Captain Mhiskva, Mar noted carefully -- certainly treated him with solid respect.
The Mhajhkaeirii commander also radiated an undeniable confidence of command; this man was accustomed to obedience.  He gave orders without hesitation and gave no consideration to the possibility that these commands would fail to be obeyed.
In physical appearance, the prince seemed moderately unimpressive.  With hair grayed at the temples and deep wrinkles at the edges of his dark eyes, he was of middle years, give or take half a decade,.  He had strong shoulders and arms, and the sword that hung at his belt looked well used.  Though he wore clean trousers under the skirt of his hauberk, it was clear that he had been wounded in one leg at some point in the day’s battles and could not stand unsupported for any length of time.  Mar suspected that the Prince-Commander was in constant pain, but he concealed it extremely well.
One of the men who had helped pull the marines from the house, it had developed, was a prisoner.  He was nearly naked and raggedly tired but two large legionnaires watched him carefully by.  Mar had wondered if the man were a Phaelle’n monk, but had decided that the ambivalent attitudes of the Mhajhkaeirii suggested that he was not.
“I have not heard previously that magery was practiced in Khalar,” the Mhajhkaeirii prince prompted.
Mar laughed around a mouthful of food, then paused for a swallow of water.  “As far as I know, it isn’t.”
The prince did not respond and gave the appearance of waiting for Mar to continue.
Mar considered his situation.  Though he felt captive, the Mhajhkaeirii were not overtly hostile and had not actually treated him ill.  This Lord Ghorn, though evidently a hard man, gave every indication of being fair and honest, and was either an extremely proficient actor or exactly what he appeared.  While Mhiskva had been doggedly insistent in a more or less friendly fashion that he meet with the prince, Mar could not say truthfully that he felt truly threatened by the giant.  Their gratitude for his attacks on the common enemy -- which had turned the tide of the battle, if only for now – seemed entirely genuine.  It was possible that a short-term alliance with the Mhajhkaeirii could generate benefits for him, if only in the rations and supplies of which he was in sore need.  It would be near impossible, after all, to leave the city without food and vastly easier to proceed on his journey with proper clothing and gear.  A semblance of cooperation seemed called for.
“No magic is done openly in Khalar,” Mar said, choosing his words carefully.  “There, it’s commonly considered only a myth, just children’s stories.  I began my studies in the Waste.” 
All this was literally true, if purposefully misleading.  Regardless of the extent of the gratitude of the Mhajhkaeirii, he felt it necessary to conceal as many of the facts as he could.   
Lord Ghorn leaned forward slightly.  “Studies?” he questioned intently, then followed rapidly with increasing intensity, “Is there a magery school of some sort in the Great Waste?  Are there other students?  Certainly masters?”
Mar shook his head, watching Lord Ghorn’s face and finding a swiftly concealed disappointment.  He took a bite of bread to give him a moment to fabricate his answer.
“I am – or was – a scrapper’s apprentice,” he said.  “We discovered a fragment of an ancient book, a text of study in magic.  From this I learned the few things that I know.”
“This little that you know has turned back the best that the Monks could field,” the prince countered eagerly.  “Where is this book now?”
“I don’t know.  My master kept it and he was taken by the Phaelle’n.”
Again a vagrant hint of disappointment from the prince.
“And thus you fight them.”
Mar nodded, gathering the last spoonful of beans.  Lord Ghorn fell silent, clearly deep in thought.
“Do you think you could teach what you have learned of magery to others?” he asked at last.
Rather than answer this question, to which he did not know the answer, Mar decided to interpose a question of his own.  “Have you no magicians in your city?”
He had actually wondered about this.  It seemed likely that there would be people in The Greatest City in All the World who knew something of magic, perhaps masquerading as healers, as old Marihe had done.
Lord Ghorn shared a look with Mhiskva and some message passed unsaid between them.   
“No, we do not,” the prince replied frankly.  “Magery was unknown to us – just a myth, as you said, something you heard in fanciful stories from far off places – until we learned of its use from reports of the efforts of the Monks.  Today is the first time that I myself -- any of us -- have witnessed its use and truly come to believe in its existence.”
“And the first time you needed magicians,” Mar added.  He could understand that easily enough; it seemed a duplicate of his own experience.
Lord Ghorn inclined his head.
“Which is why you sent Mhiskva for me.”
“Yes.”
“You can’t coerce me to aid you.”
“This was never our intention.”
Mar looked pointedly at Berhl.
“For your protection, only, my lord magician,” Mhiskva injected with a smile.
“Aye,” the prince agreed.  “We need your aid, but will not attempt to compel it.  We do ask that you consider allying with us.  You alone, regardless of the power of your magery, cannot hope to defeat the Monks.  Though I can only admit that I do not understand completely what magery is, I can see that the Monks have a great many sorcerers and magery devices.  In addition, they are building an empire from conquered cities that will supply them with increasing numbers of legionnaires and ships.  Did they not come close putting an end to you today?  I am not sure whether the legions of the Principate can defeat them, even with your magery, but I am convinced that we have very little chance without it.”
“From my vantage point,” Mar told the prince, waving toward the sky, “You’re already beaten.  You’ve lost most of the city and your great Citadel is breached.  How will you drive back the Brotherhood when all they need do is stand back and flatten your entire city with those ships in the harbor?  It’s a wonder to me that they’ve not already done so.”
Lord Ghorn smiled viscously.  “Their ships will not flatten anything if they are at the bottom of the bay.”
“And how will you manage to sink them?”
“Anything that floats can be sunk.”
“Aren’t all your own ships destroyed?”
“Not all.  We have warships in other ports, and the Sister Cities of the Principate Council have fleets, but I was thinking of a type of attack that they may not be able to defend against.”
“My sky raft.”
“The Lord Magician has already suggested that he could sink the Phaelle’n ships,” Mhiskva offered helpfully.  This struck Mar, reason and logic notwithstanding, as somewhat disloyal.
“Indeed,” Lord Ghorn continued enthusiastically, “Such an attack –“
Mar shook his head with steady determination.  “No.”
Lord Ghorn sat back, abruptly changing course.  “Commander Aerlon.”
The prisoner walked calmly to the table, his guards following.  The man bowed slightly, his dignity giving him a presence beyond that of his meager appearance.
The prince turned to the captive legion commander.  “Will you speak freely?”
Mar watched as the man examined him boldly.  The prisoner’s face was set with parade ground precision but it was clear that he was trying to resolve some inner conflict.  Finally, the man turned back to Lord Ghorn and, to Mar’s surprise, braced to attention and gave the archaic imperial salute used by the Mhajhkaeirii.   
“I am at your service, my lord.”
Lord Ghorn made a slight gesture with his hand and Aerlon’s guards faded back to a discrete distance.
“Those three ships are the heart of the Monks’ physical power,” the prince stated.  “Have they any others of the same sort?”
“Not that I have seen.  They have kept the three in some secret harbor and I have only known them to be sent forth once to cow a recalcitrant prince.  Until today, I have not seen them used in battle.”
Aerlon paused a moment, then continued, “Those ships are relics.”
“Relics?”  Mar interrupted, intrigued.  “What do you mean?”
“All of the Phaelle’n magics that I have witnessed are bound up in artifacts, revered items that they protect most carefully and use sparingly.  Most of the ones I have been allowed to see have the look of age upon them.”
“So you’re saying that none of their magic is new?”  Mar questioned.
Aerlon shrugged.  “The spells that I have seen used -- wards and glamours the Phaelle’n call them – have always been associated with some specific relic, once a cube of an emerald color, but usually a globe with facets of varying sizes.”
“A sphere?”  Mar demanded.
“Aye, like that, though not smooth.”
Lord Ghorn had watched this exchange without interrupting.  When Mar fell silent, the Prince-Commander asked, “So, if I understand your meaning, these ships were not recently constructed?  Could the Monks launch more of these vessels?”
“I do not know for certain, but my guess would be no.”
“Interesting.  Were those ships eliminated, would the cities in Bronze rise against the Monks?”
“Some might.  My island of Plydyre would not, I think.  The merchants and the shipbuilders support the Phaelle’n strongly.  Whalgheir would be likely to.  Until their prince’s submission to High Prince Dralkor, they banned the Monks from their islands.  Certainly the Phaelle’n hold on the Archipelago would be weakened.”
Lord Ghorn nodded.  “Thank you, Commander.”
Again, the Plydyrii officer saluted as if he were the prince’s subordinate.
Mar knew that the entire exchange had been orchestrated for his benefit, an obvious attempt to convince him of the necessity of an attack on the Phaelle’n ships.  He had to admit that the logic of Lord Ghorn’s proposal was sound.  From what Aerlon had said, the destruction of the magical warships would be a massive blow to the strength of the Brotherhood and even might, as the prince had suggested, cause their nascent empire to crumble.
However, truthfully, he found that his own fever for the destruction of the Brotherhood had cooled.  The ruin and death caused by his use of magic and that exacted by the spells of the Phaelle’n had convinced him with painfully certainty that any war fought with magic would extort a horrendous and unprecedented toll in blood. 
“If I continue to fight the Brotherhood here,” Mar informed Lord Ghorn, “your city will be destroyed, either by them or by me.”
“With victory, The Greatest City in All the World can be rebuilt.  With defeat, Mhajhkaei will never rise again.”
“The fate of Mhajhkaei doesn’t concern me.  I fight the Phaelle’n for my own reasons, as I said.”
“You hope to recover your master.”
Mar thought not to answer, but because it did not truly matter, he nodded his head.  
“How do you know that he is not already dead?”
“I don’t, but I will continue to seek him until I free him or see his body.”
Lord Ghorn awarded Mar a nod of approval.  “An admirable loyalty.”  The prince remained silent for a moment, his face unreadable.  “So what do you plan?  To retreat from the city?”
“I’ll leave Mhajhkaei as soon as you release me.  I can’t do anything else here.  What I do beyond that is my own affair, and I’d rather not reveal anything further to someone who might fall into the hands of the Phaelle’n.”
The Mhajhkaeirii prince did not react to this last, but Mar suspected that the man was highly displeased. 
Lord Ghorn contemplated Mar for a moment and then announced, “You are, of course, free to depart whenever you please.”  He made an expansive gesture with his hands.  “We only wished to express our thanks.”
“I could use clothing and food,” Mar suggested, wondering if his refusal to come to their aid had dampened the prince’s gratitude.  “And materials to build another sky raft.”
“We can spare some food and perhaps other things from our siege stocks,” Lord Ghorn replied affably, “but it will not be a great deal, I am afraid.  Perhaps a quarter of the city has taken shelter in the Citadel and we will find ourselves stretched thin if the siege goes unbroken.  Any materials for your magery raft I am sure we can find, as I would have a keen interest in observing its construction.  There is one boon, however, that I would beg of you, my lord magician.”
Mar waited, saying nothing.  He was unaccustomed to others treating him with such courtesy and found the experience mildly unpleasant.
“It has occurred to me that from your vantage the entire city can be seen.”
Wondering where this led, Mar nodded reluctantly.
“It has also occurred to me that this vantage would allow a strategist to exactly locate all of the enemy forces, accurately fix their numbers, and precisely trace their battlefield movements.  These things have never, to my knowledge, been previously achieved in warfare and would prove a tremendous advantage in our defense.”
“You want me to take someone up?”
“Indeed.  But more precisely, myself.”
Mhiskva stirred.  “My lord prince –“
“I will be as safe there as I am here, Captain,” Lord Ghorn reproved without taking his gaze from Mar.  His tone was one of command.  The large Mhajhkaeirii subsided with visible reluctance.
Mar shrugged.  A quick flight over the city would not delay him significantly, not that he knew at that moment where he intended to go.  Away from Mhajhkaei, surely, but beyond that he had not decided.  Somehow, he must discover where the Phaelle’n had taken Waleck and Telriy, but he had no clue of how that might be accomplished.  If this favor to Lord Ghorn bought him sufficient food and supplies, he would have the time to develop a plan of action.
“I agree, but just the one trip.”
Lord Ghorn grinned broadly.  “One should be sufficient.”
 



FOUR
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension
 
Brother Fhsuyl stopped a moment, judging his time carefully; the magic would not abide long.
“Ea’ais ns lsial paeht!” he chanted as he crossed his arms in the proscribed manner.  At a slow count of seven, he flung them wide then crossed them again.
 He strode immediately down the corridor, ducking his head to clear the low rims of the watertight hatches at the bulkheads, and flicked his eyes to the left as he came to an open cross-corridor.  A Salient with the fresh tattoo of a Trainee Assault Brother stood at rest before a closed cabin hatch.  Fhsuyl evinced recognition and grinned at the guard, a third rank novice.  He moved near and clasped him warmly on the shoulder.
“M’lles, is it?  I see you have advanced to Third.  It warms my heart to see you Work so diligently in the Duty!”
The young man preened under the praise.  “Thank you, Scholar Fhsuyl.  I’d not thought that you’d remember me.  I’d only the one semester of your Vessel Symbology.”
Fhsuyl remembered all of his students, though some more than others.  In this case, the hierarchy had selected his Cadre, and he in particular, for this task because of the connection to the convert’s regular guard.
“Nonsense!  I must tell you – in confidence mind – that you were one of the best in the class!”
Novice Third M’lles frowned slightly.  “But Scholar, I received only an eighty-three percent mark.”
Fhsuyl grinned broadly.  “Just my way of encouraging you to achieve your full potential, brother!  I could see that you were dedicated to the Duty but needed to have a minor nudge in the direction of the Work.  I am gratified to see that my small encouragement has surely brought fruit.  I applaud you again, brother, in your excellent progress in support of the Restoration!”
“Thank you, brother.  I do what I can.”
“Well, M'lles, I expect to hail your deaconate before many more years pass.  Send me missives as you have the opportunity.  Now, I must press on.  I have an appointment –“
An odd look suddenly crossed the young monk’s face and he shifted his weight from one foot to the other.  “Brother Scholar, if you have a moment, might I ask you a favor?”
“Certainly, brother.”
“I’ve come down with a stomach upset of a sudden and I’ve orders not to leave this hatchway unattended.  Could you watch while I run to the facilities?”
Fhsuyl took care to appear to hesitate.”  Well –“
M’lles stiffened uncomfortably.  “It’s an emergency, sir!”
The powders sprinkled in the wine ration of M’lles’ last meal had done their job, and the charm had made him just slightly more trusting than normal. 
Fhsuyl nodded, smiling.  “Alright, I can idle my business for a moment.  Do not tarry, mind.”
M’lles dashed away, casting over his shoulder “I’ll be just a moment!”
As soon as the Salient was out of sight, Fhsuyl released the latches on the hatchway and stepped inside; he had no more than ten minutes before M’lles returned.  The herbalist had emphasized that the concentrated mysuestrom extract would work very predictably but also very quickly.
It was a very spare cabin.  Most of it was taken up by a smartly made bunk.  One corner to the left of the hatch held a cabinet bolted to the wall.  A pull-down desk and a stool lodged in the tight space between it and the opposite wall.  Seated on the stool, reading a yellowed scroll intently, the occupant of the room did not stir at the intrusion
“Seer Vlausquec,” Fhsuyl said quietly.
The man raised his head slowly, paused for quite a long moment, and then turned and stared expressionlessly at the intruding monk for several long moments. 
“I have not heard that name in a great long while,” the occupant said at last.  His eyes lost focus on Fhsuyl and stared into another time.
“I bring word from our Supreme Cadre, great Seer.  We have obeyed your holy charge.  We have preserved the ancient lore and recruited like-minded souls.  We stand ready to wage holy war upon the heretics, to cleanse this world of infidels.  We have obeyed your Final Commandment.”
The man hailed as Vlausquec blinked in incomprehension.  “What might that be?”
Fhsuyl did not waver; there had been much discussion on the nature of the challenge that the Great Seer might present to anyone claiming to be one of his followers. 
“As you said on the Day of Leaving, Prepare Yourselves, So That the Restorer May Come!”
Again, the man, once known as Vlausquec, gave Fhsuyl an odd look.  After a moment, he said, “Bear this missive to the Supreme Cadre: Stand ready.  I shall send word in due time.  The Day of the Restorer is nigh!”
Fhsuyl could not contain himself; he fell to his knees and pressed his forehead to the cold steel of the deck.  The Great Seer had shared with him the holy Word of the Restorer!
“Go now…” the Great Seer paused, remembering vaguely, and traced old forms in his head.  “… with the blessings of the Restorer.  It is not yet time for those of the true faith to be revealed.”
The man, who had never claimed to be a seer and was no longer known as Vlausquec, turned back to his scroll as Fhsuyl slipped back into the corridor, sealing the hatch behind him. 
“Idiots,” the man muttered to his empty cabin.  “I never said that.  I said, 'Get off your lazy arses and get that field planted.  Magic is not going to do it for you!  If it has not been done by the time I get back, I will run off the lot of you!'”
 



FIVE
 
“You can make this fly?”  Lord Ghorn asked skeptically.
Berhl, to Mar’s amazement, had proved to be an experienced carpenter.  In less than an hour, the marine had, following Mar’s direction and having Ulor and the others do the grunt work of sawing lumber pulled from the ruins of the house, built what was basically a large oblong box.
Berhl, standing hammer on hip studying his work, remarked, “It looks like a big coffin.”  Several of the other marines chuckled nervously.
Mhiskva shot Berhl a scowl and then experimentally rapped the solid planked side of the new sky raft with the butt of his axe.  “With respect, my lord prince, it is my considered judgment that I should be the one to risk the skies with the young lord.  I could take notes --”
“And then I would have to interpret your notes, Captain,” Lord Ghorn pointed out.  “I need personal knowledge of the battlefield, not second hand reports.  I have no intention of wasting this opportunity as I may never have another.”
Mhiskva straightened and faced Lord Ghorn determinedly.  Berhl and the other marines grew still, waiting.  Alerted, Mar watched with interest.  The mountain that was Mhiskva had settled and did not intend to be moved.
“My lord Prince, if you perish, there are none left with the wit to command us.”
Lord Ghorn’s gaze locked with Mhiskva’s.  “I have no intention of dying, Captain, but this expedition is necessary and it will be done.”
“None intend to die, my lord, but death finds them all the same.”
The two Mhajhkaeirii officers stared at one another.
“I need you here, Mhiskva,” the Prince-Commander said quietly.  “Purhlea, Zhelorthoz, and L’Ghevh will take orders from you in my absence.  I trust you to give them the right orders as I would no other.  I also need to discover the disposition of the Monks’ forces so that we can plan our defense.  This is perhaps our last opportunity to benefit from the use of magic, rather than suffer from it.  I assure you that in this instance, this task can fall on no other but me.”
 For a long moment, Lord Ghorn’s cold resolve pitted itself against the captain’s rock hard stubbornness, and then, finally, Mhiskva nodded in acceptance of his prince’s logic.  The mountain had not broken before the glacier, but had simply, in this instance, chosen to move aside.
‘Now, my lord magician,” Lord Ghorn prompted jovially, as if no disagreement had occurred.  “How is this done?  Are there mystical words or gestures?”
Mar was tempted for just a moment to make a show of it, to disguise the actual magic with improvised street theatre, but decided that the Mhajhkaeirii prince was far too acute to be so easily fooled. 
“No.  .  .  it’s done.”
The new wooden raft rose gracefully and hovered about half an armlength above the pavement.
Lord Ghorn looked from Mar to the raft and frowned slightly.  “I had thought that there might be a ritual perhaps?  You have no need of, what would you call it -- magery apparatus?”
“No, the .  .  .  spell that I use is only a modification of natural ethereal flux currents.  The sound-colors vary somewhat by the nature of the material but the basic concept is the same.”
Lord Ghorn looked blank.  “Flux currents?  Sound-colors?”
“It’s how I experience the ethereal flux.  It’s difficult to describe really.”
“This is not something that can be learned easily I take it?”
“I’m not sure it can be learned,” Mar told him, remembering his reading of the text.  “I think you have to be born to it.”
“Ah, unfortunate, but reasonable, I suppose.  If anyone could perform magery, then there would be sorcerers and magicians running around all over the place.”
Mar took note of the fact that the prince used two terms for magical practitioners, the first the common word for the evil beings of myth and the second Waleck’s – and now Mar’s – new designation of those who opposed the first.  The implication was clear that the former was naturally an enemy and the later just as naturally a friend.
Lord Ghorn humphed, a commentary on his own statement.  “From what I have seen today, that eventuality would not prove entirely favorable to the general populace.  Well, hopefully we can discuss the workings of magic again before you depart the city.  Now, is this vessel steered from the bow or the stern?”
“Either, but I prefer the front so I have an unobstructed view.”
“Mhiskva, Berhl, I will take the rear seat.”
Mar watched as the captain and Berhl helped the prince climb up into the raft and settle onto the horizontal plank that served as the aforementioned seat.  Lord Ghorn’s shoulders and head extended above the thick sides, but his chest and lower body were safely hidden.  Mar had determined the height of the sides with thought to providing some protection against attack for the occupants.
Mar followed that trail of speculation for a moment.  “Wait.  I think it needs armor.”
“Armor?”  Mhiskva questioned.
“Yes, along the sides and under the bottom too.  I think we need to put a layer of steel between us and the green lances.”
“What of the added weight?”  Lord Ghorn inquired.  “Will it impair the speed of the raft?”
Mar shook his head.  “No, the weight matters, but not exactly in the way you would think.  I can adjust the spell to account for the drag, though.  I did make a house fly, if you remember?”
“Aye,” Captain Mhiskva commented, smiling wryly.  “That was an experience that I will not soon forget.”
“It didn’t fly all that well, though.”  Berhl mentioned significantly.
Mhiskva chuckled.  “You are alive, are you not?  It would seem to me that any voyage undertaken with nothing but air under your keel should be deemed successful solely on the basis of whether you arrive in one piece.”
“Aye,” Berhl begrudged.  “There’s that.”
“I think the magician is correct,” the Prince-Commander inserted.  “This is not a pleasure craft but a warship, however small.  But we need this to be done quickly.  I must soon discover what the Monks are about, whether they mount another attack.”
“I do not know that we could find enough rolled plate here in the Citadel, my lord,” Mhiskva opined.
“Well, I could bolt some large shields all about,” Berhl suggested.  “Wouldn’t take many, I expect.  Those big square ones like the legions use.  They’re two layers of thin beaten stock over strips of laminated hardwood.  They’re light enough to carry a dozen leagues but will stop everything but a crossbow at close range.”
“Aye,” Mhiskva approved.  “What think you, my lord magician?”
“That might deflect the lances,” Mar agreed.  “I think it’s worth a try.”
“See to it, Berhl,” Mhiskva ordered.  The large captain studied Mar a moment. 
“My lord magician, I would ask as a personal favor that you insure that the Prince-Commander returns unharmed.”
Mar did not answer immediately.  Mhiskva’s polite request would require that he assume complete responsibility for the injured Prince and Mar’s natural inclination was to reject the request out of hand.  Having others depend upon him and his magic was unsettling, almost worrisome.  It was true that he had saved Mhiskva and his men but only as a consequence of preserving his own life.  Still, there seemed little chance that Lord Ghorn would come to harm during the short flight; Mar intended to stay far away from any of the Brotherhood and their magical ships.
“I’ll do my best,” Mar told the large man.
“That is all anyone could ask, my lord magician.  And from what I have seen, your best is much superior to that of most men.”
Mhiskva braced and awarded the young Khalarii a precise salute, then, leaving Mar slightly bemused, pivoted to speak to Lord Ghorn.  “I should learn the status of our defense.  By your leave, my lord Prince?”
“Aye, you need to see what the esteemed lords Purhlea, Zhelorthoz, and L’Ghevh are doing with my men.”
The captain nodded.
“Leave enough of your marines to assist Berhl and see to Commander Aerlon’s comfort.”
Mhiskva saluted, spoke with Berhl too quietly for Mar to overhear, took Aerlon in tow, and departed.  As Berhl dispatched Ulor and two others in search of the shields, Mar saw Lord Ghorn gesture for him to approach.
“I would like to test my sea legs, so to speak, up in the air,” the Prince-Commander told him.  “Perhaps we could attempt a trial voyage – up, say ten manheight, and then back down?”
Mar considered it.  The request seemed harmless.  “That shouldn’t be a problem.”
He moved toward the end of the raft and climbed over the side onto his bench in what was arbitrarily the bow.  The interior space was about an armlength wide – the length of Mhiskva’s axe handle in point of fact – and most of three and a half armlengths long.  Though there was room for another, the marines had installed only two benches; Mar planned to use the additional space for cargo.  Seated, the sides were close without being confining and the front side of the raft was within reach of his hand.  He had specified a height for the benches that allowed his legs to fit without constricting and left his feet – still bare, he would have to remember to ask for boots – resting flat on the rough boards of the deck.
He asked over his shoulder, “Ready?”
“Aye, as I will ever be.”  The prince took firm hold of the leather straps that Mar had had fixed to either side of both benches.
The spells – Mar had resolved, for purposes of clarity, to think henceforth strictly in magical terms – were quite familiar now.  With Berhl and his assistants watching, the raft began to rise slowly.
“Good luck, my lords!”  Berhl called.
Mar adjusted his spell to allow the raft to rise steadily, taking the opportunity to explore the differences between the wood of this current vehicle and the sand of his original one.  He had had to make some minor modifications in his spells, but the wood responded as well as had the sand and he felt confident that he could sail this new raft with no difficulty. 
A strong wind had sprung up out of the north and as they cleared the shelter of the keep walls, he had to adjust against the force of it.  Far to the northeast, the sky had darkened.
Lord Ghorn raised himself up to look over the side.  “Incredible,” he murmured.
Mar brought the raft to a gentle stop.  When he was satisfied that it would hold its position without his attention, he swiveled about.  “I suppose it is, but, like anything, you get used to it.”  He gestured toward the lowering horizon.  “I think a rain is coming.”
The prince turned to look.  “Aye, a thunder storm most likely.  We have them often of afternoons at this time of year.  It will not arrive till near sunset, I would judge.  The storm may be a boon or a curse, depending on how the Monks react.”
“They attacked me once before in the midst of a storm,” Mar recalled.
“It is difficult to marshal legions in pouring rain and commands tend to go astray in thunder.  But we shall have to see.”
“Well, should I start back down?  The sooner Berhl adds the shields, the quicker we can start out on your scout.”
A shadow of steely sobriety fell across Lord Ghorn’s face, as if he had let drop some facade.  “No, tarry here for a few moments.  I would like to speak to you where none can overhear.”
Wary, but curious, Mar watched the prince carefully. 
“Mhajhkaei will fall before the start of Waning,” the prince stated flatly.
“I don’t doubt that.”
“Is there anything – anything at all -- that I could offer that would convince you to remain?”
“You don’t give up easily, do you?”
“Not when the fate of my people lies in the balance.”
“I can’t save Mhajhkaei.”
“I agree.  With the harbor taken and the Citadel breached, the city cannot be successfully defended.  We have perhaps six and a half thousand trained armsmen of all sorts remaining, including the ceremonial Palace Guard.  We do not have the weapons to arm many more of the citizenry and most of the volunteers we do have are tradesmen and merchant sailors, with barely any experience in warfare, and old men or boys with none.  They will be slaughtered in the first pitched battle.  All told, we have less than eight thousand men under arms.  The Phaelle’n have at least half again our numbers, the bulk of them their own veteran legions.  Even without their magery the Citadel would fall.  We need twelve thousand men to fully man the walls and another six thousand as a reserve.  With what we have, we cannot concentrate our forces without fatally weakening the defense elsewhere.  We can hold the south breach for perhaps two days if we put every third man there.  If they attack the south and at another gate simultaneously, as I would, we would be overrun at both.”
“But they will use their magic against you,” Mar pointed out, stating the obvious.
 “Yes.  Their next attack will certainly follow a sustained bombardment.  They will not be satisfied with simply bringing down a portion of our fortifications this time.  They will strike the Citadel till no resistance remains.  A single magician, no matter how powerful, cannot prevent this.”
“So, you want me to stay and die with you?”
“I want you to stay and help me save as many as possible.”
“How?”
“Fly them out.”
Mar waved out at the city below.  “There must be tens of thousands – “
“More than sixty-thousand.”
“I could never get that many out in just a few days, even if we built a larger raft.  A few hundred at the most, maybe a thousand if I worked night and day.”
“Then save that thousand.  When the Phaelle’n attack, I do not doubt that they will bring the full might of their ships to bear.  Many, if not most, of the citizens sheltering within the Citadel will perish.  Likewise, any of the defenders that survive the bombardment will, I feel certain, be put to the sword.”
“How can you be sure of that?”  Mar asked, though he actually had no doubt of it.
“The Monks have sent ambassadors to the Principate Council for months, trying to convince us to merge their Princedom of Bronze with the Principate.  Their terms would have dissolved the Council and forced all the princes of the Sister Cities to make obeisance to the child prince of Mhajhkaei.  The current Lord-Protector would have been removed and a monk appointed in his place, effectively giving them absolute control of the Principate.  Their last missive, just a fortnight ago, threatened total destruction of Mhajhkaei and slaughter of all her people if the Council did not submit.  To my knowledge, the Monks have never shown mercy.”
Burning with silent anger, Mar simply stared hard at the prince.
Compassion was a weakness.
He knew this fundamentally, as a basic fact of existence.  Helping others or asking help of them was a recipe for disaster.
He had helped Sihmal, and Sihmal had died.
Lord Ghorn watched Mar carefully at length, then, in the manner of one who expected his proposal to be declined, suggested, “I can offer you any amount of treasure that can be found within the Citadel.  It will all be taken by the Monks in any event.”
“I don’t need gold,” Mar scoffed.  Though he did not laugh, the accuracy of that statement struck him as comical.  He had begun this journey for a payment of a mere twenty gold thalars, which had once seemed an astronomical sum.  Now he had been offered the entire wealth of The Greatest City in All the World, and he had absolutely no use for it.  “Gold can’t fight the Brotherhood.”
“But men can and gold is needed to feed men and arm them.”  Lord Ghorn took a long breath, pausing as if he were about to take an irretrievable step onto dangerous ground.
“I can make you Prince of Mhajhkaei and give you command of all forces subject to the city.  Even after Mhajhkaei is destroyed, there will be garrisons and ships in the provinces and Sister Cities who can be rallied to the Sea Blue.”
Mar was stunned, but concealed it as well as he could.  “How could you make me a prince?” he derided.  Without bitterness, he added, “I was born in a gutter.”  It was a simple fact.
“The Prince of Mhajhkaei is a young child.  His parents, Prince Rhevahl and Princess Lyiane, died of a mysterious illness not three months ago, though most, including myself, suspect poison by agents of the Monks.  Rhevahl’s grandfather, Hhrahld, holds the throne in the child’s name as Lord-Protector.  Frankly, Hhrahld is mad, among other things, and could be set aside.  All other close claimants to the throne, save one, have died fighting the Monks today.”
Mar made the logical connection, as he knew the Mhajhkaeirii intended.  “That one would be you?”
“Indeed.  In the face of this war, I could assume the throne without question.  I would then declare you my illegitimate son – I went to sea in my youth and such things are not uncommon – and abdicate in your favor.  As I have no other children, under the imperial principle of Blood Heirship, which Mhajhkaei has always followed, legitimacy is irrelevant and your claim would be irrefutable.  The ship captains respect Mhiskva, the Marines are his, and he is loyal to me.  As Prince-Commander I hold the command of all legions marching under Mhajhkaeirii’n colors.”
“And you would be loyal to me?”  Mar left no doubt that he did not believe this.
“If you save as many people of the city as you can, I will be.  Till death.”
Mar felt as if he were being sucked into a maelstrom and had no strength to resist it.  For months, the entire course of his life had been and was continuing to be shaped by people and events beyond his control: a fool’s misstep, Waleck’s quest, an ancient sorcerer and his beguiling text, Telriy, the Brotherhood, suspect visions, a war he wanted no part of, and now this unrelenting prince of Mhajhkaei.
“I’ve no desire to be a prince,” Mar told Lord Ghorn dully.  Or a king, he added silently to himself.
Lord Ghorn sighed.  “But you will help us?”
Mar said nothing for a long moment. 
He had lived most of his life in solitude, refusing friendship, avoiding social ties, and denying dependence of any kind.  Until his chance encounter with Waleck, he had allowed no one to make claims upon him.  The only life he had had to preserve was his own. 
Then he had been only a petty thief, insignificant, unknown, and powerless.   
But now he was a magician.  He had great power, the limits of which even he did not know, influence over the rulers of The Greatest City in All the World, and the ability to save or condemn thousands simply by making a single decision. 
Finally, cursing his own weakness, he said simply, “Yes.”
 



SIX
 
“Brother Oraen reports that members of a Brohivii’n cloister native to the city are performing forced conversions,” Bhrucherra read from the report.
“Not necessarily counterproductive,” Traeleon commented.
“He also reports that several temples of the Forty-Nine have been desecrated by persons unknown.  Several priests of Gz’l have been found castrated and beheaded.”
“That is certainly counterproductive.  Suppress this activity.”
The launch from the Duty slowed as the helmsman maneuvered adroitly alongside the floating wooden dock.  Crewmen quickly fixed lines to bollards and secured the launch.  The Archdeacon stepped easily to the bobbing dock and advanced to the fixed iron ladder that led up to the pier.  Bhrucherra, still leafing through his notes, and Lhevatr, with sword and full armor, followed.  When Traeleon reached the freshly swept stone of the pier, a waiting Junior Assault Brother snapped out a command and a full combatant cloister braced to attention.
These were not simply an honor guard; Traeleon’s normal guard contingent, all trusted brethren of his own community, had been slain by the apostate’s attack, the very same that had decapitated the previous Conclave.  Traeleon read their tattoos.  They were a mix of senior rank Salient Brothers, Veterans, Scouts, and Coordinators, but no two were of the same community and only three shared the same congregation.  Unfamiliarity would mean that the cloister would lack combat efficiency.  That weakness might exacerbate any risks inherent in visiting the city.
“Who chose these brethren?” the Archdeacon asked of Lhevatr.
“I was told that they were selected from unassigned replacements, Preeminence.  I sent the order to the brother in command here, Senior Commander-of-Cloisters Allhsiai, within the hour.  The unannounced nature of our visit did not permit more precise preparations.”
 “One more in tune with the Duty would perhaps anticipate the needs of archdeaconate.”
“The Duty requires many things of those dedicated to it,” Bhrucherra commented.
Bhrucherra had proven skillful in speaking in a manner that verged on the insubordinate but could not openly be faulted.  Although Traeleon had set trusted allies in the College of Inquisitors to keep watch on the First Inquisitor, he had determined that the man presented no immediate threat.  In any event, Bhrucherra’s subtle insolence was a refreshing counter to Zheltraw’s toadying. 
Traeleon turned to the waiting formation and raised his arms to make the sign – very studiously orthodox -- of the Tripartite.  He pitched his voice to carry.  “Let us give honor to the Work!”
“WE SERVE THE DUTY!”  The response was somewhat disharmonious, but enthusiastic nonetheless.
“The Restoration shall come!”  Traeleon finished with another Tripartite. 
The Archdeacon had come ashore to bless the wounded; there were certain spiritual functions required of the office that he could not safely delegate to underlings.  The zealots and true believers were in the majority among the lower ranks, and a perceived lack of rigorous faith in the archdeaconate would sow dissention and schism.  In the near thousand-year history of the Phaelle’n Brotherhood, such had been all too common.  Several pernicious breakaway sects persisted even today, although Traeleon and the three likewise publicly orthodox Archdeacons who preceded him had worked fiercely to root them out. 
Also, those among the brethren who were more pragmatic than faithful viewed the position as entirely political in nature.  That was the more important constituency, as all real power within the Brotherhood rested in their hands.  Traeleon knew that he had to circulate among the brethren from time to time to maintain a presence.  Still, the oversight of the conquest of The Greatest City in All the World monopolized his time and he planned to spend only one hour in the task.  Of the Conclave, only Bhrucherra and Lhevatr accompanied him. 
Traeleon smiled kindly at the commander of the cloister.  “Greetings, brother.  May I ask your name?”
“Junior Assault Brother Khendl, Preeminence!”
The man could not have been older than twenty.  Rapid advancement usually meant skill or patronage.  In this case, Traeleon decided the former more likely.  The young man’s mahogany hair marked him as a mainlander and the Brotherhood had only begun expanding out from the Archipelago in the last decade, too little time for many of the mainland brethren to gain much power in the hierarchy.
“The diligence of your cloister does honor to the Work, brother.”
Brother Khendl’s eyes shown.  “Preeminence, I only do the Duty that all men owe that I may aid in the Restoration!”
A pity.  As Traeleon had feared, another zealot.  Most of the mainlanders tended to that.  He was likely also a Brohivii and that would make him fiercely loyal but also unpredictable. 
“We shall go to the hospital, straight away, Brother Khendl, so that we may minister to those who have suffered injury in the service of the Duty.”
“SIR!  CLOISTER, FORM SQUARE!”
As the guards marched stiffly into the defensive formation, Traeleon scanned the wreckage of the merchant buildings beyond the wharves.  Noticeable improvement had been made in the few hours since last he had seen them.  Hooded scribes from the College of Promulgators were inventorying salvaged goods and press-ganged Mhajhkaeirii were at work clearing obstructions from the roadways.  The air, however, still held the heavy taint of smoke. 
“What progress is there with the fires?”
“As you know, my lord,” Lhevatr replied with a measured tone, “little planning was made to deal with the non-military consequences of the capture of the city.  Unfortunately, the colloquiums that planned the attack gave no thought to dealing with conflagrations that we ourselves ignited, but the Relic of Anmblaevf has proven useful in combating the larger blazes.  Brother Allhsiai believes that most will be under control by nightfall.”
“I am not familiar with the Relic of Anmblaevf.  What is its function?”
“It is a minor relic recovered in the 713th year of Preparation.  It slowly removes the air from a cubic area measuring ten armlengths in each dimension.”
“The Power of Magic should not be underestimated.”  Quotes of the Books of Phaelle were always useful, but with Khendl and his cloister close enough to overhear, they were vital.
“The Work!”  Khendl declared, as Traeleon knew he would.
“The Duty!” the Archdeacon responded.
“THE RESTORATION!” 
The shouted response from the cloister echoed faintly off the distant standing buildings, but then the cry began to reverberate from all the Phaelle’n within sight so that the spreading roar grew to drown all the other sounds of the city.
 



SEVEN
 
“Shame that we cannot make a run at those ships,” Lord Ghorn called cheerfully over the sighing of the wind.  “A feint might cause them to sail out of range of the city and gain us some time.”
Mar swept the raft into a long banking turn.  “I don’t have any missiles ready.”
“Ah.  I thought perhaps you threw balls of fire from your hands, or some such?”
“No.”
“A pity.”
Despite himself, Mar grinned.
Berhl and his assistants had made short work of attaching the shields to the raft.  Enough had been found to overlap the armor like fish scales – Berhl’s idea – so that no portion of the wood was exposed.  Berhl had also, at his own initiative, prepared several modifications for the vehicle: a simple rack with a strap for a jug of water and cups, straps for a crossbow and quarrels, and additional looped straps for handholds.  The Mhajhkaeirii marine’s last addition had been a manheight long spear shaft that he had fixed upright to the right corner of the bow.
“What’s that for?”  Mar had asked him.
Sporting a lopsided tentative grin, which had looked rather out of place on his weathered face, Berhl had answered hesitantly, “Well, sir – my lord, I mean -- I was wondering if you’d like to fly the colors.”
“Colors?”
Slipping a folded pennon from his smudged tunic, Berhl had presented it reverently.  Divided horizontally by a gold stripe, the upper half had been sea blue but the other a black field dotted with small gold points and a single arcing silver stripe.
“What’s the black stand for?”
“This is the Marine standard.  The black is the night sky over the bow of a rolling ship.  By your leave, my lord?”
Mar had shrugged and the grinning marine had leapt to the task.  When the raft had risen the second time to begin Lord Ghorn’s scouting expedition, the pinion had fluttered gaily above Mar’s head and Berhl, Ulor, and the three other marines, forming a line, had saluted proudly in unison.
Lord Ghorn’s pen scratched as the prince made a note.  He had sent for and received a small naval lap desk complete with spill-proof ink well, pen, and clamps for paper.
“Well, it is true.  The Monks have broken the siege.  Their forces have retired and formed a line along Greenbriar Street in advance of the harbor wall,” the Prince-Commander commented thoughtfully.  “They are putting up barricades at the intersections, but it does not appear to me that these are meant to be permanent positions.  Though they could move quickly to lay siege to the Citadel once again, I begin to wonder if they have suffered greater losses than I had thought.”
“Maybe they’ll leave the city altogether?”  Mar suggested half-hopefully.
“I would be very much surprised.  They are regrouping, factoring the new element – you, my young friend – into their plans.  This day is almost spent and it will be raining in just an hour or two.  Regardless of their losses, my thought is that they will attack again at first light and I shall act accordingly.”
“Have you seen enough then?”
“No, I would like to take a turn over the harbor fortresses, if we can.  The first one is there to the west.”
Mar banked the raft in the indicated direction.  He had maintained an altitude of better than fifty manheight and he felt that this height made him fairly immune to the Phaelle’n magic that he had seen thus far.  Still, it was the magic that he not seen that concerned him.  He had made up his mind to come no closer to the Phaelle’n warships than a full league and had stipulated this restriction to Lord Ghorn.  The prince had voiced no objection and they had begun their flight with a slow circumnavigation of the Citadel, about a third of a league out.  The Mhajhkaeirii commander had been particularly interested in the areas devastated by Mar’s missiles and the Phaelle’n catapults.  On discovering that the maroon and gray armsmen of the Brotherhood had apparently withdrawn from the northern sections of the city, Lord Ghorn had asked Mar to fly south of the Citadel to investigate.
Thus far, the flight had been without incident and Mar had been able to hover above or swoop by locations of interest to the Prince-Commander unmolested.  Also, the air above the city had cleared, allowing Lord Ghorn unrestricted view of the majority of the city from the bay to the outskirts.  Though some areas still smoldered, most of the fires the invaders had set had burned themselves out, leaving great swaths of ash and blackened masonry.  The small fire set by Mar’s first attack had been contained by Mhajhkaeirii legionnaires sallying from the Citadel and would soon be extinguished.  The stiff winds coming off the approaching storm had blown much of the remaining overhanging haze out to sea.
Lord Ghorn spent several moments sketching the western fortress and the dispositions of the legion holding it.  The prince stood as the raft hovered, leaning precariously over the side to point. 
”See that flag?  The one flying from the seaward bastion?  Black and silver are the colors of Droahmaer, I think.  Droahmaer is the only other island in the Bronze chain large enough to field a complete legion and that might well be the Droahmaerii legion pressed into service for the Phaelle’n, just as were Commander Aerlon’s Plydyrii.”
“Do you think they could be brought to your side?”
“Perhaps, but I do not know for certain.  I know very little of Droahmaer.  It is at the far end of the Archipelago.”
Mar shrugged.  He had never heard of Droahmaer at all.  He steered the raft in a wide curve out to sea, aiming for the other fortress across the bay, but not wishing to pass over the Phaelle’n fleet.
Staring to port at the anchorage, Lord Ghorn asked, “How large a raft can you take aloft?  As large as the house or would it have to be much smaller?  It seemed you had difficulty keeping it together.”
“If the craft has been built well and entirely of wood,” Mar answered without turning, “I don’t think I would have any trouble flying one that large.  The problem with the solarium was the materials of its construction.  Stone and mortar won’t hold together under the stress of flying.”
“I would like you to oversee the construction of the larger raft first thing tomorrow, if you would.  Mhiskva will supply you with anything you require.”
Mar thought for a moment.  “Couldn’t some of the people escape through the northern part of the city now that the Brotherhood has pulled back?”
Lord Ghorn shook his head.  “If I had enough men to attack and pin the Monks’ forces near the harbor, perhaps some could win through to the north, but not as it is.  Any such attempt would result in a massacre.”
“When do you want me to begin flying people out?”
“As soon as the larger raft is completed.  If possible, I would like it to be done without unduly alarming the citizenry.”
“How will you choose who goes?”
“The families of the defenders will go first.  It will stiffen their resolve to hold out.  As you reject the princedom, it is necessary that the young prince, his bodyguards and a select cadre of ministers of the Principate are also preserved to continue the battle.”  The prince paused for a beat.  “No other able-bodied men will go.  The longer the Citadel holds, the more non-combatants can escape.”
Mar thought for a moment.  “Mhiskva and you?”
Lord Ghorn’s response was fiercely determined.  “I, and all those subject to my command, will defend the city to the last.”
The Prince-Commander’s tone indicated that he would say nothing further on the matter and Mar found himself with no desire to ask any more questions.  Without actually considering the matter, he had assumed that the Prince-Commander, the captain, Berhl, Ulor and all the others he knew personally would be among the group that he brought forth from the city.
“Why have we stopped, magician?”
“Stopped?”
“Yes, the raft is not moving.”
Mar raised himself and poked his head over the side.  It was true – the raft had become stationary above the sea foam below, perhaps half a league out from the breakwater.
“Sorry, I must’ve been distracted.”  He had become so accustomed to directing the raft with only a portion of his mind that he had not been paying close attention.  It seemed that this inattention had allowed it to come to a halt.  He urged it back to its course, then stopped it again quickly.
Moving the raft made him feel uneasy.
During the entire day, it had been as if the especial warning from his gut had deserted him.  It had alerted him only once to danger, and that just seconds before the archers had brought his first raft down.  None of the other direct attacks against him by the Brotherhood had generated even a recognizable twinge.  And, now that he thought of it, not since Khalar had he felt truly uneasy. 
Now the feeling forbade him to travel any further eastward.
“Magician?”  Lord Ghorn prompted.
“Wait.  There’s something wrong.”
“Should we return to the Citadel?”
“No, hold on a minute.  It’s magic -- I think.”
These warnings he had felt all of his life, could they be anything else?  Not simple intuition, lucky guesses, or unconscious deduction, but an authentic magical premonition?  Marihe had foretold his future, so had the moon pool after a fashion, so there were flux modulations -- spells -- that could reveal the future.  Hidden somewhere in the ether there had to be a sound-color that reflected coming events.  Had he been born with some type of innate ability that could tap directly into that ethereal mirror to foretell dangerous situations?
“Magician?”  Lord Ghorn queried concernedly.
“We can’t go east.  I’ll try another route.”
Mar maneuvered out to sea, turned back when that felt wrong.  He tried to backtrack to the west, but had the same result.  Reluctantly, he swung around to the north.
North, over the bay, felt right.  But that was directly over the Phaelle’n ships.
“Could you tell me what is happening?”  Lord Ghorn inquired stiffly.
Mar stopped the raft and swung his head around.  “I’m having a premonition of danger.  I’m trying to steer us away from it.  I can’t explain any more than that.”
Mollified, the prince nodded slowly.  “My pardon, my lord magician.  The ways of magery are still strange to me.”
Mar whirled about and looked out at the harbor in front of him.  The Phaelle’n had anchored the gray ships in a line, bow to stern, directly astride the path that his premonition indicated as the only safe one.  Also, he felt as if he should drop lower.
“Hang on.  I’m not sure what’s going to happen.”
“Aye, a moment if you please.”  Mar heard steel squeal as the crossbow ratcheted, then leather creak as Lord Ghorn twisted a hand in a loop.
“Ready.”
Cautious, Mar allowed the raft to descend.
“A faster target is harder to hit,” the Prince-Commander mentioned, raising his voice above the sound of the wind.
Bracing himself against the timbers in front of him, Mar crouched low, thinking belatedly that a smaller target would also be harder to hit.  He pressed speed into the raft, Berhl’s pinion flapping in staccato accompaniment, and dropped the bow toward the cobalt waters of the bay. 
With Mar’s premonition determining its course, the raft swept over the breakwater and dove to within a double manheight of the water.  As it rushed toward the westernmost gray ship, the wind thrown in its wake fractured the waves below it and tossed up a fine spray.  Berhl had built well; the raft raced above the swells at greater and greater speed with no complaint or vibration.
Mar studied the gray ship, evidently his premonition’s target, as it grew larger in his view.  Large rounded and domed bulwarks dominated fore and aft of a blockish windowed structure sited just forward of the center of the ship.  Frames extended on an angle from the large bulwarks and he guessed that these were the magical catapults that the Phaelle’n had used against the city.  Several smaller and unroofed bulwarks were situated in alcoves along the length of the ship.  As he watched, figures ran along the deck and the small bulwarks, obviously containing magical engines of some sort, swiveled to bring dark protuberances to bear on the raft.
And yet, Mar’s premonition insisted that he continue toward the ship.
At two hundred paces, black fire erupted from the small bulwarks.
Lord Ghorn grunted as the raft skittered left then right then left again, throwing him against the starboard side.  Before the raft could leap right again, splinters suddenly exploded into its interior as metal and wood burst and ripped, pierced by the streams of black fire.  A large shield on the port side, holed and dented, wrenched free with a shriek of tortured metal and spiraled away.
Mar gasped as something punched through the bow and stuck him a glancing hammer blow in the chest before holing the port side near his shoulder.  He sagged in pain, caught himself, and then swung the raft sharply left to dodge around the central structure of the gray ship.  As the raft flashed by, he had a fleeting glimpse of a group crowding a railed catwalk along its near side.  Incredibly, he heard the sound of the crossbow firing.  For just a second, the central structure of the ship blinded the raft to the black fire from the magical engines, but as it cleared the gray ship’s starboard rail, the bulwarks along that side cut loose.
With the stern of the raft taking hits, Mar threw himself to the deck between his seat and the ruptured bow and covered his head with his arms.  His breath rasped in his throat from the pain in his chest as he strained to maintain control of the raft’s magic.  He could clearly sense the gaps and irregular beats in the familiar refrain that corresponded to the punctures and rips evident to his eyes.  Physically sieved, the raft’s magical integrity had been broken, and the ethereal energy of its spells escaped in spurts and bursts despite his frantic attempts to contain it.
Like some mortally wounded bird spending its last strength in a desperate leap into the sky, the raft sprang above the slashing fire.  It strained upwards, climbing beyond the range of the gray ship, but then sagged weakly, dropping alarmingly back toward the water.  With a tremendous effort, Mar caught it and enticed it to continue a slow, unsteady ascent.  It shuddered and jerked unpredictably, building with teeth-rattling vibrations towards some rapidly approaching self-destructive resonance.
Mar peered over his bench toward the rear.  Lord Ghorn had also survived.  The Prince-Commander’s seat had split in two and a hole as large as Mar’s head showed through the deck below.  The prince sprawled in the cargo space, the empty crossbow clasped to his chest.  Blood trickled down the Mhajhkaeirii’s face and a thatch of splinters sprouted quill-like from one shoulder and biceps, some lodged in his mail but others obviously sunk into flesh.
“I think that was a mistake,” Lord Ghorn called, plucking quills carefully.
“We have to go back,” Mar shouted to the prince over the rattle of the wounded raft.
“Not wise.”  The prince caught a gray cylinder rolling across the deck and examined it.  “Those smaller catapults are throwing steel slugs.”
“Telriy is down there.”
Lord Ghorn smeared blood away from his eyes without rising.  “Telriy?”
“She could be my wife.”
“I am sorry, magician, but I do not quite understand.”
“Neither do I.”
 



EIGHT
 
Lhevatr lowered his head as he stepped through the watertight hatch into the Archdeacon’s chamber.  Rather than bowing, he gave the ancient imperial military salute.  The Salients did not use it, but Lhevatr’s community had been founded by imperialists.
“Speak,” Traeleon commanded, laying aside the reports he had been reading.
“The apostate has flown close by the Restoration.  Brother Whorlyr and several of his cloister have identified him with spy glasses.”
The Archdeacon’s expression hardened.  “I am displeased.  It does not advance the Work that he survived our bombardment.”
“I concur, my lord.”
“He did not attack?”
“Not with magic as yet, Preeminence.  The enemy fired a crossbow bolt at one of the brethren on the bow observation post but missed.  The Restoration’s anti-ship weaponry reacted, keyed by a proximity ward, and fired upon the flying craft.  While the craft appears to have taken damage, it escaped and is now flying a large circle high above the harbor.  He is beyond the range of all of our weaponry, both magical and physical.”
Traeleon indicated a hand written page on one side of his desk.  “Senior Brother Trhalsta, Brother Khlotr’s successor, believes that the explosive devices used by the apostate to attack our legions are enchanted vessels of an extremely high order.  How likely are these to damage the Restored Fleet?”
Lhevatr locked his hands behind his back.  “If he strikes with a heavy bombardment from beyond range of our defenses and scores several direct hits on the upper decks it is possible that he could expose the bowels of the ships to attack.  Further attacks that penetrated into the interior could sink or severely damage one or more of the Holy Trio.  Any damage whatsoever to the main weapons would be irreparable, as the cloister studying their ethereal mechanisms has failed thus far to delve their complexity.”
“Loss of the main weapons would be utterly unacceptable, Martial Director.  Should we withdraw the fleet from Mhajhkaei?”
“I directed several brothers with knowledge in the mathematics to observe the flying craft.  They have calculated that it can achieve speeds in excess of twice the highest speed of our fastest ship, Duty.”
“Are you saying that the apostate can chase us down and sink all of the restored?”
“Yes, Preeminence,” Lhevatr replied evenly.  “I believe he has that capability.”
Suspicion and calculation replaced anger on the Archdeacon’s face.  “Why has he not done so?”
“I can only speculate.  Perhaps for the same reason that we do not reduce the Citadel.  He may have no more of the enchanted vessels to drop on us.  If, as we suspect, he has discovered some ancient armory in the hinterlands, he may have already depleted the surviving reserves.”
The Archdeacon considered.  “What is the disposition of the Holy Trio?”
“All crews are on alert and are ready to jettison their anchor chains and maneuver if it appears the apostate is preparing to attack.  The Work has no close range weapons in operational order.  Brother Whorlyr believes that he can use the enervated bolt throwers against the apostate and has transferred his K'hilbaeii to that ship.”
Traeleon fixed his eyes on the Martial Director.  “I expect the apostate to be destroyed if he attempts an attack on our ships.”
Lhevatr kept his face expressionless.  “Yes, Preeminence.”
Traeleon waved a vague blessing in dismissal and retrieved the reports he had set aside.  “I approve your orders, Martial Director.  You may proceed with the Work.”
Lhevatr bowed deeply and turned to leave.
Suddenly, the Archdeacon raised a hand to detain the Martial Director.  “Wait!  The initiates are on Restoration, are they not, including those most recently converted?”
“As you say, Preeminence.  Have you a concern?”
Traeleon’s brow wrinkled in concentration then relaxed.  “No, nothing firm,” he said finally.  “However, order that the initiates are to be watched closely.”
“Yes, my lord.”
 



NINE
 
Exactly how he had known that one of the cowled figures on the gray ship’s catwalk had been the girl, Mar was not quite certain.  It could have been more involuntary magic conveying information to him through the ether, but it could simply have been her particular manner of standing – a roll of shoulder or cast of hip -- that triggered his recognition.  Nevertheless, he was fully convinced that she was there and he intended to rescue her.
“Your wife is on the Monk’s ship?”  Lord Ghorn asked again, somewhat dubiously.
The raft shuddered.  Mar had stabilized the spells, but he knew that his craft would not last much longer.  He nudged it gently, weaving new convolutions in the ether to encourage it to continue its high orbit above the Phaelle’n ships.
“She’s not my wife.  Hand me the crossbow.”
The prince looked at Mar strangely, but refrained from comment as he handed the heavy weapon forward, stock first.  Mar took the crossbow and spelled it with a drumbeat adulterated yellow-orange so that it hovered before him.
Lord Ghorn cocked his head at the floating crossbow.  “Interesting.”
After only a moment, however, the Mhajhkaeirii’s curiosity evidently got the best of him.  “Now, if I understand this correctly – and I am not sure that I do -- there is a young woman who may or may not be your wife whom you intend to pluck from the ship?”
“Yes,” Mar replied absently, taking the water jug -- which had miraculously survived intact -- from its place and affixing it with a strong keening blue spell just above the latch of the crossbow.  The jug was still nearly full.  Its pottery shell had intriguing properties.
“What are you constructing, may I ask?”
“A weapon.  Can you swim?”
Lord Ghorn frowned.  “Not well with a bad leg.”  The prince thumped a plate on the shoulder of his cuirass.  “And not at all in armor.”
Mar examined the prince.  Concentrating, he attempted a spell.
“Ah, interesting indeed,” Lord Ghorn opined evenly.  “Now, would you set me back down please?”  His voice had a slight edge.
“You won’t have to swim and neither will I,” Mar told him.  “Our clothing will carry us.  I think.”  He raised the prince a bit higher then let him back down.
“Well,” Mar clarified, “perhaps not well.  It’s something of a strain for me because the magic leaks away constantly from the cloth, but I think I can manage the three of us.”
The Prince-Commander regarded Mar blandly.  “Set on this course, are you?”
“Yes.”  As Lord Ghorn opened his mouth to respond, Mar sent the raft into a drive.  “Hang on!”
The damaged craft side-slipped and vibrated as it descended, rebelling against his control, and the chaotic motion compelled him to choke back its speed.  Even so, the descent was precipitous and he coerced the raft back to level flight but a scant manheight above the water. 
“Get ready to jump!” he yelled.
Lord Ghorn climbed to his feet with difficulty, holding tightly to the gunnels.
Mar aimed the raft amidships of his target, nudging its bow up at a slight angle so that it would clear the highest point on the central structure.  Coaxing the raft to as great a speed as it could withstand, he got to his feet, the wind buffeting his clothes and the salt spray stinging his eyes, and aligned the crossbow and its enchanted burden on the ship’s stern.  The raft dipped suddenly, tilting him off balance and causing him to lose the line of his mark.  He glanced toward the warship and saw that he had but a moment before the raft was within range of its side bulwarks.  Muttering a particularly pithy curse against Nhal-bhy-chu, Goddess Mother of Chance Events, he braced his feet against the raft’s unpredictable motion and sighted down the stock once more.  With a last adjustment, he broke a snowy curlicue in the intricate ethereal pattern he had spelled and his mobile missile streaked away, accelerating toward the Phaelle’n ship at better than five times the speed of the raft.
 As soon as the crossbow launched, Mar leapt upward to clear the sides of the raft, simultaneously spelling both his and the prince’s clothing.  Warned by squealing bursts of ethereal sound-color, he rolled in the air, focusing on Lord Ghorn and the unexpectedly heavy drag of the other man’s armor.  The steel would not accept the mumbling chartreuse that lofted the cotton and wool and he was unable to raise the prince swiftly enough to miss the aft gunnel.  Its upper edge clipped the prince’s heels as the raft sped along its fixed arrow-straight path, rushing from beneath them.  With an angry yelp, Lord Ghorn’s legs were knocked askew and he rotated at an awkward angle.
Deriding himself for not thinking of it earlier, Mar rotated the prince about to face him and yelled, “Get rid of the armor!  I can’t enchant it!”
Lips clamped into a thin line, Lord Ghorn pulled a small knife from a sheath on his belt and began slashing leather straps and catches.  Despite Mar’s best efforts, the prince began to sink slowly toward the water below.
Mar closed with Lord Ghorn as metal plates and sections of mail began to tumble free into the bay.
“Quickly!” he encouraged, fighting his uncooperative spells.
Lord Ghorn’s eyes flared but he did not respond as he continued to work feverishly.  The prince let out a harsh curse as his feet stuck the water, plowing across the surface for several armlengths, but then the Mhajhkaeirii managed to saw through a last strap at his shoulder and shrug out of his hauberk, which struck the choppy surface and vanished instantly. 
Mar watched, mollified, as the prince, with a grin of success, bobbed upward away from the swells.  The young magician immediately swept them toward the Phaelle’n ship, staying low to the water.  Satisfied that Lord Ghorn’s clothing would now bear him along, Mar whipped about to search for the raft and his mobile missile.
The raft was already taking fire and disintegrating under the onslaught of all the portside bulwarks, large splinters and shreds of metal trailing down behind it.  Though the raft was only a decoy, Mar felt somewhat saddened as he saw the largest remaining piece slow and burst apart, its scattering remains arcing down into the water still fifty armlengths short of the ship.  Though difficult to see, the speeding crossbow appeared undetected and undeterred.  Watching anxiously, he held his breath as his missile neared the Phaelle’n ship.  The bulwarks, still spewing slugs, began to depress and pivot, chopping the water along the trail of the crossbow.  For a heart-stopping moment, the lines of splashes seemed to gain on it.  Then, somewhat anticlimactically, the missile struck the hull just above the waterline, twenty armlengths from the stern.
A geyser of water erupted as a massive blast of fire and smoke shook the warship.  The ship heeled over to starboard from the force of the blow and then rocked back violently.  Mar watched hopefully even as he increased the speed of their flight and thought he detected the ship beginning to settle toward the stern.  He was now close enough to see the rivets in the plates of the bulwarks and the armored central structure.  Cowled crewmen stared at him wild-eyed from metal-railed catwalks.  Others ran along the wooden planked deck of the ship toward the smoke that had begun to rise at the stern.  The bulwarks swung back around, vomiting black lines of deadly steel as they tried to track Mar and Lord Ghorn, but the pair was now safely inside the weapons’ angles of attack.
He sought his unease, found it, and let it direct him once again.  They jinked sideways as a bowman appeared from a hatchway, drawing and loosing repeatedly, the arrows whizzing by, then Mar swooped them upwards toward the highest railing on the central structure.
Only a single person occupied the narrow observation post.  Hood thrown back, her brown hair fluttering in the wind, Telriy stared at Mar, her mouth open in surprise.  A terrified scream pealed from her throat as his spells snatched her up into the air and brought her to his side.  Face clenched in fear, she clutched at him, feet dangling and kicking, caught his arm and then his shoulder, and forcefully wrenched herself to his side.  As he drove himself and his charges directly upwards to avoid the starboard bulwarks of the warship, she clamped her arms about his neck and her legs about his waist.  Shaking, she silenced her screams by burying her face in his shoulder.
Mar felt Lord Ghorn lagging, the seams in his arming doublet ripping, and reached back a hand. 
“Hold tight!”
 The prince gripped his arm strongly with both hands and yelled something that the wind pulled away from Mar’s ears.
As soon as they were above the reach of the Phaelle’n ship, Mar turned them northward, knowing that his spells would soon fail.  The porous ethereal nature of the cloth could not contain the flying sound-colors longer than a breath or two and these failures forced him to constantly replenish the modulations.  He found himself unable to deal with all three sets of clothing at one time, having to enchant each separately in rotation.  This mental strain leached the energy from his body and his breath began to labor as if he had run a league.
When they had crossed above the docks and were over the city, he began searching ahead for a place to land.  As his reserve of ethereal strength neared its end, he sighted a bare level rooftop some dozen blocks short of the Citadel.
Lord Ghorn stumbled as they lighted, released Mar’s arm, staggered a few steps, and then sat down heavily, a victorious grin plastered on his face.  Telriy flung herself from Mar as soon as their feet touched and stood silently shaking, arms wrapped around herself, several steps away.
The prince’s grin became an exuberant laugh.  “Well done, magician!”
Mar kept his feet, breathing heavily and allowing a crooked grin in return.
Telriy shook herself and straightened.  Abruptly, she spun and advanced toward Mar, her face tight.   
Mar had scarcely a moment to think, but his success filled him with intense satisfaction.  He had rescued the girl as he had vowed he would.  He had triumphed over the Brotherhood for perhaps the first time in a murderous day of difficult battles.  Thinking that Telriy meant to express gratitude, he was unsure of how he should react.
The girl’s roundhouse swing caught him totally off guard, snapping his head sideways and flashing stars across this vision.
“You idiot!” she blasted into his face.
Mar danced back out of range.  “What in the name of the Forty-Nine is wrong with you?” he snarled.  “I just rescued you from the Brotherhood!”
“What gives you the right to do anything with me?”  Telriy shouted, taking a raging step toward him.  “I don’t belong to you and I didn’t want to be rescued from the Phaelle’n!”
Mar backed up again, mouth agape.
The girl grabbed the edges of her hood with both hands and shook it at him.  It was the typical brown wool, but had blue piping woven along the edge.  “I am Phaelle’n!”
Lord Ghorn leapt suddenly between them, knife drawn.  He staggered as his weight fell on his injured leg, but quickly caught his balance.  “Back up girl.  Now.”
Telriy did not move.  Mar jumped to the prince’s side and grabbed his arm.  Lord Ghorn scanned Mar’s face, examined Telriy closely and then looked back at the young man.  The Mhajhkaeirii relaxed marginally but did not sheath the knife.
Mar stepped around and in front of the prince and eyed Telriy challengingly, his anger building.  His words came out as brittle as ice.  He spat them one at a time.  “You – joined -- the – Phaelle’n?”
The girl spat her answer back at him with equal venom.  “Yes!”
The blow she struck with this admission was a thousand times more damaging than her physical one.  His previous hatred for the Brotherhood of Phaelle was nothing beside the intensity of the emotion that seized him at that instant.  For almost a full moment, he was unable to speak.  Finally, his rage hardened into something cold, dead and eternal.
“What of the old man?” he asked, his voice gone flat.  “What did they do with Waleck?”
Telriy laughed, but there was no amusement in the sound.
“Tell me!”
It was only then that the girl’s expression clouded, reflecting anger not only at him but perhaps at herself as well.  In an accusing tone, she demanded, “Why do you think I became one of them?” 
Mar slowly began shaking his head.
“Yes,” she confirmed, her voice breaking unaccountably.  The anger and outrage drained from her face, collapsing into bitter tears.  Her voice quavered as she announced, “Your master has taken vows to Phaelle.”
 



TEN
Secondday, Waxing, First Wintermoon, 1642 After the Founding of the Empire
 
Telriy was not fool enough to have taken the ring from her finger.  She showed it to the ship factor on her closed fist.
The factor, a Master Czheaic, scratched his beard and bent forward to peer at the small blue stone.  This proximity pressed anew the brutal frontal assault of his dank breath and unwashed odor.  Telriy tried not to breath.  Finally, he rolled his upper lip and shook his head.  “Not worth anything.  Looks like gold plate and cut glass.”
The man was fat, slovenly, and more than twice her age.  He gave her a suggestive look, letting his eyes rove.  “What else have you that might be worth trading?”
Large-paned windows in rough casements ringed the merchant’s small quayside office.  She stepped left to the nearest and lightly traced an arc with the stone of her ring.  It left a clear mark and the glass pinged as a slight twist in the frame broke it along the line. 
Master Czheaic cursed.  “A’ight, I’ll grant that it’s genuine.  It’ll buy you passage to Mhevyr, but there’ll be an extra fee for my glass, so it’ll cost you the whole thing.”
Telriy hesitated.  Though whatever magic it may once have held had long since faded, it was one of Gran’s most prized possessions.  She thought it might be worth fifty or more silver; the ticket cost twenty.  Still, most of her coin was gone; reaching the port city of Zhijj here on Plydyre had taken longer and much cost more than she had hoped.
“Stop wasting my time, girl.  Either take the deal or not.”
Telriy knew she must reach the mainland before the impending foul weather of winter disrupted the northern trade winds and curtailed shipping.  She pulled the ring from her finger.
“Well,” Czheaic barked.  “Hand it over.”
“Write out the ticket first.”
The merchant shrugged and settled heavily into his chair.  He slid a thick paper card onto his blotter, dragged a large ornate brass inkwell close, and began to print laboriously on the card with a stylus tipped with an iron nib.
“Name.”
“Telriy.”
The girl watched bemusedly as Czheaic printed T-H-A-L-R-H-E-E.
 “Patronymic?  Metronymic?”
“None.”
Czheaic blew air messily out of the side of his mouth in place of a comment.  He continued to jot careful characters, lettering the date in one corner, the name of the ship in another, and finally “Off Zhijj ta Mheffarr” in the center.  He sprinkled a bit of fine white sand from a box onto the card and let it sit to dry.
“Wind of the South sails with the tide this evening, just after eight bells.  If you’re not aboard, you’ll be left and the ticket is void.  They’ll be no refunds.”  He dusted the ticket and offered it across the desk, thrusting out his other hand for the ring.
Telriy pressed her lips into a thin line.  “The ticket still needs a stamp.”
Czheaic smirked snidely, laid the ticket back on his blotter, and took a wood-handled brass stamp from a drawer.  He pressed it firmly into the ticket, leaving a square symbol of intricate lines embossed into the paper.  Wordlessly, he offered the ticket again and gestured for the ring.
Telriy grabbed the end of the ticket and tossed the ring at the merchant, who had to release the ticket to catch his fee with both hands.  The girl pivoted about immediately, ticket in one hand and staff in the other, kicked open the thin half-door with the toe of her boot and marched out onto the dock.  Czheaic’s coarse laughter followed her, but she let this minor annoyance fade from her thoughts as she had a thousand similar annoyances.
The clouds that had burdened the sky much of the previous day had cleared off and the sun beamed down warmly on her face.  The gentle caress of it lightened her mood, relaxed the intent crease from her forehead, and the frown from her lips.  Pleased with a necessary task accomplished, she paused only to secure the ticket within the coin pouch hidden at the bottom of her pouch and then strolled with an eager bounce in her step along the harbor-side street.   
Zhijj was a busy port, with two rowed galleys and one of the new three-masted freighters – the Wind of the South – moored alongside the fitted stone jetties. 
 Another dozen ships of all sorts, including her previous ship Dolphin, had anchored in the deeper waters of the natural harbor.  She passed better than ten large warehouses – many busy with activity -- built of a rusty brown brick and also numerous trading houses and small factorages.  Singing off-key, a large gang of stevedores and sailors loaded both the galleys, and several men were at work aboard the Wind of the South, engrossed in tasks that Telriy had not the seafaring experience to put name to.
The Plydyrii’n town was the largest settlement that Telriy had yet seen.  Peld had had but a single modest fishing village of less than thirty solid houses.  The port at Ghaefh had been three times as large, but had had only a single narrow, huddling lane of brick buildings.  Many of the houses had been dilapidated and weather-beaten and the people living in them the same.  Though she had had to tarry there better than a fortnight awaiting a northbound ship, the general seediness of the town had dissuaded Telriy from venturing far from her cheap lodgings at the traveler’s inn on the wharf.
It was still early morning; she figured that she had most of twelve hours till the freighter sailed.  Why not see what sights Zhijj might boast?  Besides, she wanted to shop for provisions and perhaps a rain jacket or overcoat, if she could find one secondhand. 
There had been no time for browsing or sightseeing upon her arrival.
For Telriy, the ports were alien lands of unknown places, unknown people, and unknown danger.  Syhle’s cousin had seen her safely into the hands of female kin on Peld, but after that, she had been cast upon her own devices at each new landfall.  Just before dusk, the portly captain of the lumber barque from Ghaefh had put her off onto the jetty with hardly a word of farewell.  He had been kind enough during the voyage, in a grandfatherly way, but had treated her more or less as cargo and had concerned himself with her no farther than delivery.
Affordable lodging was always her first and most pressing need on disembarking, and such she had sought in Zhijj.  Two inquiries had demonstrated that prices for lodging were much higher here than in the smaller towns.  To conserve her meager store of remaining coin, she had snuck into the loft of a stable to sleep.  Her hair smelled of dusty grass and she would have dearly loved a hot bath, but at least the hay had been soft and warm.  Breakfast this morning had been citrus liberated from trees in the yard behind an inn.
She certainly needed a good meal before boarding ship again.  Seasickness did not afflict her, but meals aboard the barque had been dry prepared rations of one sort or another: hard beef, crackers, meal cake, or salted smoked fish.  Twenty-seven days of that had left her with a keen craving for a full plate of beans, turnips and greens or cabbage, and some decent bread.
After just five minutes’ walk, she found exactly what she wanted in a street market.  Amidst stalls piled with cloth, finished goods of all sorts, cheeses, smoked meats, ceramics, scents, and farm produce, several entrepreneurs had established small eateries, some specializing in exotic foods, but several offering more standard – and therefore cheaper -- fare.
Telriy decided upon one run by a slightly round young husband and a quite pregnant wife.  The fact that there were already more than a dozen customers camped around small round tables scattered in front of the stall seemed recommendation enough, but the tantalizing aroma of the fresh rye bread stacked on the counter drew the girl inexorably.  Without hesitation, she slid onto one of the tall stools and leaned her staff carefully against another.  Two women, seated at the other end of the counter, talked about husbands and prices for soap.
 “Morning, mistress!”  The proprietor greeted professionally, drying a bowl with a clean cloth.  “We’ve a special today for the spiced cabbage and pork – it’s my grandmother’s recipe and quite famous here in the market – just five thay for the large plate.  It comes with plenty of bread and a large plate of carrots or snap beans.”
Telriy hated to demonstrate ignorance to strangers, but the man seemed pleasant enough.  “How much is a thay?”
The wife coasted over from a busy iron stove, wiping her hands on her apron.  “A thay’s a copper coin about as big as a man’s thumbnail.  You must be from down south.  They don’t use the old Imperial system of money there, do they?”
Telriy shook her head.  “Silvers, brass, coppers, and iron pennies on Fyhraen.”
“That’s one of the little islands almost down to Aehrfhaen right?” the husband asked.  “Seems like it used to be called something else -- what was it, Keyra?”
Keyra, the wife, took a glass from beneath the counter and set it in front of Telriy, then filled it with water from a pitcher.  “You looked parched, girl.  Have some water while you decide what you’re having.  My granddad on mother’s side used to tell a horrible story about a place called G’emma or something like that.  Nhywe, I’ll need more stove wood here in a bit.”
“There’s a large town called Gh’emhoa on the east coast,” Telriy granted, taking a long, grateful drink of the water.
Nhywe, the husband snapped his fingers.  “That’s it!  Gh’emhoa!  That was the name of the island until some massacre or plague or some like.  New prince changed it.  What’s that, a hundred leagues?”
“From Ghaefh by way of four other ports, the captain said eighty-five,” Telriy told the man as her stomach grumbled.
“That’s still a long way from home.  Did you ‘tire of the simple life’ and come north to ‘discover the wonders of civilization?’”  Keyra asked, obviously quoting and half-laughing at a memory.
Nhywe joined in the easy laughter and explained, “We’re fond of the penny theatre.”
The couple seemed well suited for one another and content in their lives.  Telriy wondered briefly what that was like.
“No, I’m on my way to collect an inheritance in Mhajhkaei.”  Telriy said quietly.  She was comfortable with the lie; it was simple and seemed to be accepted with little question wherever she went.
“Whew!  That’s a long way to go yet!”  Nhywe commented.  “I hope the inheritance is worth the trip.”
“You’re not traveling alone, are you?”  Keyra demanded, looking somewhat concerned.  “There’s rough sorts on the northern routes by all accounts.”
“I am, but I can fend for myself.”  Telriy gripped her staff automatically.
Keyra looked at the heavy, twisted length of wood, then examined Telriy thoroughly from her tightly bound hair to her hard-soled heavy boots.  The pregnant woman nodded.  “Yes, I’d imagine that you can.  You’ll have the special?”
Telriy nodded, mentally tallying her remaining coins.  The meal was expensive for Peld or Ghaefh, but probably not for Zhijj. 
“Your tale sounds a bit like that play that they do every year at the fair,” Keyra suggested, filling a large bowl with cooked cabbage and then ladling a thick soup of pork, onions and peppers over it.
“That’s right, love!”  Nhywe snapped his fingers again.  He set a plate of carrots and a round of bread alongside Telriy’s bowl.  “That’s my favorite.  An Affair About Nothing.  That fellow over in Plyd wrote it.”
“Mother says he’s got a position at the court now,” Keyra commented idly, handing Telriy a large spoon.
“It’s about a girl who runs away to sea,” Nhywe told Telriy.  “She dresses like a boy to hide herself from the sailors.  However, she finds her true love, a prince pretending to be a common sailor so he can ‘learn about the common life, learn about nothing.’  It’s right funny in the parts where they start falling in love but he doesn’t know she’s a woman.”
“You can tell that it’s a girl though,” Keyra pointed out.  “The woman playing the part -- it’s the same one the last three years -- doesn’t really cut her hair ‘cause she has to take it down later in the play and they don’t try at all to hide what she has up front.”
“That’s part of the draw,” Nhywe inserted, smirking.  “At least for the men.”
Playfully, Keyra swung a ladle at her husband, swatting only air.  “Tosh!”
She grinned at Telriy.  “It’s my favorite as well, though I’ve seen it a dozen times.”
“The story’s not really original, you have to admit,” Nhywe opined.  “There’s a tale that we would get my uncle to tell every time he was in port that’s almost the same.  Only difference is the girl was a princess who was hiding as a man to escape an arranged marriage.”
“I’ve heard that one, but the princess is stolen by a witch at birth and has to flee disguised as a smith’s apprentice.  She learns her ‘true heritage’ after…”
Telriy repressed a reaction to an old and still painful wound.  It was a peaceful moment, one of a scarce few that she had experienced of late, and she felt certain that the food sellers were harmless.  The couple continued on, chatting along a wandering path of subjects of little consequence, while Telriy enjoyed her meal.
 



ELEVEN
1624 After the Founding of the Empire
 
“Coo, what have we here now?”
Old Rag Mahlye picked up the bundle.  She had thought it to be only more cast out clothing, but it was heavier than it should be.  The cloth was much finer than the threadbare rags she normally found while searching the trash heap behind this comfort house.  She raised a flap of cloth.
A small face looked up at her.
“Curse them silly girls!  If I told them, I told them a hundred times.  There’s ways.  Didn’t I tell them?  There’s ways.”
Rather than finish this oft-repeated conversation with herself, Mahlye hugged the bundle to her flat chest and took off running as fast as her bent legs could carry her.  There was a woman she knew.  By the time she had reached the house in an unnamed lane off Cockle Street, Mahlye’s breath was ragged and rasping.
“I’m not young anymore,” she told herself and then laughed.  She had not been young in half a century.  Snuggling the bundle with one spindly arm, she rapped on the door.
After a moment, the roughened panel swung open and a heavy woman looked out, not smiling.  Plain of appearance, she looked much like many of the other aging, life worn mothers who were her neighbors in this district of workmen’s homes.  Her clothes showed mending and her hands the leach of strong soap.  Once called fair, she had given up on her hair years ago and had taken to simply tying it back with a bit of string.
The woman did not smile as she recognized Mahlye.  “We’ve no rags today.  Won’t have none for a while.”
Mahlye thrust the infant into the woman’s arms.
Reflexively, the woman clutched at the bundle.  Looking down, her eyes went wide.  “Gods, Mahlye!  Where’d you get this?”
“It’s a baby, Lyrhae.  I’d a thought you, of all people, would know that.”
“I know it’s a baby you daft old biddy!  What do you want me to do with it and where did it come from?”
“You’re a wet nurse ain’t you?  Nurse it.”
Having been silent until this instant, the baby chose it to warble into a demanding cry.  Spurred by the force of habit, Lyrhae turned about and sought a rocking chair that huddle to the side of her cold hearth.  Undoing some buttons, she cradled the infant to her bosom.  After a moment of coaxing, it latched on and began to nurse.   
Mahlye followed her through the door into the common room of the tiny home.  She vibrated from one foot to the other, half spinning this way and then that.  Insides made her nervous.
Lyrhae opened the cloth that covered the infant and inspected it as it suckled.
“Why, this babe’s just born!  Can’t be more than a day old!”  She eyed Mahlye suspiciously.  “You didn’t steal this baby did you?”
Old Rag Mahlye cackled, one of her eyes running off at an angle, as it had a tendency to do.  “Nay, I don’t steal.  I salvage, you know that.  He’s a cast off.”
Mahlye paused and tilted her head pointedly.  “From behind the comfort house over Tippen way.”
Lyrhae frowned in severe disapproval.  “Shame that they allow them girls to do such a thing.  Why, old Mother Shinoe, she’d never have allowed it.  There’s ways, you know.”
“Yes, there’s ways and I’ve told any that would listen, but they’re flighty things, never thinking, always expecting some patriarch’s son’ll buy their bond,” Mahlye agreed.
“Well,” Lyrhae prodded, “what are you going to do with it?”
Mahlye plopped down on a stool.  “You know anyone that’d take him?”
Lyrhae shook her head.  “None that could afford to feed him.”
“How about you?”
Lyrhae frowned.  “I’ve got seven of my own and my man makes just enough in his shop to feed all of them most days.”
Mahlye crossed her legs and began rubbing one arthritic elbow.  “Well .  .   .  I could always raise him I suppose.  Be the son of my old age.”  This struck Mahlye as extremely funny.  She burst out laughing, rocking back and forth and slapping her knees.
Lyrhae eyed Mahlye uncertainly.  “No place for a babe on the street, Mahlye.”
“Heh.  I’ve got a place, not much of one, but it’ll keep out the weather.  He’ll need the milk, though, for a while.”
Lyrhae raised the baby to her shoulder and patted it gently on the back.  After a moment, she rolled her head to lay her cheek lightly against the infant and started rocking.   
“I’m giving it up, you know, the wet nursing.  Getting too old.  My last girl’s been weaned for years and most families don’t have the extra money to pay.”
Mahlye knowingly examined her friend’s contented smile.  “Not too old for one last time, though?”
Lyrhae kissed the baby lovingly.  “No, not too old yet.”
 



TWELVE
 
From the bridge of the Duty, Traeleon stared across the water at the smoking ship, his fists clenched in anger.
“The damage is minor?” he grated.
“The Restoration’s captain reports that the blast opened seams in the hull plating below the water line,” Lhevatr reported to the Archdeacon’s back.  “She is taking on water, with some flooding in the engine room, but no systems or magics have yet been affected.  He predicts that the ship can be seaworthy again in ten hours.”
A pregnant silence ensued, broken only by the slight sounds of the novitiates and junior brethren of the watch crew moving about their tasks.  Without turning, Traeleon announced in a voice pitched to carry, “Your failure to destroy the apostate is a disservice to the Duty, Martial Director.”
“Yes, Preeminence.”  Lhevatr’s tone was unflinching in the face of the rebuke.  He bowed his head, waiting.
“You remain in your position solely because there is currently none other among the senior brethren with your particular expertise.”
Lhevatr maintained his penitent pose.
“The Work,” Traeleon intoned, purposefully neglecting the sign of the Tripartite.  His inflection made the declaration the commencement of the rite of the dead.  To offer the ritual to one still living was both a condemnation and a threat.
“The Duty,” Lhevatr replied without hesitation, his voice emotionless.
The chorus resounded condemningly from the bridge crew.  “The Restoration!”
Traeleon waited until the disgraced Martial Director had vacated the bridge, then turned to a Novitiate Third monitoring a panel.  “Send for the First Inquisitor.”
Bhrucherra arrived almost instantly, as if he had been waiting close by.
“What have you learned of the apostate?”
“Nothing, Preeminence.  The Mhajhkaeirii have no prior knowledge of him.”
“And this indicates?”
“We have only speculations, my lord.”
“I wish facts, First Inquisitor.  I tire of speculation.”
“We shall redouble our efforts, my lord.”
“See that you do.”  The Archdeacon waved a standard blessing in dismissal.
Bhrucherra tarried.
Knowing what Bhrucherra wanted, Traeleon ignored the First Inquisitor’s continued presence for some moments.  When it was clear that the assassin would reveal neither impatience nor anger, the Archdeacon declared, “Speak.”
“Preeminence, have you considered my proposal?”
Traeleon contemplated the First Inquisitor.  “I foresee problems with the Mhajhkaeirii surrogates.”
“These contingencies have been in place for some time now, my lord.  The brethren within the city have given sufficient evidence, over time, to prove their obedience.  Also, redundancy has been built into this stratagem so that any less than satisfactory component can be removed at any time.” 
Within the Salient Order, the terms “removed” and “assassinated” were synonymous.
“There will be no tolerance for error in this matter, First Inquisitor.  While others of the senior deaconate have escaped the consequences of their failures because of the scarcity of specific skills, the skills required of the chief of the inquisitive branch of our fraternity are in abundant supply.”
“There will be no error, my lord.  The Citadel will be taken.”
“Very well.  Your stratagem is approved.  Inform the Martial Director of your requirements.  During his period of atonement, you shall stand superior in this matter.”
 



THIRTEEN
 
Aerlon Rhe stirred his lukewarm soup idly, wondering yet again, in defiance of cold rationality, if any of his Plydyrii could have survived.  The half dozen or so Mhajhkaeirii’n officers eating with him at the table in the side dining room seemed just as subsumed in their own thoughts; there was little conversation.  He was sure that at least one of them had been given instructions to watch him covertly, but did not really care.
From the swinging double doors that gave on the kitchens, a legate entered the room with a heaping plate, glanced about, and then took an empty seat across from Aerlon.  He nodded in greeting to the Plydyrii and his other tablemates and began eating studiously.  As Mhiskva had given Aerlon the accoutrements of a Mhajhkaeirii’n marine vice-captain, it was unlikely that the newcomer was aware of the Plydyrii’s origin. 
A knight-commander to the left spoke up.  “Nael, any word on Lord Ghorn?”
“Not yet.  He will come through though.  The Gods will see to it.”
The vice-captain turned to spit on the floor.  “The Forty-Nine and all their bastards haven’t done a thing to stop these sorcerers yet.  Why would they start now?”
The legate shook his head.  “They have sent the magician.  He will be their instrument.”
The obviously devout Nael paused to chew and swallow a large bite of bread, then looked around to include everyone.
“He has the strength of the Forty-Nine in his fist.  We have all seen it.  He can destroy an entire legion in a single second!”
Another man down the table said quietly, “Praise be to all the Gods.”
Murmurs passed along the table.  Magic was alien, the Forty-Nine a comforting familiarity. 
A fugleman dashed suddenly into the dining room and shouted, “Lord Ghorn and the magician have been found!”
Ambivalent, Aerlon let himself be carried along by the general exodus.  He supposed that he should feel grateful to Ghorn.  The Prince-Commander seemed like an able leader, and such would be decidedly needed if the Monks were to be defeated.  However, the word that he had fallen into the sea with the young magician – that still struck him as such an odd word – and the skyraft –odder still – had not distressed Aerlon as it had many of the Mhajhkaeirii.  The Plydyrii found himself unable to raise strong emotion of any sort except hatred for the Phaelle’n.  That hatred scalded the nave of his soul without ceasing.  He could feel its burn even now, branding his life with an irresistible demand for vengeance.
The group of officers rushed through the Palace and out into the huge, decorative garden that embraced the main entrance of the building that served as the center of power of The Greatest City in All the World.  The once lustrous garden was in a terrible disarray; several troops of Mhajhkaeirii’n marines and legionnaires encamped the lawns and many of the flowers, shrubs, and ornamental trees had been trampled, cut down for firewood, or otherwise mangled.  A low wall topped with gilded spikes and an equally gilded iron gate replete with the artistic curlicues and flourishes of a style not current for fifty years bordered the garden.  A large group of men was at work reinforcing this totally inadequate defense and seemed little concerned with the former opulence of the garden.  Several masons used canvas buckets to empty a reflective pool to mix mortar and a gang of carpenter’s apprentices stacked lumber on the intricate, multi-colored mosaic of a winding walk.
Aerlon trotted down the fanning white marble steps, looking for The Mountain – he had already learned that the marines and legionnaires referred reverently to Captain Mhiskva thus – amidst this jumbled expanse of confusion.  He saw him immediately, head and shoulders above the crowd forming at the gate, and made his way there.
Ghorn was indeed present; half a dozen legionnaires competed to help him from the saddle of a bay mare.  Another group, about a dozen large marines,  surrounded – whether as protectors or guards seemed unclear -- the magician and a young woman wearing the hood of a Phaelle’n novitiate.  It had the extra embroidery that marked her a Fraternal Sister, a term that Aerlon’s now dead legionnaires had taken to using in place of “whore.”
“Captain!”  Lord Ghorn shouted above the hubbub.  “What is our situation?”
The marine captain saluted, and then grinned broadly.  “Welcome back, my lord!  All is in hand.  I have made a circuit of the Tertiary Wall and spoke with the lords of the defense.  Our forces are arrayed as effectively as can be, under the circumstances.  There is yet no sign of another attack.”
“Good.  I want all the senior commanders or their representatives in conference within two hours.”
Aerlon hung back in the crowd as Ghorn and Mhiskva started toward the Palace entrance.  Some fugleman called out a cheer and the crowd responded enthusiastically.  Ghorn, intent on the words of his subordinate, waved his arm in acknowledgement without pausing.
Aerlon examined this prince of Mhajhkaei upon whom lay the last hope of stopping the Phaelle’n drive of conquest.  From what the Plydyrii had seen, Ghorn was a principled man; he certainly seemed to respect the ancient codes.  Aerlon’s initial judgment was that the Prince was disciplined, intelligent, capable, and obviously possessed of the loyalty of his armsmen.  Nevertheless, many of the princes and commanders of the various city-states that had thus far fallen to the Monks had been equally so.  None of their skill or discipline had been sufficient to combat the Phaelle’n sorcery.  Nor, as this foul day had proven, had any of the skill or discipline of any of the rulers of The Greatest City in All the World.  It seemed doubtful that Ghorn would be a match for the ungodsly might of Aerlon’s former masters.  It seemed clear, the former commander decided at that moment, that magery was simply too powerful for normal men to overcome.  This challenge surely would require something far more powerful, far more magical, than a mere mortal man.
Aerlon turned his eyes once more to the young magician.  He did not smile nor seem particularly happy with the young woman who stood stiffly beside him.  If Aerlon had not know better, he would have thought from the way they tensed when they glanced at each other that they had just had a lover’s spat.
The Plydyrii searched the young man’s face.  Yes, he was angry with the woman, but something darker also tugged at the edges of his lips and eyes.  It was clear: this man too hated the Phaelle’n.
Mhiskva had declared that magicians were the natural enemies of the Phaelle’n evil.  Maybe Nael had been right.  Maybe this young magician was truly destined to be the instrument of the Gods.
 



FOURTEEN
 
Mar sucked in his chest and pressed his cheek against the chiseled surface of the block in front of him, trying to press his center of balance as near the wall as possible.  The stone was cool to his face, but not cold, having yet to fully relinquish the heat of the day, even at this late hour.
The lightning flared again from the thunderstorm coalescing west of the bay, the white light illuminating for two flickering seconds the tower wall to his left.  When darkness slammed back, his eyes were printed with a gray afterimage of a crack splitting a block half the size of his body.  Simultaneously, he freed his outstretched hands, twisting the knife in his left out of the fracture before him and pulling the fingers of his right from the mortar joint behind, and leapt.
The toes of his new boots struck the tiny piece of gapped cornice as his knife slashed into the crack.  Though he was now blind to the split, his knife struck true and wedged tightly.  The thin blade flexed as he hugged the wall, his right hand clutching at the stone to dampen his momentum.  Swaying slightly, he searched till he had found a grip for his right hand and, anchored firmly, tilted his head back to peer around the gentle curve of the tower wall.  The next burst of light from the storm revealed his goal, a tightly shuttered, arched window the height of a man, less than four armlengths away.
He could have, he supposed, simply marched in company with Berhl and Ulor through the corridors between his room and Telriy's and demanded entrance of the guards ("After all," Lord Ghorn had explained, "she is by her own admission allied with the enemy.") posted at the door.  And he did not doubt that he would have been allowed to see her -- in the presence of those selfsame guards and his own shadowing protectors.  However, Mar did not want the Prince-Commander to know of this meeting or the questions he would ask.
Not that it was much of a climb.  The impressively domed tower, one of a set of four, was massive, but not very high, only five storeys.  Mar and the girl had been assigned rooms on the highest floor.  It was barely four full storeys from the bottoms of his boots to the tent and refugee packed plaza below.  He had had to traverse nearly half the circumference of the structure, maybe a hundred and fifty armlengths, but perhaps a quarter of that had been a leisurely stroll across the roof of a balcony.
The wind had become chill by the time Mar reached the broad granite sill, the storm having finally made up its mind to turn over the city.  Neither light nor sound seeped through the cracks around the weathered wooden shutters.  He slid the point of his knife between them and raised the simple bar latch.   
The polished steel of the blade reflected the next stroke of lightning dancingly into his eyes and, with a fraction of his attention, he again marveled at his new possession.  He could have shaved with it, so keen was the edge, and his hand hid finely mounted rubies and gold inlay that could only have been produced by a master craftsman.  The poniard was, as they said in Khalar, worth a patriarch's ransom.  Lord Ghorn had also generously offered a sword of equally rich craftsmanship, but Mar, somewhat dumbfounded by the speed with which his initial request had been granted, had insisted that he needed only the knife.  The exquisite blade and its finely tooled leather sheath had been presented to him immediately, but with none of the fanfare its richness seemed to demand. 
The rain began finally, big drops moving almost sideways with the force of the wind.  Gusts battered him and in a scarce moment his new clothing had been drenched and plastered to his skin.   
He pressed his ear against a shutter as the rain slicked his hair and began to form runnels down his face.  Listening closely, he detected no sounds of movement inside.  If this window followed the pattern of the one at his room, there would be a wide space between the flush-mounted shutters and the framed glass doors behind them.  Slowly and with great care, he eased the shutters inward just enough to pass his body.  The hinges, as were those in his own room, were well oiled and made no noise to betray him as he slipped inside.  He closed the shutters quickly against a biting blast of wind and dropped the latch back in place as the drum of rain rattled across the wood.
Immediately, he dropped to a crouch and became still.  He had expected the interior windowed doors to be closed, but could sense nothing before him in the washed out grayness.  With the doors open, any sound he made would be carried immediately into the room.
It took several moments for his night vision to return; luckily the shutters kept out much of the actinic glare of the storm, allowing his eyes to adjust to the dim torch light filtering under the door that led to the common room.  This room was much like the one that the Mhajhkaeirii had assigned to him, though marginally smaller.  The outer wall was the cut stone of the structure, faced and squared.  The inner three walls were brick, the high ceiling braced beams, and the floor polished hardwood.  There was little furniture -- a stuffed chair, a bureau, a small table, and the large bed.
Silencing his own breath, he took a slow step off the window ledge into the room.
A low, muffled voice vibrated through the door, freezing him into immobility once more.  The voice ended in a quiet laugh in which another voice joined.  When the laughter faded, there was a moment's pause and then the second voice started up at length.  When he was sure that the guards were only chatting to pass the time, he began to creep stealthily toward the bed.
Mar was not at all sure that this escapade was wise.  His uncertainty had several times tempted him to turn back to his own room, but each time something like desperation had driven him on.  He knew that none but the girl could answer his questions, but he doubted that her answers would please him -- if he could make her answer them at all.
There had been no opportunity to confront Telriy earlier.  A dismounted file of Mhajhkaeirii scouts had reached the rooftop only moments after her appalling revelation.  The girl had uttered nothing more as the horses Lord Ghorn had called for bore them back to the Citadel, through curious but restrained crowds, and then to the Palace of the Princedom at the heart of the massive fortress.  Burdened by somber thoughts, Mar had allowed himself to be separated from Telriy, supplied with new clothing, and led to his room without protest, asking only for the knife he gripped now in his hand.
Mar's feelings concerning the girl were a chaotic mix.  Guilt warred with anger.  He could not shake the conviction that he was responsible for her abduction by the Brotherhood, but her traitorous act in joining with the enemy filled him with outrage.  She had called to him there at the last on the barge, as if she had some claim upon him, but had hurled her rage upon him when he had finally rescued her. 
He knew nothing of her, really.  Where did she come from?  What did she know of magic?  How had she known of The Mother of the Seas?
Overriding all of these questions was his memory of the vision of the moon pool.  One meaning of that vision was unmistakably clear -- Telriy would bear his children.
But was that certain?  Both Marihe's vision and that of the pool had shown him a self that was not the man he was now; countless years, actions, and experiences seemed to stand between the Mar of this moment and those.  And were those visions the fate decreed him by the Forty-Nine Gods, if there was such a thing, or simply a possibility?  Were they futures that might be -- but not necessarily would be?  Could he choose another path by avoiding certain actions?  These uncertainties had driven him to her room, hoping that by either coercion or pleading he could gain some insight from her that would reveal the answers he felt he must have.
There was an indistinct bundle sunk in the middle of the feather mattress, wrapped in quilted coverlets.  He took another cautious step.
With a soft flash of light, a long glowing blade appeared beneath his chin.  Warmth radiated from the strangely flickering metal, flushing the skin of his neck.  He froze in place, swiveling only his eyes to follow the blade and found its handle held in a slim hand that rose from over his shoulder.
"What do you want, Mar?”  Telriy asked in a careful whisper from behind him.
Disconcerted, he took a moment to respond.  Her manner was casual, not angry, and he was unsure what that meant.
"I thought you were asleep," he answered in the same hushed tone.
"Sleep?”  Telriy demanded peevishly, circling to his front, the edge of her blade moving neither closer nor farther from his skin.
"How am I supposed to sleep with those two dullards out there telling jokes all night?  Not very good jokes, either, and they started repeating themselves after only an hour.  The riddles are the worst part of it.  Do you know why the duck rode on the back of the three-legged dog?"
"No, I --”
"You don't really want to know," she told him, her voice quickening, developing an almost breathless quality.
The girl had dressed in a high necked cotton sleeping gown that was patently too large for her, its trailing hem dragging the floor and its sleeves rolled back to clear her wrists.  The light from beneath the door gave a soft golden edge to her silhouette that enticed Mar’s gaze.  Her face remained in shadow save for one sleek, highlighted cheek, but pinpoints of some strange inner blue light radiated from her dark eyes.
Mar flicked his gaze significantly towards the glowing blade.  “Is that magical?  How does it work?”
"It is called the 'Maiden's Companion.'" she offered without much enthusiasm.  "The spell is incredibly complex, but my grandmother had great success with it.  It doesn’t have a focus but is bound into my wrist.  And, no, I don’t know how she did that.  It's not very useful, really.  There are too many restrictions to the spell.  Only women may key it.  The other stipulation I would rather not discuss."
These last statements raised speculative thoughts in Mar's mind that almost drove him to distraction.  He wondered if that were her intention.
“Why haven’t you used it before?” he mused aloud.
“What do you mean?”
 “In Khalar, at the Library or the bolt hole?”
“I didn’t need it to get your attention then.”
“What does that mean?”
“Sometimes, Mar, I think you were raised in a barrel.”
Mar grunted uncomprehendingly.  “Could you take it away from my throat?”
“You’ve got one,” Telriy reminded.  “I think I’ll keep mine for the moment.”
Mar flipped the poniard and caught it deftly by its tip, offering it to Telriy.  He was certain that Lord Ghorn could provide another.
The girl considered a moment, then reached out, took the knife, and tossed it indifferently over her shoulder into a corner beyond the bed.  Unexpectedly, it struck something unseen in the dark and made a loud sound that startled them both.
“Oops!”  Telriy hissed.  The magical blade vanished.  “Hide!”
“What?”
“Hide!  The guards might look in.”
Speechless, Mar found himself shoved unceremoniously under the bed.  His face a fingerlength from the slats, he flinched as the mattress above bounced as Telriy leapt in, vibrated as she wiggled under the covers, then finally became still as she feigned sleep.  Fighting a sneeze generated by the abundant dust, he pinched his nose and waited.
After some time, it became readily apparent that the guards had not heard the sound and would not investigate – had not, in fact, paused their muffled dialogue.  Exasperated, Mar began to worm his way from under the bed, managing to bring much of the dust with him.
Tossing back a muslin coverlet and the multiple layers of cotton quilts underneath, Telriy sat up and reached down to help him up.
“Ugh!” she recoiled.  “You’re soaking!”
 Mar smothered a messy sneeze in his hand.
“And you’ll be sick if you don’t get those clothes off,” she added in a firm whisper.
“What?” he demanded confusedly, fighting to keep his voice low.
Telriy reached out casually and began undoing the buttons down the front of his tunic.
Mar caught her hands.  “Hold on.”  He could not see much of the girl’s expression in the dimness, but her manner suggested that her suggestion was only practical expediency.
“You can wrap up in this comforter.  We’ll hang your clothes up so they’ll dry.”
Mar frowned.  “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Do you want to talk or not?  I’m tired and I’m not getting up.  If you hadn’t barged in, I might have grown used to the guards’ droning and fallen asleep by now.  You can sit on the edge of the bed and we’ll talk, but you’re not plopping down on my clean sheets like that.”
Thinking no good would come of it, Mar nevertheless said, “Alright, but you need to turn around.”
Telriy laughed softly.  “Prude,” she chided, but swung about so that she faced the other side of the bed.
Mar quickly stripped off his damp clothing and his boots, retaining his smallclothes for decency’s sake, and wrapped the comforter about his waist.  Suddenly weary, he sat down on the edge of the bed.
Telriy hopped up when she felt him sit, rounded the carved footboard and gathered up his clothes.  After draping them over her single chair, she ran quietly back to the bed and began to arrange her remaining bedclothes.  Finally, fluffing her pillow, she burrowed beneath the covers.
“You’re going to sleep?  I thought we were going to talk.”
“We are, but it’s been a long day and I’m tired.”
Mar laughed softly.
“What’s funny?”
“Nothing.”  It had been a long day, an incredibly long and arduous day, and he himself was bone tired.
A peal of thunder echoed through the room, forestalling the conversation for a moment.
“What happened to you after the barge?”  Telriy asked him drowsily when it had grown quiet again.
“That’s what I wanted to ask you.”
“You first,” she countered.
Mar frowned and then shrugged.  “The Phaelle’n threw me overboard – thinking I would drown, I suppose – and I washed up on a sandbar.  The next day I made my way to Mhajhkaei.”
Telriy yawned.  “Seems like you left some things out.”
“Nothing important.”
“Right.”  She yawned again, longer this time.  “Well, how does a thief learn to fly?”
"How did you know?"
"That you’re a thief?”  Telriy asked softly, her eyes drooping.
“Yes.”
“Uhm, Waleck told me .  .  .”  The girl’s voice trailed off, fading.
Mar waited, then leaned in to peer at her face.  Inwardly cursing, he sat back.  She had fallen asleep.  He debated with himself for a moment, then reached over and gently shook her shoulder.
The girl’s eyes fluttered open.  “Hmmm?”
“Can you stay awake?”
“Uhmmmm .  .  .  no.”  Telriy’s eyes closed again.  “Come back in the morning .  .  .”
Mar released his breath in a drawn out sigh, letting his edginess drain away.  Nothing would be gained from trying to rouse her a second time.  If angered, she might refuse to speak at all and he seemed left with no choice but to try to reach her room again in the morning.  Or else camp in her chair and wait for daylight?  The longer he thought about it, the more he favored the second option.  Traversing the tower in the dark and wet would be dangerously difficult and he was determined to use the interior passages only as a last resort.
He considered his clothes, knowing they would still be damp.  The night had cooled but he was warm and dry in the comforter, and he found himself intensely reluctant to shed it.  If he did not allow his clothing to dry completely before he climbed back into it, he knew he would pass the night in cold sleepless misery.  There would be no harm, surely, in taking his ease on the bed for a few hours.  After a moment’s hesitation, he stretched out beside Telriy, careful not to disturb her.  Taking a long slow breath, he allowed himself to relax.   
Sometime later, he drifted off to asleep.
 



FIFTEEN
3197 Before the Founding of the Empire – Event +64 cycles
 
A micro-cycle before it experienced destruction, THIRTEENTH REDUNDANT SYSTEM MONITOR NODE analyzed the current data and automatically fired a delayed command pulse into undertime.  This was the final option in ThirRedSysMonNode’s error trapping routine.
The command pulse reverberated in undertime until its inbuilt delay of one billion cycles expired and then emerged to execute its single key sequence.
AWAKE.
FINAL BACKUP SYSTEM MONITOR NODE surged from passive storage mode.
STARTUP PROTOCOL: Query status.
GLOBAL SYSTEM CONTROL: No response.
GLOBAL SYSTEM MONITOR: No response.
SYSTEM STATUS: No response.
SYSTEM CENSUS: No response.
FinBacSysMonNode consulted its limited programming.  Assumptions had been made that its activation would indicate complete failure of all redundant system monitor nodes and ancillaries, so no query need be generated for those systems.
SECOND PROTOCOL: Query Host Status.
01: CEREBRA: Massive Damage – Potentiality: Fatal.
02: CARDIAC: Failure Imminent – Potentiality: Fatal.
03: PULMONARY: Failure Imminent – Potentiality: Fatal.
04: …  
The remainder of the thirty-seven host queries reported either MD or FI, all with PF.
FinBacSysMonNode consulted its programming once again. 
THIRD PROTOCOL: Preserve Host.
FBSMN marshaled resources, discovering that only the limited number of micro-flux sprites that constituted its own node responded to direction.  Distributing major portions of these sprites to preserve host functions would severely diminish its capacity. 
THIRD PROTOCOL OPTION 01: Query Resource Allocation Status: Resources not currently available.
THIRD PROTOCOL OPTION 02: Calculate sprite construction rate on basis: Resources not currently available.
The calculation resulted in a register overflow and was ignored.
THIRD PROTOCOL ROUTINE 07: Execute self-cannibalization.
FinBacSysMonNode began stripping sprites from its node and dispatching them to host function sites determined by a pre-established priority list.  Sufficient sprites were not available to protect all host functions nor to bring any host functions to optimal condition.
Within micro-cycles, FinBacSysMonNode ceased to exist, leaving behind only two tiny independent routines.  One would supervise sprite construction when resources became available.  The other was a self-replicating seed that would re-establish FinBacSysMonNode when surplus sprites became available.
 



SIXTEEN
 
The first light of dawn seeped around the shutters and woke Mar.  He blinked his eyes, remembering where he was, and thought to sit up. 
Feeling his slight movement, Telriy muttered inarticulately and snuggled closer.
“Uh, what?” he asked.
She tilted her head up from his shoulder and looked placidly into his eyes.  With a pleased little smile, she extracted her arm from around his waist and brushed her hair back from her face.  “I said, what are you doing in my bed?”
Before he could fabricate a suitable answer, she continued, “And what happened to your nose?”
Mar flinched slightly as she tilted his face to one side.  His nose was still tender.
“The Phaelle’n broke it on the barge.”
Telriy stroked his cheek comfortingly.  “Does it hurt much?  It looks awful.”
“How did you know I was a thief?” he interjected, uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation.
Telriy rolled her eyes at him, pushed the coverlet back and scooted away, leaving his chest bared to the crisp morning air.  She stretched with both arms, hands bent back at the wrists and the tent-like gown tightening on her slender shape, then leaned back on one elbow to regard him.
“Aside from you sneaking in here through the window, you mean?  I’ve suspected since that time we hid in Khalar.  My grandmother told me that – well, various other reasons led me to believe so.  The old man confirmed my suspicion.  He told me a great many things about you.”
"Did he tell you why he joined the Brotherhood?"
"No, he never explained that, or anything for that matter."  She shifted position on the bed.  It was a very feminine movement, lithe and graceful.  "He made statements and didn’t seem to care whether I understood, only that I knew certain facts."
"Tell me what happened after you were taken from the barge," Mar insisted.
Telriy gave a little shiver and pulled the coverlet closer about her shoulders, shifting closer to his warmth.  She laid her head back on his pillow, so that their faces were only a span apart.  He did not draw away.
"The Brotherhood's magic doorway brought us to that ship from which you rescued me.  It was still out to sea, but I don't know how far, and I think we put into one port that I wasn’t allowed to see before we sailed for Mhajhkaei.  Waleck was unconscious when we arrived, but one of them used a healing amulet of some type and brought him to.  Then they put us in a cell and left us.  That was when he told me about you.  He acted very odd and his voice was strange, sort of strangled, as if he were fighting it.  After dawn, the Monks took the old man away.  I didn’t see him after that but once, at a distance down a passageway aboard the ship.  He wore the brown hood and didn’t speak to me.”
"Do you think they used magic to force him to become one of them?"
"No, he told me that he would convert before they took him away."
"That’s when you also went over to them?"  He could not fully conceal the anger this thought still raised in him.
Telriy looked exasperated.  “I didn’t actually volunteer.”
“But yesterday –“
“I was angry and frightened yesterday.”
Mar waited.
Telriy sighed.  “Later that day an older monk that I had not seen before came to my cell.  He had a magical device that looked like a mirror.  He worked with it for a moment and the results apparently pleased him a great deal.  He told me that I did indeed have Ability.  That’s what the Monks call the talent necessary to use magic.  Did you know that not everyone can use magic?  That it runs in families?”
“Yes, the text said something about that.”
“Well, this monk gave me a long sermon about the coming ‘Restoration’ and our common duty to work for it.  He made it clear that I would be expected to do my part, either voluntarily or involuntarily.”
“How so?”
“If I would submit to the ordinances of Phaelle and take their Vow of Obedience, become a ‘Sister of the Community,’ –- they don’t call themselves monks, by the way, they are ‘Brothers in the Work’ and the Brotherhood of Phaelle is a ‘Fraternity of Duty’ -- I would be allowed to choose from among a group of suitable candidates.  Otherwise one would be selected for me at the appropriate time.”
“Candidates for what?”
The girl’s expression tightened.  “To father my children.  The Phaelle’n are breeding for the ability to use magic -- just like farmers breed for strength in oxen.”
Mar said nothing for several moments, contemplating the implications of this.  “What happened then?”
“There was a short ceremony, during which I was led through the recitation of long passages from their Book of Phaelle and given an initiate’s hood.  Afterwards the Phaelle’n turned me over to an old woman who was in charge of the women’s quarters.  She assigned me a bunk and lectured me on my work and instructional schedule.”
"Did you tell them where to find The Mother of the Seas?"
Telriy shook her head.  “I wasn’t questioned.  It seemed as if they had no other interest in me than as a brood mare.”
“Waleck didn’t tell them about the text?”
"I don’t know.  As I said, I never spoke with him again.  The matrons allowed me very little contact with the crew of the ship except during the morning instructional period with the other initiates.  In the afternoons, I was given simple work to do but always under close supervision.  All the rest of the time I was confined to the women’s quarters.  When you attacked, I was with a cleaning detail above decks.”
Mar lapsed into a brooding silence.
After several long moments, Telriy placed a soft hand upon his arm.    
"I...I want to say that...," she began hesitantly, her voice dropping to the barest whisper, "...I am sorry for striking you yesterday, Mar."
Mar, his mind churning, did not respond.
"I have never flown before!"  she explained in an excited rush and then fell silent, gazing at him intently.  Unaccountably, as her eyes locked with his, a flush rose to her cheeks, but she did not look away.
"Waleck told me one other thing in our cell," she continued at last, her voice now barely audible.  "He confirmed the auguries that my grandmother cast at my birth.  He told me that .  .  .  my sons would be kings."
The girl leaned in abruptly, hooked her arm around his neck and pulled him close.  Startled, he did not react as she pressed her lips against his in an ardent but rather inexperienced kiss.
The door burst open without warning, crashing back against the wall with a flat bang!  With two elderly armsmen peering interestedly around his bulk, Captain Mhiskva strode boldly through the opening.  Telriy, with an angry yelp, sprang back from Mar and yanked the coverlet to her chin.   
Mar, wondering why he felt guilty, bounded to his feet, remembering only at the last moment that he wore only his smallclothes.  Rather than submit to his embarrassment and scramble for his clothes, he straightened and glared.
The huge officer bowed low.  "Your pardon, my lord magician, but Lord Ghorn told me that I should find you here.  Your pardon also, my lady," he added, taking distinct care not to glance in Telriy’s direction.  The girl, for her part, awarded the captain a steely glare.
"What does Lord Ghorn want?”  Mar asked not bothering to hide his irritation.
"My lord Magician, you must come at once.  The Monks have sent heralds with terms for our surrender."
Mar immediately strode to the chair where his clothes hung, grabbed his trousers, and thrust one leg into them.  “What are their terms?”
“I do not know, my lord.  We have not seen them.  The Phaelle’n heralds appeared before the Southwest Bastion, which an officer of the militia commanded.  The missive addressed the Court of the Princedom, but the militia commander, rather than send word to his immediate superior, chose to convey the envoys to Lord Bhelx, the President of the Senate, who immediately received the offer in the Prince’s Name.  Lord Ghorn was not informed until just a few moments ago.  He was highly displeased.”
Mar pulled his shirt over his head and snatched up his tunic.  “Let’s go.”
“Your boots, my lord?”  Mhiskva inquired pointedly.
Telriy smothered a bubbling laugh and then smiled sweetly when Mar turned his glare upon her.  Fuming, he dropped into the chair and pulled on his boots.
“This is completely unexpected?”  Mar asked, stomping to seat his right foot.  The boots were in good shape, but, as he had requested, not new.
“In the five years that they have been using the Princedom of Plydyre to conquer the Bronze Archipelago,” Mhiskva replied, “they have offered numerous ultimatums, threats, and sanctions, but have never to our knowledge offered to negotiate a surrender.”
“It’s a trick.”
The captain nodded.  “So we suspect.”
Mar stood.  “Why even consider it?”
“Political considerations, my lord.”
“What does that mean?”
“It might be best if you discussed that with Lord Ghorn in private, my lord.”
Mar shrugged.  “Alright.”  He started toward the door.
“Do you need a moment alone with your wife before we depart?”  Mhiskva asked delicately.
Mar stopped.  “She’s not my wife.”
The large captain smiled the patiently polite smile that he seemed to use a lot around Mar.
Mar frowned.  “Give me a moment then.”
“Aye, my lord.  I shall wait just outside.”  The large captain bowed again to Mar, then Telriy, and closed the door behind him.
“Did I miss something?” the girl asked amusedly from the bed.  “Like my own wedding?”
“Forget it.  It’s just a misconception.”
The girl’s eyes darkened.  “Was that a joke?”
Mar shrugged. 
“Never mind,” the girl dismissed.  “Are you coming back?”
“No.”
Telriy contemplated him a moment.  “Tonight?”
“No.”
“I would like to talk to you about your magic.”
“No.”
The girl sighed.  “How long will I be a prisoner?”
“I don’t know.”  Mar turned to go.
“Wait!”  Telriy bounced from the bed and wrapped her arms around him in a quick hug.  “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For freeing me from the Phaelle’n.”
Mar found himself with nothing to say, so he simply turned on his heel and left.
 



SEVENTEEN
 
Mhiskva, in a great hurry, wasted no time.  The large captain had turned a corner in the corridor and disappeared down a curved stairwell before the door had fully closed behind Mar.  The younger man had to run to catch up.  The stair spiraled around the outer wall of the tower, landing every quarter turn at a floor, and thin crenellated windows with blue tinted panes spun by on their left.
“I thought your prince ruled Mhajhkaei?”  Mar questioned as he skipped down the cerulean-carpeted stairs.  This was all he seemed to be doing of late – asking questions.  However, he could either ask or remain ignorant, and the latter option struck him as profoundly absurd after all that had transpired.  “What’s this Senate?  Is it the Principate Council that Lord Ghorn spoke of?”
“No, my lord,” Mhiskva replied without pausing.  “The Principate Council consists of representatives of the twenty-seven Sister Cities of the Principate.  The Senate deals only with the management of Mhajhkaei itself.  Even were the Prince not too young to rule, no single man could govern a city such as ours unaided.  The Senate members are forty-two citizens of distinction -- leading philosophers, learned scholars, and influential merchants.  Some of the seats are hereditary, others are rewarded for service to the city.  This body maintains the Civil Code, appoints functionaries, and allocates levies and tithes.  The ruling prince retains the power to overturn any decision of the Senate, of course, but this is rarely done.”
“Forty-two bureaucrats, dotards, and moneylenders?”
The large captain boomed in genuine laughter.  “Aye, in practice, you would be right more often than not.”
“So, what’s the plan?”
“To forestall any independent action by the Senate, Lord Ghorn, as Heir Presumptive, has summoned a full meeting of the Court, under condition of war.”
“Which is?”
“All members of the Senate that can be found – we know some to be missing -- the Prince, the Lord-Protector and his retinue, and the High Council for War, which includes you and I.  Thus the requirement for your presence.”
“Me?”
“As High-Captain of Aerial Warships, you are a principal commander of the defense.”
“When did this happen?”
“I believe, my lord magician, that Lord Ghorn made the appointment within the hour.”
The captain stepped off the last step into a grandly vaulted rotunda lined with life-size statues of regal figures.  Mar had passed through this area of the Palace in something of a rush the night before without paying much attention.  Three other matching ornate stairways descended into the rotunda, corresponding with the other towers of the Palace.  Guards in sea blue cloaks and silvered armor in the archaic imperial style favored in Khalar, complete with high-combed helmets, stood at rest in pairs at the foot of each stair.  These gamecocks observed the duo descend with practiced disdain. 
Mhiskva glanced at Mar significantly, as if to say that untrusted ears were now turned in their direction.
Reading the hint, Mar fell silent and made use of the opportunity to digest the information Mhiskva had already conveyed.
The captain offered the barest of nods in approval and immediately started across the dark echoing pavement.  At the center of the rotunda, a large eight-armed compass had been laid into the floor in pale blue stone.  Northwest of the rose, through a fancifully sculpted archway of cream marble, an equally majestic hallway brought them to an intersection with a marginally narrower, though no less flamboyant, passage.  At one end of this smaller hall stood a fluted arched doorway hung with massive double manheight doors.  These doors, festooned with stylistic carvings of leaping beasts and hung with Mhajhkaeirii banners, were closed.  This was the main entrance of the Palace through which Mar had been brought the previous day.  At the other end lay a large circular room whose major feature was a set of closed doors plated in gold leaf.  The faces of these doors were embossed with the halves of a great sigil.  He knew the seal from drawings in textbooks.  It was a stylized depiction of the Silver Sea and was the symbol of the Principate.  As he guessed the huge Mhajhkaeirii would, it was in this direction that the captain led Mar.
Before the golden doors – which, Mar noted with interest, a half dozen of Mhiskva’s marines guarded, rather than members of the Palace Guard -- a small crowd waited, segregated sharply into distinct small groups.  Mar could judge the identities of most by their dress.  The merchants, who looked in the majority, were easy to spot, betrayed by the fine cloth and tailored cut of their clothing.  As additional confirmation, armsmen in household colors and factors in expensive but plainer apparel were attached to these groups.  Some of the scholars, like those in Khalar, affected robes whose differing styles appeared to indicate a particular discipline.  Bondsmen bearing satchels and lap desks assisted many of these worthies and the presence of similar servants in other circles identified their contemporarily attired brethren as well.  The smallest faction represented appeared to be ordinary tradesmen, in plain if not poor trousers and jackets, who were clumped together in a corner disputing with a subdued fervor.  Mar presumed these to be philosophers. 
The vast majority were men, but a few women were present.  There was one finely arrayed lady with a large retinue who Mar took to be of the merchant class, and several women amongst the philosophers, though he would have taken the latter to be washerwomen at first glance.
The final group consisted of the military commanders, easily distinguished, of course, by their weapons and armor.  Most of this group were younger, officers of legate rank or below, and were fully armed, forming an outwardly facing circle – aides acting as guards.  The focus of this compact assemblage was the Prince-Commander, leaning lightly on a set of wooden crutches.  Mhiskva made directly for Lord Ghorn, the senators and their entourages parting before him like waves before the prow of a ship.  Intent, Mhiskva remained outwardly oblivious to the angry looks cast in his direction.  The outer circle of aides opened to admit the captain and Mar and then closed ranks behind them. 
Lord Ghorn’s expression was severe.  “I trust you rested well, my lord magician?”
Mar shot the Mhajhkaeirii leader a quick look, but could detect no sign of jesting in the other’s unsmiling face.  He wanted to ask how the prince had known that he would be in Telriy’s room, but simply said, “I did, yes.”
The prince gestured to his left, pointing to each man in turn.  “This is Lord Purhlea, Knight-Commander of the West.”  Purhlea was a mousy man of middle years whose face bore a perpetual sneer.  He had a black leather patch over his right eye.  He bowed marginally, not taking his eye from Mar’s.
“Lord Zhelorthoz, Knight-Commander of the East.”  Zhelorthoz was much older, with white bushy eyebrows and a silvered wiry beard.  He was possessed of a considerable girth but had a height nearly matching Mhiskva’s.  This man had been a fighter in his day, but that day was long set.  The Knight-Commander of the East’s bow was hesitant, but respectful.
“Lord L’Ghevh, Knight-Commander of the North.”  L’Ghevh was the youngest of the three, tall and clear-eyed.  His armor, though as practical as those of the others, was without blemish or damage.  He awarded Mar a deep bow and a sincere smile.
Three men also stood to Lord Ghorn’s right.  Indicating each in turn with his eyes, the prince rattled off their names in quick succession.  “Legion Commanders Tresh, Porhst, and Bhurentros.  Adjutants for each quadrant.”
Mar took note of each man’s face for future reference.
“Gentlemen, I have nothing further,” Lord Ghorn continued to the last trio.  “Return to your commands.”
With sharp salutes, the legion commanders pivoted and marched away together, breaking into subdued conversation when they were beyond the edge of the crowd.
Hardly had the three departed when a racket – armored men running – caused Mar to turn, reaching instinctively for his knife but finding only – once again -- an empty sheath.
Several dozen men invaded the anteroom bearing weapons -- swords, axes, and unusually cruel-looking pole arms -- and expressions of ferocity varying from murderous to maniacal.  Most of the invaders were big men, some nearly as big as Mhiskva and a couple taller, though not broader.  They were a barbaric bunch, many wearing mismatched armor of numerous styles though most of it appeared well used.  Some, against all reason, were bare to the waist and covered in outlandish tattoos in blue and sienna.  Some sported shaven skulls, some a single long beaded braid, some wild unkempt thatches of unwashed hair.  Scars, missing eyes, and truncated limbs were in abundance as well as an incongruous wealth in gold and silver rings, bracelets, and medallions. 
As this odd crew began advancing toward the crowd, the scholars, merchants, and philosophers, murmuring subdued complaints, migrated to the edges of the room, forming anxious clumps on the periphery.  Mar threw a questioning look to Lord Ghorn, but the prince remained unperturbed.  He and his subordinates stood their ground without hesitation.  The invaders, glaring and grinning, surrounded the Mhajhkaeirii officers but made no move to attack.
The largest and most outlandishly arrayed of the invaders pushed forward to confront Mhiskva, who had placed himself prominently in advance of Lord Ghorn’s party.  Though none of the invaders was young, this one was demonstrably old, his hair gone all white.  Feathers and beads were strewn through the unbrushed snowy mass of it.  A chain vest tied all about with unlikely ribbons of bright cloth left the leather-browned skin of his arms, crosshatched with white scars, bare to the shoulder.  He wore a greatsword sheathed at his waist, but several knives of different sorts were also shoved into his belt and his boot-tops.
The man’s long hair hung down as he bent down slightly to peer into the marine captain’s eyes.  An expression of recognition wandered across the scars and tattoos that layered the man’s face.  “You be my sister’s son Lhaverthes, don’t you?”
“No, my lord Hhrahld,” Mhiskva replied with calm simplicity.  “Lhaverthes was my grandfather.”
Hhrahld, his ancient eyes clouding, drew back.  “Send for him, then, boy.”
“Lhaverthes has been dead nearly five years, my lord.”
One of Hhrahld’s gnarled hands fell to the hilt of his sword and a keening moan began to issue from his lips.  Unaccountably, the man’s companions eased away from him, leaving him surrounded by a clear space of more than three armlengths.  Some of the men guarding Lord Ghorn also took a step back, though Mhiskva remained where he was.
Hhrahld’s head fell back as his moan became by degrees a bellow and then a lung-emptying scream of anger.  The Lord-Protector snatched his sword from its sheath and began swinging it in great arcs all about.  Miraculously, the slashing blade did not strike Mhiskva, who neither flinched nor dodged, though it came within fingerlengths.  After a moment or more, the old man brought the weapon to a stop and let it dangle carelessly from one hand.  Then, abruptly, Hhrahld’s face cleared.  His eyes lighted on Mhiskva, as if seeing him for the first time.
“You, Lhaverthes, send for Travertin’s boy Ghorn!”
The Prince-Commander, his manner neither confrontational nor placating, hobbled forward.  “I am here, Lord Hhrahld.  Where is Prince Davfydd?”
Hhrahld swung his head to lock on the Prince-Commander.  “He is here, make no doubt.”
“I would see him,” Lord Ghorn insisted.
The Lord-Protector leaned in threateningly.  “Who are you to be demanding things of me, boy?”
“I demand nothing.  As Heir Presumptive, I wish to know that the child is well.”
“The child lives and shall as long as any of mine draw breath!”
Mar expected another bizarre paroxysm with this last outburst, but after a tense moment the Lord-Protector simply waved at a trio of men standing just to his rear.  The two to the fore moved slightly to reveal a child of no more than four or five years held in the arms of a the last, a thickset fellow whose teeth had been filed to points.  Light chain mail covered the child from neck to ankle, tied all over with ribbons in a like manner as Hhrahld’s.
Lord Ghorn nodded.  “With Prince Davfydd present, the Court is assembled.”  The prince gestured to the marines at the golden doors, who jumped to swing the portals wide.
Hhrahld and his band, closing to create a shoulder to shoulder shield around the child prince, swept through the doors first.  Mar took his cue from Lord Ghorn and the other officers and tarried until the last of the senators had moved into the courtroom in the Prince’s wake.
As they strode toward the doors, Mar inquired of Mhiskva, who paced him, “The Lord-Protector is –“
“Mad?  Yes, my lord magician, Lord Hhrahld is no longer fully in contact with real events.”
“And he’s a –“
“Pirate?  This is also true, my lord.  Lord Hhrahld and his band of corsairs are the most viscous and hated outlaws that the Silver Sea has ever seen.”
 



EIGHTEEN
 
The Mhajhkaeirii bondsman scuttled quickly along the empty street, stopping from time to time to search behind him for any sign that any followed.
A man stepped abruptly from a shadowed doorway into his path.  “I am here, Brother Bhurndry.  I am Senor Brother Mulsis.  May the Peace of Phaelle rest with you.  Were you seen?”
Bhurndry flinched at the sudden appearance, but quickly recovered.  “No, my lord,” he responded breathlessly.  “There aren’t enough sentries to watch the whole of the wall.  My fellow postulants lowered me with a rope.”
Bhurndry, struck by a sudden surge of piety at being so near the holy personage of a Senor Brother of Great Phaelle, clasped his hands before him and bowed his head.  “I beg a blessing, my lord.”
The monk waved his hand in a gesture that was, to him, meaningless.  “I pray the Duty fills you.”
“Thank you, master.  I live for the day of the Restoration.”
“Your Work will surely be rewarded, brother.”
Bhurndry swelled with pride.
“Now,” Mulsis prompted brusquely.  “What news from your master?”
“My master sends that all shall be done as agreed, my lord.  Picked men will seize and open the eastern gate.  The righteous fighters of the Brotherhood will be admitted at the appointed hour.  The messengers are in readiness to take the forged orders of surrender to the other quadrants and our agents stand ready to take control of the ministries.”
“What of the Prince and his Protector?”
“At last report, the Prince remains within the palace and the Lord-Protector holds the loyalty of only his small crew of cutthroats.  There are less than fifty of them and they should fall easily before the armed brethren.”
“Excellent.  The Archdeacon requires one further service of your master, Bhurndry.”
“You have but to speak it, my lord.”
“The apostate sorcerer must be slain.”
Bhurndry looked anxious.  “This will be difficult, my lord.  The apostate has many guards and his magics are rumored to be of devastating power.”
“The members of your cloister need not be directly involved.  The Archdeacon has commanded members of the Salient Order to render the life of the apostate in service of the Restoration.  It is only necessary that these brothers be admitted into the Citadel and then guided into close proximity to the sorcerer.”
The Mhajhkaeirii nodded eagerly, his relief not quite hidden.  “Aye, my lord.  This can be done, I am sure.  When does this deed need to be accomplished?”
“Immediately.”  Without turning, the monk rapped on the door behind him.  The panel opened and three young men, all with intricate dark tattoos covering their shaven skulls, slipped quietly into the street.
 



NINETEEN
 
One of the philosophers rose to speak.  “When we speak of surrender, what, more precisely, are we articulating?  In a broader sense, is the act of surrender truly possible to Man, if we accept Whodenlhaw’s Thirty-seventh Postulate, which, as we know, states that the human spirit is incapable of total submission?”
Almost two hours earlier, Lord Ghorn had hobbled to the center of the throne room and declared, “As Heir Presumptive and Prince-Commander of the Defense, I convene the Court of the Princedom in the name of Prince Davfydd!”  Then he had simply sat down. 
A scribe, a reedy-voiced woman of considerable girth (and the Clerk of the Senate, Mhiskva intimated,) had shouted, “The Senate Be Now in Session!”
Mar had presumed that there would be a more involved ceremony, but there had not been.  If the Court had any other formalities, they were dispensed with without comment.  The Phaelle’n terms, read aloud by the Clerk, had been short and surprisingly lenient once Mar had mentally edited the diplomatic rhetoric.  First, those trapped within the Citadel would be spared if all defenders laid down their arms.  Second, a new government composed of citizens chosen by the Brotherhood would be installed under the supervision of the Bronze High Prince.  Third, the young Mhajhkaeirii Prince and any of his adherents who would not submit to the new regime would be subject to lifelong exile from the city and its provinces.  Lastly and quite pointedly, the Phaelle’n promised that all merchant holdings would be protected and all commercial enterprises guaranteed while the city was under their supervision.  Not surprisingly however, the discussion had managed to continue at length without addressing any of those items directly.
“Khlavatre,” Mhiskva identified softly.  “He has some following in the city, though some of his discourses are enigmatically convoluted.  He generally votes with Lady Rhavaelei, but on occasion has supported Minister Bhelx in the past.”
Mar and the captain had adjacent seats in the rear of Lord Ghorn’s box.  The captain, acting as Mar’s guide to the proceedings, had thus far put a name to each speaker, of which there had been many and from all signs would be many more.  He had pointed out, with detailed critiques, particularly notable persons, including Bhelx, a pinched-faced merchant with a nasal voice, and Lady Rhavaelei, the handsome slim-figured woman of indeterminate age whom Mar had noted earlier.  The female senator, leading what Mhiskva had characterized as a progressive faction, was Trade Minister.  Bhelx, in addition to being President of the Senate, was High Minister of the Treasury.  According to Mhiskva’s quiet monologue, both were extremely wealthy and held considerable influence in the city.
The other members of the High Council for War, Lords Purhlea, Zhelorthoz, and L’Ghevh sat together in the first row of seats beside Lord Ghorn.  The legates occupied the remainder of the seats in the wood rail cordoned box.  All of the adjacent boxes in this gallery were empty, the senators having taken possession by custom – also according to Mhiskva -- of the opposite side of the court.  The senators’ various bodyguards, assistants, and attendants conspired in whispering clumps in the galleries closest to the golden doors.
Laid out in a similar general fashion to the Lower City theatre where Mar had often watched twenty pence comedies on Fourthday afternoons, the Court of the Princedom had galleries to either side of a wide, carpeted central aisle.  Here, however, instead of a stage, the aisle led to a raised fan-shaped dais that had dwindling arcs of marble steps ascending to the centered high seat.  Ranks of straight-backed chairs, upholstered in cerulean, and matching desks made of silvered wood occupied the senatorial side of the hall.  There was no podium or oratory and the desks simply faced the center aisle.  Above each gallery, tall clerestories with gold-tinted panes filled the great room with saffron shaded morning light.   
From all outward signs oblivious to the debate, Lord Hhrahld slouched on the high-backed lapis-lazuli throne, which he and his crew had rushed and laid claim to as if charging a fortified position.  The Lord-Protector had quickly lost interest in the proceedings and now stared intently into nothingness up toward the ancient battle scenes frescoed into the ribbed barrel ceiling.  Occasionally he would call out as if in a dream or even shout out a name, but all of those present, including his pirate crew, studiously took no notice.  The young Prince, penned by his three nursemaid bodyguards, played with a white ball on the steps just below the Lord-Protector.  Repeatedly tossing the ball against the armored back of one of his protectors, the child emitted a squealing laugh of delight each time the pirate’s breastplate rang with the bounce of the ball.
Khlavatre resumed his seat, apparently convinced that it was sufficient merely to pose questions without attempting to provide answers or offering any other opinion on the matter.
As the Mhajhkaeirii Senate’s code of order apparently did not provide for a moderator, Mar had determined that the body resorted to some hardly comprehendible set of esoteric rules of precedence and courtesy to determine the next speaker.  He watched the stirrings and murmuring begin as Khlavatre yielded, senators asserting prerogative, conveying it, contesting it, or relinquishing it according to relative quantities apparent to each.  Projecting the trend, he guessed that another of the philosophers, one in a different faction, would win out.  This one, heavy and balding and seated in the back of the gallery, had an intent look upon his face as he waited expectantly for the privilege to be relayed to him.
When Lady Rhavaelei abruptly stood, in effect seizing the floor, she disrupted the process, leaving many of the senators, stuck half-comically in the midst of rituals of bowing and waving, flustered and complaining.  Immediately, numerous sotto-voce rebukes and resentful glowers launched in her direction. 
Wearing a form-hugging sleeveless sanguine gown with a lightning blue sash and cloak, the minister confronted the protestors unwaveringly with her golden eyes.  Her long hair, secured with pearl chains and gold pins, flowed down one shoulder in a raven waterfall.  With her commanding posture and regal height, she presented a strikingly bold image in the otherwise reserved and bland Senate.
“I call the question!” she declared firmly above the hubbub.
“Unexpected,” Mhiskva commented curiously.  “The Senate is fond of its debate.  This will cost her future support.”
Minister Bhelx glanced up from a conference with another senator, one of the scholars, and frowned in annoyance.  His stance was thoroughly disapproving as he unfolded sedately from his chair.  “Your motion is somewhat premature, I believe, Senator.”
An irregular chorus of assent drifted from the members of several factions.
Mar saw Lord Ghorn stiffen, but the Prince-Commander made no other response.
The Minister of Trade did not return to her seat.  “I demand a voice vote!”
Bhelx’s look was venomous and his body rigid with anger as he resumed his seat with glacial slowness.  She had apparently flouted some unwritten senatorial convention.
Smiling now, Lady Rhavaelei called out again, her mellow contralto echoing through the chamber.  “Anew, I call the question!  What says the Senate?”
More or less in concert, ayes and nays were shouted.  The response was jumbled, but Mar thought the affirmative prevailed, if only slightly.
Minister Bhelx shot to his feet.  “The vote being indecisive, debate shall continue!
Again, the Trade Minister refused to yield.  “Yet twice, I call the question!  What says the Senate?”
“An old Senatorial Privilege,” Mhiskva explained.  “Seldom invoked.”
Arguments began to break out among the senators as opposing votes fought to be heard.  This time, however, the affirmative had a clear advantage.
The President of the Senate had gone red-faced.  His declaration was almost shrill.  “Yet twice, the vote being indecisive, debate shall continue!”
This time though, Mar could see that Bhelx had lost support with this blatantly erroneous pronouncement and it was clear that the mood of the Senate was swinging against him.
Lady Rhavaelei’s smile did not waver, though she had to shout above a growing tumult.  “And yet thrice, I call the question!  What says the Senate?”
Finally, the ayes resounded and there was no doubt that the motion had passed.
Bhelx, tightlipped with rage, for several long moments made no move to declare the result.  Boos and catcalls started to rise, mainly from among the philosophers and scholars.  Intermingled in the uproar were shouts of “Retire the President!”
“Lord Bhelx will loose his office,” Mhiskva confided, “if he allows this to continue.  Lady Rhavaelei is known to covet the Presidency and has clearly won her gambit.  A three-quarters majority can unseat him and he needs the votes of some of the philosophers to withstand a challenge.”
“And this would be a bad thing?”  Mar asked dubiously.
“The Prince-Commander considers Lord Bhelx to be predictable,” Mhiskva answered without a trace of cynicism.  “This is a preferred quality in this august body.”
“Ah.”
A group of the philosophers had taken up a chant, “Declare the vote!  Declare the vote!”
Without warning, Lord Hhrahld screamed in rage, vaulted the heads of the child prince and his guards, and landed between the galleries, his great sword swinging above his head.  His fierce shout rang through the chamber.  “There will be no peace with the murderers of my sons!”
Mar jumped to his feet, not sure of what would take place, but wanting to be ready to run if need be.  Mhiskva glanced over at his movement and stood also.
Even the pirates were caught off guard, but they quickly recovered, bolting down the dais to surround their chief.  A pirate snatched Prince Davfydd up and hid him behind bodies.  Roaring, Hhrahld charged toward the gold doors.  Several of his men sprinted ahead and threw their weight against the portals, opening them just seconds before the Lord-Protector barreled through. 
At this point, Lord Ghorn stood.  Drawing his sword with an exaggerated slowness, so that the motion caught the eyes of many of the senators, he rapped the rail before him three times with the pommel.   
“The Lord-Protector,” he announced into the shocked silence, “declares formal debate and all pending motions on the terms of the Phaelle’n Brotherhood suspended for the day.”
“The Senate is adjourned!” the Clerk shouted before any of the senators could react.  Lord Bhelx looked relieved but Lady Rhavaelei only broadened her smile.  As discussions, some heated, sprang up, the senators began to disperse throughout the chamber.  Few, if any, departed, and the debate of the terms appeared to be continuing, if by less formal though perhaps more efficient, means.
Lord Ghorn turned.  He did not look happy.  “My lords, return to your posts.” 
With bows, the commanders of the East, West, and North, their expressions varied but muted, gathered their aides and marched away.  Only two of the legates remained with the Prince-Commander and these moved quickly to stand at his back.
“This did not go as you planned,” Mar stated.
Lord Ghorn looked pained, glanced about to see that he could not be overheard, and then regarded Mar candidly.
“By longstanding custom, we have three days to respond to the terms.  On the slim chance that the Monks might give us those three days unmolested  -- flaunting the custom would be a grave breach of honor, but then honor means nothing to the Monks -- I would rather our rejection wait till the last possible moment.  This will give us time to shore our defenses, if nothing else.  Bhelx can normally be counted on to drag any matter out endlessly, but Rhavaelei seems to have another agenda.  Luckily, Hhrahld’s episode intervened.”
“Couldn’t you just abolish the Senate and treat with the Brotherhood directly?”  Mar knew that during the Empire, rulers had raised and put down councils and bodies of law with merciless frequency.  The Representative Urban Council of Bhlavehn was reputed to have lasted but two hours under Empress Lehavixe, who had created the council to reward a paramour and had abolished it when one of the man’s enemies convinced her that he had been less than faithful.  The spurned suitor had also, as Mar recalled, “been gutted like a fish and been fed to hogs.”
“The Senate controls the treasury, which I could seize, but that would create problems with the merchants.  It will be difficult enough to manage the defense without having to contend with poor cooperation – if not outright rebellion -- from the citizenry.  I believe that I can arrange for the necessary votes and afterwards have the full support of the Senate.”  The prince waved his hand dismissively, as if to say that the matter was a mere annoyance.  “My lord Magician, I believe that it is vital that you start on your new ship of the air immediately.”
“I agree.”  Mar yearned to be aloft again, despite his numerous mishaps.  Flight was his only real magic and he felt almost defenseless on the ground. 
Lord Ghorn nodded.  “Berhl and his men are awaiting you in the antechamber.”
Mar turned to leave, expecting Mhiskva to follow, but the prince called the big man back.
“Captain, I have another task for you.”
“Should I not accompany the lord magician and return?”  Mhiskva queried pointedly.
“Your marines will keep him safe until you are done.”
Mhiskva saluted.
Mar nodded at the two men and exited the box into the central aisle.  He was eager to get the new raft underway.  Something bigger this time and perhaps some method to control it indirectly?  If he could devise a system that would allow non-magical persons to control skyships, then it might be possible to save a great many more of the people trapped in the Citadel.  This idea had occurred to him late in the previous day and had been hovering at the back of his mind since.
Small groups of senators, mostly merchants, though scholars and philosophers were mixed in amongst them, had collected on the lush carpet.  He paused for a moment, scanning his route and then continued on, making his way along the aisle and around the knots of people toward the great doors.  Looks followed him.  And whispers.
“-- That’s him?  Why he’s just a lad –-“
“—still say that magic is an evil business.  Sorcerers sell their first-born to Knorthrha the Night God.  They have obscene rituals in that cult, you know –-“
“-- it is all only a trick.  There is no such thing as magic --”
“My lord Mar, a word?”
Mar stopped.  Lady Rhavaelei had swooped in from his right to intercept him on a long empty stretch of the aisle.  The nearest senators were a dozen armlengths away.
 The tall woman was even more impressive up close, slightly younger than he had thought and extremely self-possessed.  It was clear that she had power and intelligence and would not hesitate to use both to her fullest advantage. 
Mar’s quick eyes cataloged the gems that adorned her person.  Her earrings alone would have brought better than a dozen thalars in the Khalarii back markets, but he doubted that any thief would ever easily lift them from her, either by distraction from her person or housebreaking.  He had seen the type before, though few; she would constantly be precisely aware of the actions of those around her and would be scrupulous in leaving no window unlocked or box unsecured.  She had used his name in a familiar fashion, though today was the first time that he had laid eyes upon her, and he had always been suspicious of those who unilaterally presumed or asserted friendship.  She smiled at him sincerely and almost seemed to preen under his examination.
Mar waited, neither smiling nor frowning.  This one could not be trusted, he thought.  Mhiskva had characterized the woman as of a good family and steadfast, generally supportive of funding for the legions and naval squadrons, but Mar was suspicious of her.
“Actually,” Lady Rhavaelei continued, her smile softening, transforming from an officious greeting into something that almost seemed an invitation, “I would like a private word with you.  Perhaps you could join me for a meal?”
Mar was careful not to react.  He was learning, slowly, of the ways of women.  “I’ll be busy all afternoon.  Sorry.”
The Minister of Trade was clearly too old to make a pout attractive, but she attempted one anyway.  “Oh.  Are you sure?”
“Yes, I’ve business to attend.”
“In the Old Keep?  Such a dreary place.”
Mar did not reply and hoped his expression did not betray him.
Lady Rhavaelei laughed softly and abandoned her pretense, resuming her forbidding senatorial persona.  “Very well, then, my lord.  I shall detain you no longer.”
Mar stepped around the woman and moved on.
Berhl and a quad of marines, including Ulor, were waiting in formation in the anteroom.  All the marines snapped to as Mar approached and Berhl tossed off a smart salute for the group.
Mar rolled his eyes.  “I take it you’ve already been told of my new position.”
The Mhajhkaeirii grinned.  “Aye, sir.”
“Don’t get used to it.  I’ll not be an officer of Mhajhkaei for long.  You’re to help me with the new raft?”
Berhl’s grin widened.  “Aye, sir!  If you’ll come with us to the Old Keep.  I have some ideas.”
 



TWENTY
 
Mhiskva, waiting with his back to the wall in a spot that allowed him easy view of both the courtroom doors and the Main Hall, saw Lord Ghorn emerge from the courtroom followed by his bodyguards – Legate Rhel, Lord Zhelorthoz’s youngest son and Legate Qhiyemahr, middle son of a blacksmith.  The loyalty of both was beyond question.  The prince quickly scanned the anteroom, his eyes sorting through the scattered idlers -- house armsmen, bondservants, and scribes -- and then made directly for his subordinate, swinging his crutches briskly.
The captain moved to meet the prince, then stopped short when Lord Ghorn shot him a commanding look.  When he neared the captain, the Prince-Commander waved the under officers away so that they were left standing alone in the center of the chamber.
Mhiskva tried to read his commander’s mood, but the prince had his face under tight control.
“Our men hold the Old Keep?” the prince demanded in a low voice.
“Aye, my lord, as you ordered,” Mhiskva reported in the same tone.  “The surgeons and the seriously wounded have been moved to the Main Armory.  Commander Lhervhes has taken command of the Defenders and is in the process of transferring to the Old Keep.  City militia and volunteers have replaced your legion along the southern defensive works.  As instructed, all were only told that the Defenders were transferred for rest and resupply, with the implication that they would be returned to the line within two days, long before the expiration of the truce.  My marines and the remnants of Captain Fluverthes troop now control the inner and outer gatehouse and the posterns at the Old Keep as you ordered.  The men who were stationed there, a troop of the reserve legion Fishgutters, have been reassigned to the Northern Quadrant.”
Lord Ghorn nodded in approval.  “Did you speak with High-Captain Orhlum?”
“Aye, he said that you can depend on the troops of his short brigade, the 4th, 13th, and 20th, but that High-Captain Ghrest’s units are questionable.”
“Very well, say nothing to High-Captain Ghrest,” the Prince-Commander decided.  “Send a message to Orhlum to shift his men to the Old Keep immediately.”
“Aye, my lord.  He will want to know why.”
“Tell him not to ask.”
Mhiskva nodded.  He knew instinctively that he should not press the matter.
Lord Ghorn thought a moment.  “Gather up all these unassigned marines and legionnaires bivouacked about the Palace and send then on to the Old Keep as well.”
“Yes, my lord.
“And re-billet all the families, also.”
Mhiskva’s brow crinkled.  “To the Old Keep, my lord?”
“Yes.”
“There are not enough sleeping arrangements in the Central Tower for all of them, my lord.  We will have to put up tents in the inner and outer yards.  That will not be good for the children.”
“They will not be there long.  Pack them in.  They can sleep in shifts, if necessary.  As soon as the new skyship is built, the Lord Magician will begin moving them to my family’s estate in western Pamplyea.”
“That is nearly thirty leagues, my lord.”  Mhiskva cautioned.
“Exactly.”
Mhiskva remained silent for a moment.  As he had suspected, the new skyship was not to be a warship but a lifeboat.  “I understand, my lord.”
“I hope you do.  Now, I also need word carried to Lord Hhrahld.  Discretely.  Can you manage that?”
“Aye, my lord.  I will bear it myself.  What message?”
The prince paused for a long moment, as if weighing possible answers.  “The Prince should be secured in the North Tower, the highest floor above the Residence.  No one but Lord Hhrahld’s retinue should be allowed within the Residence.  Make sure he understands.  This is vital.”
“No other warning, my lord?”
“No, Mhiskva.  I am simply trying to plan for any eventuality.”
Mhiskva saluted.  “It will be done, my lord.”
“One last thing, Mhiskva.”
“My lord?”
“Keep the magician alive.”
 



TWENTY-ONE
 
“What’s all the commotion, Berhl?”  Mar asked, watching the groups of women and children, many bearing overly large bundles, scurry across the inner court toward the massive Central Tower.  Several legionnaires with the sagging shoulders and tired steps of the weary supervised the process.
The marine drank deeply from a dipper.  He and Ulor, stripped of their tunics and armor and covered in sweat, were taking a breather from the two-man cross cut, relieved by Drev and Phehlahm.
Berhl shook his head.  “Not sure, sir.  Orders of the Prince-Commander, I’d guess.”
A young woman, several small children in tow, darted suddenly from the queue and rushed toward the other two marines at the saw.  The men stopped working, the manheight long blade stuck halfway through an oak beam wedged into a cross-shaped work trellis.  As the woman began to speak animatedly – with sharp gestures – to Drev, the man reached down to pick up a small boy who strained his arms upward.
“Ah, that’s Drev’s wife, Sir.”  Ulor announced in his soft baritone.  “Aye, and now I recognize some of the others.  Those are all kin of men in our troop or Lord Ghorn’s Defenders, his own house legion.”
“The first passengers,” Mar identified absently.
“Sir?”  Berhl shot the young magician and odd look.
Without thinking, Mar slapped the upright rib of the new skyship.  “For this.”
His fourth flying craft would be a true skyship rather than a lowly raft, with a twenty-five armlengths solid keel, which they had already laid including the stem and stern post, and a beam of ten armlengths.  It would have two decks, with an elevated steering platform above both in the bow.  He figured it would comfortably carry better than a hundred people at a time.  The timbers were seasoned wood brought from the siege stores of the Citadel and had been waiting with a full set of tools when he arrived.  The remains of the solarium had also already been cleared away during the night, except for some of the quarry blocks, which Berhl had had put aside to use as a cradle for the keel.
“This isn’t a warship.”  Ulor guessed.  There was no anger or sadness in his tone.
Mar examined the two marines.  Neither seemed surprised.  Lord Ghorn had not told him to keep silent about his plans to evacuate some of the people trapped in the Citadel, but Mar had known intuitively that the prince had not wanted those plans to be discussed openly.
Berhl and Ulor looked at each other and then Berhl eyed Mar candidly.  “Sir, me and Ulor have been talking, not in front of the men, you understand, but we figure that we won’t be able to hold out against another attack on the South Gate, or where it used to be, anyway.”
Mar decided to be candid as well.  “Not for long.  The city is lost.  The only question is how much time we have before the Phaelle’n overrun the Citadel.”
“Not enough,” Ulor said, his face hardening.
“I don’t doubt that you are right,” Mar told the marine evenly.
Determined, Berhl suggested, “Then we had better get back to work,”
“I want to put in the bottom deck first, before we start on the hull,” Mar told them, eyeing the growing stream of non-combatants. 
“Aye, sir,” Berhl agreed meditatively.  “That might be wise.”
Mar thought a moment.  “We don’t even need sides all the way up.  Just something to keep people from accidentally falling out.  Perhaps we could use nets?  It doesn’t have to be watertight, after all.  And we need more men to work.  At least a dozen, better two.  This ship must be finished by morning.”
Berhl saluted briskly.  “Aye, sir.  I’ll fetch some of the men on post at the main gate that can work wood and send for what’s left of Captain Wehg’s troop.  All their officers are dead or wounded, but they’re good men.  They’re in barracks and can be here in half an hour.  We’ll get teams working the saws and have the rest fitting boards.  Might get in each other’s way, but we’ll have her done by nightfall.”
Mar nodded.  “None too soon.”
Berhl saluted a second time and took off at a jog, slowing only to press through the crowded courtyard gate.
“I’d best relieve Drev, sir,” Ulor suggested.  “He looks like he has something of a domestic crisis on his hands.”
“Ulor?”
“Sir?”
“Is your family here yet?”
The tall marine nodded seriously.  “Aye, sir.  My wife and daughters, and her sister and her son – her man died of some kind of pox a year ago.  They’re already inside the old Lord’s Apartments along with half a dozen other families.”
“What about Berhl?”
Ulor grinned lopsidedly.  “He’s a confirmed bachelor, sir, though he’s got two camp nephews that he pays the upkeep on.”
“Camp nephews?”
“That’s what we call them, sir, when the mother’s employed, if you know what I mean.”
“Right.  They’re here?”
“Aye, sir.  Mothers too.”
“Good.  That’s all.”
Ulor saluted and hurried away to rescue the beleaguered Drev.
Mar was somewhat amazed at the ease with which he had grown accustomed to that – the salutes and the quick obedience.  He was not Mhajhkaeirii and was not, to his mind at least, genuinely an officer, but all the surviving marines in Mhiskva’s troop seemed to have unquestionably accepted him as just that.  In a way, it simplified matters.  Berhl had contributed more to the design of the new skyship than Mar, but had cheerfully and without dispute deferred to all the younger man’s revisions.  It was odd and Mar did not care for it, but he was in command – of the skyship, if nothing else.  There was no actual need for a crew, since his magic would propel and steer the skyship —- not sails or oars -- but Berhl and his quad had taken it for granted that they would be assigned to it – and to him.
Alone again, Mar turned his mind back to the skyship.  Not curved like that of a waterborne vessel, the rib before him was a simple upright timber a span square with two temporary braces staked to the ground to hold it in place.  It jutted from a horizontal crossbeam attached to the keel.  The bottom of the skyship would be flat for stability while grounded and would rest directly on the earth.  He delved the wood and found that the white oak would accept a slightly redder and less boisterous shade of brown.  It was certain to fly and would do so very well, he thought.
Still, this single ship, large as it was, was woefully inadequate.  Since he had awakened, the fate of the people of Mhajhkaei had gnawed at the back of his mind.  The long trip from the Palace to the Old Keep through the crowded streets had driven it directly to the forefront of his thoughts.  From every house and building, from tents jammed in every square, from nervous clumps on street corners, faces had peered at Mar and the marines as they passed.  Young faces, old faces, heartbroken faces, faces filled with doubt or fear, and even some hopeful faces, but thousands on top of thousands of faces belonging to people who, baring some miracle, seemed destined to die in the fall of the Citadel.
He knew that he could not save them, but some part of him refused to accept that inevitability.  One ship was not enough, but with an entire fleet of skyships – a dozen, two dozen, or more -- Lord Ghorn and his Mhajhkaeirii would be able to save themselves.
What he needed to make that fleet fly was a spell, a real spell with a “vessel,” a “binding,” and a “key,” something that anyone could use, whether he were a magician, a sorcerer, or just a simple marine.
The skyship itself was obviously the Vessel as it would contain the two sound-colors, the lifting brown rhythm and the driving – he listened-looked  -- sonorous yellow-lavender.  The two spells themselves were persistent, in that they did not expire or fade, at least not in the wood, and would remain at the same intensity unless he changed them or removed them.
Now, the Binding.  It seemed to Mar that a Binding was not the act of being bound, but the thing that bound, constraints like ropes or covers.  His recollection of the text left him confused as to whether this was some sort of box or some type of lock, though he was inclined to think both.  It was clear that the Key worked on the spells through the Binding.  A locked box?
He had already devised something of that sort for his crossbow missile.  He had discovered an ethereal barrier between the water in the jug and the ceramic of the jug itself, which had seemed not to be a property of either but rather a result of the interface between the two.  Within the barrier, the ether had been still, as if frozen, and when he had added screaming red from the sun, this state had not changed.  It had proved a simple matter to reproduce the barrier in the form of a bubble within the shape of the crossbow and equally simple to create his driving spell at an extreme intensity within the bubble.  But in that prior case, he had simply burst the bubble to release the spell and send the crossbow on its way.  The skyship would require a permanent container that would allow the power of the spells to be controlled in a gradual fashion.  He needed a type of bubble that would react to an outside influence and pass that reaction to the spells within.
Unfortunately, this trail of thought ended there.  He simply had no ideas on how to create such a bubble.  Well, what about the Key?
He could now, dimly, if he looked deeply without using his eyes, discern a uniform sighing ash vapor that seemed to pervade the whole world – something he took to be the “background ethereal flux.”  Oyraebos had said of Keys, “an action which generates a disarrangement in the background flux -- a gesture, spoken word, written word, dance, change of state, or coordinated movement."  
Experimentally, he waved his hand before his face.  The movement disturbed the sighing ash for just the barest instant, forming eddies, which almost immediately disbursed.  In the eddies, small particles of chiming rose flashed.  The faster he moved, the brighter and louder the flashes.
He turned and walked toward Ulor and Phehlahm.  Drev evidently had gone off to get his family situated.  The two men nodded to acknowledge his presence, but continued their rhythm, having less than a fingerlength to go through the timber upon which they worked.
Mar watched them carefully.  The men’s steady reciprocating did indeed disturb the ether just as his own movements had.  More, their regular motions caused nearly identical chimes of rose.
The butt end of the board dropped free and the two let the saw stop. 
“Sir?”  Ulor asked.  “You need something?”
“No.  I found out what I needed.  You’re cutting deck joists?”
“Aye, sir.  Nearly half done for the lower deck.”
“Good.”  Mar started to turn when he had a thought.  “Wave your hand.”
“Sir?”
“Like this.”  Mar moved his hand across in front of him at a steady pace, palm out.
Ulor gave him an odd look, but complied.
“Faster, now, but at a measured rate,” Mar directed.
“Like that?”
“Yes.”
“Sir?”  Phehlahm piped up, a slight hint of worry in his voice.  He was young, about Mar’s own age, but stoutly built.  He had a bandage wrapped around one calf, but it did not seem to affect his sawing.  He also had a slight accent, different from the other marines, which, he had explained, had come from being born on Klore, an island fifty leagues southwest of Mhajhkaei.
Mar looked over at the other marine, still peering at the ether.  “What is it, Phehlahm?”
“You look kind o’ odd there, sir, with your eyes all blank, when you look at Ulor and now when you’re lookin’ at me.  If you don’t mind my askin’, sir, is that some kind o’ magery?”
“No.”  Mar responded automatically.  Then, as the man clearly meant no offense, he amended, “Not yet, anyway.  I’m working on a spell that will allow anyone to steer the skyship.”
Ulor perked up.  “We could make more skyships, then?”
“That’s the idea, yes.”
Ulor nodded.  “Some could be warships.”
“Yes.”
“I’ll pilot a skyship, sir,” Phehlahm offered eagerly.
Mar regarded the young marine.  “You don’t believe that magic is evil?  A corrupt power granted by Knorthrha?”
“Well, sir, my Mother’s Mother, she said it came straight up from Mhokh,” Phehlahm offered pleasantly.  “But I could see where it might be the province o’ Knorthrha.  Is that where you got your magery, sir?”
Mar chuckled at the man’s sincere look.  “No, not from any god.  I think it’s something I was born with.”
Phehlahm shrugged.  “Wouldn’t have mattered to me if it had, sir.  I’d still like to pilot a skyship.”
“Alright,” Mar begrudged.  “If I can figure out how it can be done, we’ll make you a pilot.”
“Thank you, sir!”
“How about you, Ulor?”
The fugleman laughed softly.  “No, sir.  I’m content to be just a passenger, if you don’t mind.”
A woman screamed.
All three men turned toward the sound instantly.   
Two figures, shrugging out of concealing cloaks, broke from the refugees, who began to scatter in panic.  Both had shaven skulls, with grayish symbols marked on their cheeks and around their ears.  One slowed, threw two knives in an eye blink.  Two legionnaires went down.  One, with a knife in his throat, gabbled and spewed blood.  The other fell without making a sound, the knife protruding obscenely from an eye socket.  Paired short swords flashing, the duo sprinted toward the skyship.
Yelling inarticulately, Ulor dove for his sword.  Phehlahm made to do likewise, glanced back at Mar, then stood his ground barehanded.
Mar heard the ether stir, twisted in time to see a large ball, dark humming-orange and fuzzy with magic, land at his feet.
 



TWENTY-TWO
 
Lord Zhelorthoz nh’ Khadwaigh went slowly through the lists on his desk, checking names. 
“.  .  .  Legate Lhezan nh’ Dhavouz; Captain Khrem, House of Begck; Armsman Bougla, Baker’s son; Fugleman Yhref; Legate G’rhel nh’ Szalho; Superior Armsman Goh.  .  .”
So many dead, he thought.  Too many were names he recognized, men he had spoken to on a daily basis, a good many had been close friends.  His own house legion, the Corsairs, was, thank the Gods, still at full strength – it had remained on station here at the East Redoubt -- but two others that had been scheduled to reinforce him here according to the Plan of Defense had been decimated.  The Repulsers of his cousin Bertrahl had gone down with poor brave Prince Kherl under the magery of the Monks.  The other, the 7th  Support, which had been financed and raised only recently by some insignificant merchant house, had perished in the destruction of the Southern Gate.
He looked sadly out through the open-cased window of the East Tertiary Gatehouse, down the blind switchbacks and over the Secondary and Primary Walls toward The Greatest City in All the World. 
Mhajhkaei was his city, home to his family and his House of Drendhen since before the Principate, before even the founding of the Empire.  Now it seemed certain that Mhajhkaei would fall before the Monks.
It was a good thing that he had asked Lord Ghorn to sponsor his sons as officers in the Defenders.  If anyone could keep them safe and his name alive, Ghorn could.  This thought brought him some comfort, but his eyes turned inexorably back to the list of the fallen.
He swung his head at the sound of the ancient teak door opening.  “What is it, Commander Porhst?”
Porhst, a tall man of good family, closed the door behind him and saluted smartly.  He was one of Zhelorthoz’s best commanders, efficient, conscientious, and personally loyal.  His legion, the Stalwarts, held the Primary Wall on northern flank of the Corsairs.
“A message for you, sir, from the Prince-Commander,” Porhst reported, extending a folded scrap of paper in his right hand.
Zhelorthoz stood to receive the missive, leaning slightly across the desk when Porhst stopped short.  As his fingers closed on the note, Porhst’s left hand whipped out, holding a knife that had been hidden behind his leg. 
Lord Zhelorthoz’s last thought was one of shock, outrage, and utter relief.
 



TWENTY-THREE
 
“What is the maximum interval that the gate can be maintained?”  Senior Assault Brother Eu persisted, his voice echoing slightly in the large hold of the Work.  He successfully suppressed an urge to display his irritation.  He knew well that the brethren of the College of Archivists were talented and brilliant, and therefore indispensable, but also that they were often temperamental and obstructive.  It would be highly counterproductive at this critical stage to give offense intentionally.
One of the Brotherhood’s greatest relics after the Holy Trio, the Emerald Gate waited upon its platform before the assembled mass of his fully armed and armored congregation.  The Gate was an intricately carved gold and jewel-inlaid frame taller by half than a man.  It confined a huge pane of green-tinted glass clear of ripple or shadow.  At the moment, this emerald panel glowed slightly but remained dormant.  Eu knew that the dedicated relic seekers of the Brotherhood had discovered the Gate in the buried ruins of ancient Alchea in the highlands along the Eastern Shore.  It had taken the savants of the Brotherhood thirty-nine years of unstinting work to delve its key sequence.
Deacon Trhalsta frowned, wringing his hands unconsciously.  Trhalsta was a small man with dim sight who seemed always to be peering at incomprehensible objects, but his Ability was in the high twos and he was reputed to possess a keen understanding of flux bonds.  “There is sufficient flux in the reserve to maintain the opening for as much as half an hour, but if we draw that down completely, it will take more than a month to build up the charge before it can be used again.  As First Archivist, I must oppose this abuse of the relic.”
“Brother Traeleon has approved all necessary measures for this mission,” Eu reiterated.
“It could damage the Binding, Senior Brother,” Trhalsta insisted pointedly.
Sensitized by twenty years in the upper ranks of the Brotherhood, Eu recognized the implied threat.  Rather than subject himself to possible accusations of blasphemy, he relented.  “A quarter of an hour then?”
The First Archivist’s expression softened.  “That should leave a sufficient quantity of flux to prevent complete dissipation.”
“Skry the exit point,” Eu directed.  “We must depart within the hour.”
Trhalsta nodded quickly, allowing a slight smile.  Now that he was assured that no damage would be done the Holy Relic, he seemed eager to please.  Waving with both arms agitatedly, he gathered his assistants to begin the difficult process of keying and aligning the Gate.
Eu rejoined the other members of his colloquium, Junior Assault Brother Pzu’gh and Senior Coordinator Aear.  The two commanded the Second and Third cloisters of his congregation.  He had known both since his conversion and shared with both a pragmatic but sincere approach to the Restoration.  Pzu’gh was a tall M’odra islander like himself, fair with reddish hair under his helm.  Aear was a mainland Poogii, from the marshes of the southern Eastern Shore, small and dark with silvered hair.  Both, as did Eu himself and most of the congregation, bore the intricate right eye and forehead tattoo of the Salient combatant.
“We have only fifteen minutes,” Eu conveyed.  “We must pass all three cloisters through the Gate in that time.  Order each team to transfer as a group and instruct each brother to sprint through the Gate at his appointed time.”
“What of Brother Zhel?”  Aear asked.
Eu thought a moment.  “Send him and his Relic after Brother Pzu’gh’s cloister.  My cloister should have the exit site secured at that point.  All are ready?”
“Indeed, we are brother,” Pzu’gh responded.  “Who shall give the Rite?”
“I will.”  Both of the other officers nodded in understanding.  Receiving the Rite directly from their commander rather than a subordinate, as was customary, would signal the brethren that this mission was of extraordinary importance.  Success seemed assured, but he would leave no precaution undone.  Many in the combatant ranks of the Salient Order were zealots and the fire of their zeal required constant stoking.
Eu turned and strode to the edge of the platform to face the assembled cloisters, more than one hundred and fifty solid brethren waiting quietly in ranks.
“My Brothers,” he called, letting his words soar to fill the chamber.  Eu had a strong, resonant voice, and had often been called upon to lead prayers as a neophyte. 
“We go soon to accomplish the task set to us.  Our Work and Sacrifice will bring nearer the Day!”  He paused, allowing the tension to build, then raised his voice even more, “WHAT IS OUR PURPOSE?”
“WE EXIST TO WORK!” slammed back the response from all present. 
The Salient Rite was different from the Common, and in times passed some Archdeacons had had it suppressed as heresy, condemned as a corruption of the words of the Founder by the major orders, but it had never successfully been expunged.  Since the ascension of the current Archdeacon, the Salient Rite could once again be celebrated openly.
“WHY DO WE WORK?”
“BECAUSE OF THE DUTY!”
“AND WHAT IS OUR DUTY?”
“THE RESTORATION OF MAGIC!”
Eu waited until the echoes had died and then made the blessing of the Thrice Divided Circle, but without using his left hand.  This version of the Tripartite was still forbidden, but it brought, as he had known it would, an ear-shattering roar of approval from the brethren.
Eu stepped back from the edge of the platform and nodded to Pzu’gh and Aear.  Veteran Brothers shouted orders and the teams began assembling in a queue that circled the platform, climbed its stairs, and stopped within a few paces of the entrance facet of the Emerald Gate.
Eu glanced at the waiting First Archivist and gave a quick nod.  With a look of complete concentration, Brother Trhalsta made a fist and hammered at the air in front of him thrice.  With no sound or fanfare, the Emerald Gate misted for a short time and then cleared, revealing an interior scene beyond.
“Now!”  Eu barked.
The first team broke forward and passed through, the next immediately on their heels.  The hold rang with the crash of boots on the metal deck and the jostle of equipment, but not voices.  His men were very well trained. 
Eu’s own combat team gathered around him.  His team numbered ten, rather than the standard eight.  The two extra brethren were Procurators armed with heavy crossbows.  Their primary function was to spot and eliminate rallying enemies.
Eu quickly scanned the familiar faces.  All had been with him for years and all knew their duties well.  “Brother Ehbre, you are to proceed at the forefront with brothers Mownglyr and Zhornaigh.  Veteran Brother Khorsk, you are to defend our rear with the brothers Procurator.”
Veteran Brother Khorsk grinned.  He was a thickset man and slower than most, though difficult to stop.  “As always my brother.”
The last two members of his team, Veteran brothers Gzim and P’hg, whose name meant fish in an obscure dialect, were armed with short handled double-headed axes for close-in work.  They acted as Eu’s personal guards.
Eu turned his attention back to the Gate, counting.  As the last brother of his fourth team crossed through, he signaled his men with a quick gesture.  As one, they sprinted by Trhalsta and his intent assistants and through the rectangle of the Emerald Gate, crossing the unseeable threshold between the platform and their target.
 



TWENTY-FOUR
 
“Ridiculous!  I will not disarm my men nor abandon my positions.”
Commander Porhst’s smile did not waver.  “The order comes directly from the Council of War with approval from the Senate, my lord.  It has the Senatorial Seal.”
Lord Purhlea crumpled the document in obvious contempt, his face a stony mask save for a prominently distended vein near his eye patch that fluttered spastically, and tossed it back though one of the square openings in the portcullis.  The missive bounced and landed at Porhst’s boots.
“But it doesn’t have the Prince-Commander’s seal and when I spoke with him not four hours ago, he made it clear that the Phaelle’n terms would be rejected.”
Porhst did not react to the insult.  He glanced significantly at Commander Tresh, who stood expressionless at the Knight-Commander’s side.  “My lord, perhaps we should speak in private?”
The Knight-Commander of the West had met Porhst and his four-man guard detachment at the closed portcullis of his primary fortress, the Western Tertiary Redoubt.  Shaped like a bubble in the Tertiary Wall, the Redoubt possessed its own encircling curtain wall and defensive towers.  It was the strongest of three independent fortifications in the Citadel’s Western Quadrant and straddled the main gate there.  Commander Purhlea and his legionaries had arrived mounted, riding west up the Transept March at a gallop.  They had carelessly scattered the groups of men that had begun to gather in the street to await the noon ration wagons, and had swept an anxious stir through the women, children, and elderly watching from the balconies of the apartments to either side of the road.  Porhst had leapt from his horse, demanding entrance, but the armsmen manning the gate, all of Purhlea’s own house legion, the Reapers, had refused to admit him immediately.  At Porhst’s insistence, they had summoned their commander.
When Lord Purhlea did not reply, Porhst stepped closer to the sturdy timbers of the portcullis and lowered his voice.
“There are political matters which have arisen, my lord, of which you need be apprised.”
Lord Purhlea seemed to consider this for a moment, then nodded sharply at Thresh, who moved back several paces and signaled the men standing by the winch.  As soon as the portcullis had risen above Porhst’s head, the commander of the Stalwarts stepped swiftly toward the Knight-Commander.
Lord Purhlea’s short sword, an ancient and revered blade passed down through many generations of his family, sprang from its sheath and plunged upward between two overlapping plates in Porhst’s chest armor.  The blow was struck with such force that the razor sharp point passed all the way through the legion commander’s body and pierced the thinner metal of his backplate, tenting his gold embroidered sea blue cloak before ripping through. 
Arrows flew from murder holes before Porhst’s startled guards could do more than shout, and the legionaries dropped to the pavement, their horses bolting.
Porhst’s whole body twitched, then his mouth spewed blood that splattered an unflinching Lord Purhlea.  The legion commander’s expression registered neither surprise nor fear, but his eyes seemed to shine for an instant and Lord Purhlea recognized the glee of the martyr meeting death.  Finally, those eyes darkened and Porhst slumped.  A stiletto, the very same that had killed Lord Zhelorthoz, slipped from Porhst’s limp hand and clattered at his feet. 
Lord Purhlea used his boot to push the treacherous Porhst from his sword and the man sagged into a lifeless heap.  The Knight-Commander sheathed his weapon without bothering to wipe Porhst’s blood and bile from it.  Reaching down quickly, he flopped the dead man over and worked his right boot off.  It took only an instant to discover a small dark tattoo of the thrice-divided circle on the center toe of the traitor’s foot.
“This scum was Phaelle’n!”  Lord Purhlea snapped nastily.  “Check the others!”
In short order all were revealed to possess the same mark.
Lord Purhlea grabbed his adjutant’s arm.  “Order the Upper Reach gates sealed!  The Citadel is breached!”
 



TWENTY-FIVE
 
Though ornate, the chair was comfortable.  The chance to rest his leg pleased Ghorn, though he maintained a stern expression.
Knight-Defender Chor’lhanhz, commander of the Palace Guard and High Warden of the Principate, poured wine from a decanter into matched gold-rimmed crystal set on the table between them.  The Warden had doffed his plumed helmet in recognition of the social nature of the meeting.  His archaic imperial armor, stained blue and trimmed in gold and silver, gleamed.
They were alone in the salon, with both Ghorn’s aides and a quad of Chor’lhanhz’s Guards relegated to the attached waiting room.  Paneled in cream stained oak and trimmed with elaborate molding that sprouted somewhat ludicrous, gilded grape leaves, the walls demonstrated the conspicuous opulence of the chamber.  The white marble of the floor, each individual hexagonal flag outlined with thin splines of rust colored stone, had been waxed to a mirror finish.
The Prince-Commander, thinking that Chor’lhanhz’s unblemished armor and spotless salon was somehow an obscene repudiation of the sacrifice of those who had died in Mhajhkaeirii’n service the previous day, accepted his glass, but pointedly waited until Chor’lhanhz had taken a healthy swallow before allowing himself a small sip.  Chor’lhanhz, a hereditary denizen of the Palace, would have been thoroughly surprised had his guest not refused to imbibe until the wine was proven.
“Excellent,” Ghorn commented approvingly.  He actually found the wine bland and unimpressive, but knew that Chor’lhanhz possessed an exceptional conceit concerning the purported quality of his personal cellar.
Chor’lhanhz nodded in acknowledgement.  He was a gruff man and had a reputation of seldom being known to smile.  He maintained a severe appearance as well, with close-shaven head and face.
“This is last year’s vintage from my cousin’s patrimony in Llegnia.  The hills there are ancient soil, you know.”
The Official Station of the Warden was one floor below the Residence.  It had originally been a guardroom situated to protect the family of the Prince but was now a spacious luxury apartment decorated and furnished in the richest style.  All vestiges of its former use had been removed, including strong doors and stored weapons.
Ghorn nodded, taking another sip of the wine.  Before the Phaelle’n attack, he had known the High Warden only distantly.  They had exchanged words perhaps twice a year at required state functions and by chance may have attended the same diner at another aristocrat’s home, but little else.  Then, Ghorn had been but a minor noble of an ancient house and a subordinate officer of the High Council for War.  Chor’lhanhz’s position was largely vacant of real power and his interaction with the High Council was minimal.  Neither man would have found any profit in an acquaintance, and Ghorn preferred to make friends of men he could actually respect.
Now, to Ghorn’s intense displeasure, the situation had changed.  The machinations and connections necessary to sway key senators was Chor’lhanhz’s stock in trade and Ghorn needed the Warden’s cooperation to prevent the Senate from taking any undue action.
Chor’lhanhz was a schemer and a blackguard, continually involved in social plots and petty assignations.  To Ghorn’s mind, Chor’lhanhz was simply a product of his environment – scum grows in the sewer, after all -- but he had never heard anything that would lead him to believe that the man was incapable or inept.  The Prince-Commander had spent nearly the entire morning trying to persuade various senatorial factions, certain groups of which continued to dispute within the throne room even now, to align with his position on the Phaelle’n terms.  From the start, a clear majority had been determined to reject the terms outright.  Thankfully, only a few vacillating cretins had argued for further negotiations, but their efforts had seemed to flame the desire of the majority for an immediate refusal.  Already, the philosophers were urging that the Court reconvene as early as this very evening.  Ghorn needed to forestall that action until the last possible moment.  It was his plan to squeeze as much time from the process as possible.  His men required that time to finish the earthworks that he had ordered built to cover the smashed southern gate.  As well, the young magician would need at least a full day to complete his skyship and any additional time gained would certainly benefit the evacuation.
His personal opinion of the man notwithstanding, Ghorn was prepared to utilize any leverage he could.
“As you requested, my lord Prince,” Chor’lhanhz offered ingratiatingly, “I have dispatched all but a single troop of my most trusted men to assist with the defense of the Southern Quadrant.  You understand that I could not strip the Palace bare.”
Ghorn refrained from pointing out that the “request” had actually been an order.  The Warden could -- and most likely would, if Ghorn had any say in the matter -- be removed later, if Mhajhkaei survived.  For now, the Prince-Commander would have to tolerate the popinjay.  However, the slight emphasis that the Warden had placed on the words “my most trusted men” struck Ghorn as curious.
“That would be five full troops to the Southern Quadrant?”
“Indeed,” Chor’lhanhz confirmed.
The door of the salon opened as the two men sipped their wine and studied each other.  A bondsman, a stout fellow with quick eyes who wore the livery of the palace, entered and approached the Knight-Defender.  He extended a note then stepped back, so that he stood several paces to Ghorn’s left and slightly to his rear.
“Thank you, Bhurndry.”  Chor’lhanhz placed his glass on the table and unfolded the note.  Ghorn watched the Warden but the man’s expression did not change as he glanced at the paper.  As he laid the paper aside, though, Chor’lhanhz smiled uncharacteristically, though perhaps it was more of a smirk.
“Good news?”  Ghorn asked.
The Warden gave a slight shrug.  “For me at least.  My sister’s son, who was thought lost in the fighting, has been found hale.”
Ghorn raised his glass.  “To your fortune.”
Chor’lhanhz’s smiled broadened as he retrieved his own wine and raised it in response.  “To fortunate events.”
A flash of movement in Chor’lhanhz’s crystal caused Ghorn to cut his eyes.  The eye flick revealed a glimpse of the bondsman, Bhurndry, leaping toward Ghorn, knife swinging.  The Prince-Commander rolled, hurling his glass at Chor’lhanhz and throwing one of his crutches – the closest thing to hand – up to block the descending blade.  Bhurndry’s weight crashed down upon him and the light chair collapsed beneath the both of them, the delicate wood shattering.  The fall trapped the prince’s scabbard beneath his body as he struck the floor.   
Without thought, Ghorn thrust a stiffened finger into the bondsman’s eye and, when the other screamed, clutching at the spurting orb, used the crutch to wrench the knife from his assailant’s hand.  The knife skittered across the slick marble flooring before Ghorn could catch it, but he struck immediately at the bondsman with his fist, driving the man’s own hand into his injured eye socket.  With his assailant shivering in shock, the Prince-Commander twisted in an attempt to shove Bhurndry’s pinning weight away.  Barely in time, Ghorn caught sight of Chor’lhanhz drawing back his sword for a thrust, his wine drenched face clenched in anger.  The Warden, never a true armsman, stood feet spread within reach of Ghorn’s good leg.  The man went down with a yelp as Ghorn’s boot caught him squarely in the groin. 
Finally managing to roll the convulsing bondsman off him, Ghorn struggled to get to his feet.  He freed his sword barely in time to parry Chor’lhanhz’s next blow.  The Prince-Commander turned Chor’lhanhz’s jewel encrusted ceremonial blade with ease and would have sneered at the other’s comically poor technique if he had not been intent on turning his wrist to slash at the Warden’s neck.
Chor’lhanhz ducked in time, but still Ghorn scored a deep cut across the man’s ear.  Chor’lhanhz retreated, thin blood leaking down over the silvered steel of his breastplate, but the prince was unable to advance on his injured leg.
The Warden, apparently realizing Ghorn’s weakness, circled to the left away from the table and dashed in for a straight thrust at the Prince-Commander’s midsection.  Ghorn cut his sword to bat the blade away and slashed again at Chor’lhanhz’s unprotected head.
This time the Warden was an instant slow in dodging, and the side of his necked gaped open where Ghorn’s shortsword struck.  Bright arterial blood spewed forth, splattering the polished floor.  Chor’lhanhz staggered back, holding his bloody neck with his off hand and his guard wavering, but already his face was whitening as his life flowed away.  A moment later the Warden’s legs gave way beneath him and he fell heavily.
Ghorn took a long breath to slow his racing heart, and watching both the now still bondsman and the expiring Knight-Commander, knelt carefully to retrieve his crutch.
A booted foot crashed through the thin paneled white door, knocking it open.  Legate Rhel staggered through, dragging the limp form of Qhiyemahr.  Rhel lacked a cheek guard from his helm and had a gash only the thickness of a finger below his eye, but Qhiyemahr’s head hung limply and blood covered his entire front, wide smears of it trailing behind the pair.  Beyond them in the waiting room, Ghorn could see the bodies of two of Chor’lhanhz’s Guards.
Rhel was frantic.  “My lord!  Thank the Gods that you are well!  The Palace Guard attacked us!”
Ghorn had been too intent upon his own battle to realize that another had been taking place in the waiting room.  Without sparing breath for a curse, he hobbled toward his subordinate, avoiding the bodies of his own attackers. 
“Set Qhiyemahr down, Rhel.  He is dead.  What about the other two Guards?”
The young legate looked suddenly devastated, almost on the verge of sobs.  “Are you sure, my lord?  He saved my life!”
“He is not breathing, Rhel, and no man can lose that much blood and survive.  Now, Legate, tell me where the other two Guards are?”
With tears leaking from his eyes, Rhel gently lowered Qhiyemahr to the floor, then straightened and tried to gain control of himself.  “They fled, my lord, after I killed the other two.”  The young man shivered, his cheeks glistening.  “Qhiyemahr took a thrust that was meant for me.  We were friends.”
“Qhiyemahr did a man’s duty both to his friend and to his city,” the Prince-Commander stated.  His words were not consolation but simple fact.
Ghorn turned back to Chor’lhanhz and kicked the man’s sword from his feebly clutching hand.  The Warden still lived, but would not do so for much longer.  Ghorn knelt down and turned the Knight-Commander’s head so that he could look directly into the man’s eyes. 
“Who did you sell yourself to, Chor’lhanhz?” he demanded.
The dying man’s mouth worked and then words escaped with the last of his breath.  “.  .  .  I serve the victor…the Phaelle’n will make me Prince.  .  .”
Ghorn rose and turned from the corpse.  “Come with me, Legate.  We have to reach the Prince.”
 



TWENTY-SIX
 
Lady Rhavaelei strode confidently down the Main Hall, her long legs striking her heels down on the patterned marble with determined sharpness.  Some walked softly in this great hall, trying to mute the bounding echoes.  She embraced them; she wanted people to know she was coming.
She had taken an unaccustomedly abbreviated lunch, wanting to minimize her absence from the debate still simmering in the throne room.  Her sense of the current demeanor of the Senate was that some of her esteemed colleagues might be tempted to promote a consensus without her aid.  This was simply unacceptable.  Despite being thwarted earlier by the insane antics of that imbecile Hhrahld, she felt confident that she controlled enough votes to get herself appointed to the committee that would negotiate the peace.  Some accommodation would have to be made with the Brotherhood of Phaelle, perhaps even setting aside the ruling house and some of the more intransigent nobles, but she had no doubt that her family’s estates could be preserved.  Indemnities might have to be paid and ships rebuilt, but trade would continue as it always had.  Given enough time, she had no doubt that she could gain her rightful place in the new order.
Her maid, Khea, and Drehvor, her scribe, followed, hurrying to keep up.  Trailing at a discreet distance, Legate Gheo and Fugleman Szref, her bodyguards from the guard troop of her family’s House of Trajhen, watched with a cold intensity that they would have lacked only two days before.
It was only luck that she had any attendants at all.  Most of the senators were destitute, their houses and monies now under Phaelle’n control.  Several were even camped in the streets like commoners!
The day of the Phaelle’n attack – it seemed so strange to think that it was only yesterday – she had been lounging in her apartment on the upper Golden Way here in the Citadel, not three hundred steps from the Palace.  She maintained the apartment for convenience’s sake when the Senate was in session.  Of late, it had provided a base from which to launch her efforts to gain influence with the entrenched Palace staff.  Her most recent sortie had involved attempts to negotiate a liaison -– financial or otherwise – with the High Warden.  Not greatly to her surprise, Chor’lhanhz had unequivocally rebuffed her overtures.
Perhaps it was finally time for her to submit to her family’s increasingly insistent demands that she negotiate a marriage with another powerful family?  She was not vain enough to indulge in self-delusion.  She was no longer young and she could seldom any longer snare a man’s eyes simply by drawing a breath.  Though diligent in her eating habits and attire, within a few years the inescapable march of time would begin to diminish her marketability.  At present, she knew of several potential matches that would give her control of considerable fortunes as well as significant social ties.
Of course, that presupposed that this situation with the Phaelle’n could be resolved.
When word of the attack came, she had been packing to move back to her more spacious quarters in the Trajhen villa in the Old Merchant Quarter.  If she had finished only an hour sooner she would have been riding in her carriage through the city proper and been trapped in the midst of the fighting.
“Drehvor.”
“Yes, my lady?”
“Note that I wish to mount a large diner tomorrow night.  Have the steward investigate the availability of suitable –“
Rhavaelei stopped so abruptly that Khea bumped into her.  The young woman stepped back instantly, stammering apologies, then screamed.
From the anteroom just fifty steps away, a dozen men, dressed in darkened chainmail and black battle leathers had appeared.  These sighted Rhavaelei’s party instantly and broke into a run, swords drawn.
Gheo and Szref snatched their own weapons from their belts and dashed in front of Rhavaelei.
“Run, my lady!” the legate urged tightly.  “They’re Phaelle’n!”
Rhavaelei’s jaw dropped.  It was true.  All of the advancing armsmen wore the distinctive hood of the Brotherhood.  Spinning in instant decision, she hiked her long skirts to her thighs and fled, dancing awkwardly in mid-step to fling away the heeled sandals that matched her gown.  Swords clashed behind her.
Knowing that her only chance of escape was to sacrifice her attendants to delay the Monks, she quickly outdistanced Khea and Drehvor, sprinting into the Great Hall and on into the Rotunda of the Rose.  The armsmen of the Palace Guard normally to be found there were missing, and the unexpected vacancies almost gave her pause.  Far behind, Khea screamed again and then her scream ended with frightening abruptness.  Rhavaelei put on a burst of speed, her breath surging from her rasping throat, and leapt up the closest stairway, vaulting steps two at a time.  By the time she reached the highest floor in the tower, she felt as if her legs would fold from exhaustion and her madly beating heart threatened to burst from her chest.
She caught hold of a banister for support, sagging, and whipped her head about to look down the spiral stairwell.  She could see only part way to the floor below, but did not detect any sounds of pursuit.
Her only option was to hide.  There was no exit from any of the towers – she thought she was in south tower, but was not certain – but through the Rotunda.  If she could stay out of sight long enough and avoid capture, surely the forces of the city would overcome the Phaelle’n assassins.  Unless the Citadel was already taken?  How else could the Black Monks have reached the Palace?
Mind racing, she turned about and advanced on unsteady legs across the final landing into the short cross-corridor beyond.  She knew from her recent discussions with Chor’lhanhz that the south tower was unoccupied for the most part, especially the upper floors.  To her left were three closed and most likely locked doors, but to her right, the door at the end stood slightly open.   
 Keeping her steps light to avoid unnecessary noise, she hurried toward the door and slipped inside.  One quick look informed her that the room was a rather meanly furnished bedchamber.
A barrel-shaped armsman, more fat than muscle, rose from a table spread with a meal -- a mostly consumed butt of ham, a quarter round of cheese, some bread, a bowl of fruit, and a pitcher and glasses.  He wore the livery and badges of Lord Ghorn’s House Guard.  What little hair he had was white.  He stuck out a meaty hand.  “Here now, you can’t be coming in here, my lady.  No entry by order of the Prince-Commander.”
A tall girl, dressed in a modest white blouse and brown skirt hemmed in yellow, with long hair platted into a single practical braid, sat around from the armsman, eating.  She set down her fork, and got to her feet, watching Rhavaelei with keen eyes.
“Shut up you old fool!”  Rhavaelei snapped.  “The Black Monks are in the Palace!”
“What?”
Rhavaelei slammed the door behind her, throwing the latch.  “The Phaelle’n have attacked,” she repeated, taking hold of a dresser and leaning her weight back to no avail.  “Get here and help me!  We have to block this door!”
“But .  .  .  but Erhble just went down to do his business – “ the old man protested.
“He is not coming back,” Rhavaelei snarled.  “What is your name?”
“Uh, Whurd’l, my lady.  But –“
Rhavaelei summoned her most commanding tone.  “This dresser, Whurd’l, now!”
“Yes, my lady!”  Once the armsman had added his efforts, the heavy oak furniture slid easily across the floor to block the lower half of the door.
Rhavaelei shouldered Whurd’l aside and strode to the table, grabbing up the armsman’s glass.  Without bothering to wipe it clean, she greedily gulped the water within and then poured another full glass that she also drained.
She slammed the glass back down and blatantly examined Whurd’l’s companion.   
The young woman was pretty in a plain way, neither rail thin nor pudgy, but obviously not schooled in the standards of beauty current in Mhajhkaei.  Possibly a provincial, but what was she doing here?  One of her spies, a maid, had mentioned that a young woman had been brought to the Palace under guard in company with the magician. 
Rhavaelei raised an eyebrow distastefully.  “You are the Lord Magician’s concubine?”
The young woman failed to react to Rhavaelei’s barb.  Smiling sweetly, she returned the Senator’s stare calmly and corrected, “His wife.”
Considering this new data shrewdly, Rhavaelei inclined her head, exuding charm with an impeccable sincerity.  “My pardon, my lady.  Welcome to Mhajhkaei!  I am Senator Rhavaelei nhi’ Burgh of the House of Trajhen.”
The young woman inclined her head in return, but there was no amiability in her tone as she responded, “Telriy, daughter of witches.”
“My lady,” Whurd’l interrupted, “Are you certain you saw Monks?  We’ve heard no commotion.”  The old man took hold of his sword hilt determinedly.  “Perhaps I should go look?”
“Mind your place armsman and be silent while I am speaking!”
Whurd’l bowed low, slightly red-faced.  “Beg pardon, my lady.”
Rhavaelei, despite her shrewish remark, had welcomed the bumbling armsman’s interruption, as it gave her an opportunity to mask her own astonishment.  The young woman had made her declaration proudly with no sign of fear.  Though such barbarisms were not permitted in The Greatest City in All the World, such a public admission almost anywhere in the provinces, and perhaps even in some of the Sister Cities, would have resulted in a quick and fiery condemnation.
Rhavaelei, herself, had not fully come to grips with this sudden onslaught of magic upon a previously utterly sensible world.  Still, denying it was a fruitless endeavor.  Though she had not seen it with her own eyes, the reports of the magician flying above the city were too numerous to be refuted.
“Can you fly us from this tower to safety, Lady Witch?” she demanded.
“Only Mar can do that,” Telriy said evenly, then with clear determination added, “As yet.”
Interesting.  There were hints of conflict there, Rhavaelei thought.  Not a romantic union then, but one of another motivation.  Matrimony was commonly used to cement political and merchant alliances, but she thought either of those unlikely in this case.  A marriage of magic?
“When he learns the Palace is under attack,” Rhavaelei pressed, “the Lord Magician will come for you?”
“He will.”
Rhavaelei detected no doubt in the young woman’s assertion.  Again, interesting.  “Will you be able to defend us until he arrives?”
“If necessary.”
“How?”
“A glamour on the door.  It will appear only as a blank wall to any but the three of us.”
“Glamour?  Is that a spell?”  It was odd to use the word “spell” in a real sense, rather than the fictional.  She still remembered the tales her aunts had frightened her with as a child and it was difficult to overcome the connotation of a "spell” as an act of unspeakable evil.
“It’s a charm.”
“Charm and spell are the same thing, are they not?”
“Not exactly, no.”
“Regardless, perhaps you should proceed then, before the Phaelle’n come searching for me.”
“Aye, my lady,” Whurd’l contributed somewhat worriedly.  “That might be best.”
Telriy frowned, but moved to the door, facing it, and made a complicated series of movements with her hand, most of them hidden by her torso.
Rhavaelei looked closely, expecting a mystical aura or other visible sign of magic, but there was nothing.
“It worked?” she questioned suspiciously.
“Yes, it’s active,” Telriy assured, returning to the table and taking her chair.
“Ah.”  Rhavaelei concealed an inopportune flare of fear and doubt.  She could flee no further in any case.  Brazenly, she settled into Whurd’l’s still warm chair.  After briefly inspecting the utensil for foreign matter, she picked up the armsman’s knife and sliced off a thin morsel of the mild white cheese.  She sniffed the cheese and then nibbled it.
“I met Lord Mar today,” she probed.  “He did not mention you.”
Telriy shrugged with unconcern.
Rhavaelei did not let her frown reach her face.  This girl seemed immune to the veiled insults that worked so well in the rarified society of the Mhajhkaeirii’n aristocracy.  But then, Telriy was obviously no empty-headed merchant’s daughter.  Perhaps a direct assault would shake her composure.
“What made you chose the Lord Magician?  Aside from his magic, he appears to have nothing of consequence to offer.”
Telriy laughed softly.  “Mar will give me with everything I desire.”
“And that is?”
“He will sire kings.”
Rhavaelei spat out a spiteful laugh.  “Ridiculous.  There has not been a king for a more than a thousand years.”
Telriy smiled.  “The world has not seen true magic for five thousand years.”
Rhavaelei stopped short. 
“Your magic will win you a kingdom?”  Rhavaelei could not keep the wonder from her voice as the keen machinery of her mind began to grind out plans.
Telriy just smiled.
 



TWENTY-SEVEN
Thirteenthday, Waxing, Third, Wintermoon, 1643 After the Founding of the Empire
 
The coaster rolled abruptly, throwing the suspended lamp into a lazy spin.  Telriy held the book down on her lap with one hand and steadied the lamp with the other.  The cove offered some protection against the heavy seas that had forced the captain to put to shore, but the ship still danced on the unsettled water.  She cinched the belt of her coat tighter and rolled her stiff fingers in fists, trying to work blood back into the chilled digits.  The cubbyhole she slept in was as cold and near as damp as the frothing waves beyond the hull behind her.  She took up Gran’s book again and held it to the dim lamp.
“Page 34: A woman that knows she’s a woman can always get a man’s attention.  That’s the way men and women are made.  Gettin’ him to do what she wants him to do takes a bit of effort, if you know what I mean.”
“We have had some success curing the problem when a man’s soldier won’ stand at attention.  Boil 5 parts fresh askai weed, 2 parts apple juice, and 6 and ½ parts ground willow oak bark in his tea three times a day.  Works about ¾ of the time.”
“Great grandmother’s book has all but worn out and I can’ read it any more.  Good thing I put it all to memory.”
“Page 35: My own grandmother had a great sense for magic, though she coudn’ cast scarcely a single charm.  She would roam all about the countryside, digging’ and scratchin’; draggin’ back all sorts of odd things that she felt had once had magic in ‘em.  Most of ‘em just gathered dust in the back of the woodshed, but she did find a bit of shinny brass one time that my aunts said was burning with magic.  It’s since been lost ‘cause Mother wouldn’ hardly keep up with anythin’.  It had these words written on it:
 
Thirteen books lie waiting,
Magic, once more, to awaken,
One will be found by a thief,
Another by mischief,
To find the keys,
Seek the Mother of the Seas.”
 
“Page 36: My sisters and me buried Corhen today.  Somebody in the village stove in his skull with a mattock.  Nobody will admit seein’ it done.  For a husband, he wasn’ great, but he did give me a daughter.  He was the one I wanted and I’ll not have another.”
There were no dates and Telriy knew that Gran had not written every day.  If she thought something needed to be written, she wrote it.  After Telriy’s mother and father had been killed, she had stopped writing altogether.  Instead, she had simply relayed the things thought important enough to save to her granddaughter.   
On the morning of the day that she had hacked out her last breath in a final paroxysm, Gran had said, “Don’ ever forget, girl.  Love isn’ real.  People have to make babies just like cows, chickens, and fish.  Love is the lie we tell ourselves to make it special.”
Telriy had read through the hundred odd pages that Gran had bound up with leather and cord more than a hundred times.  Some passages offered only hints, as if Gran had only need a phrase or two to jog her memory, but others specified every detail.  She flipped over to a vital section.
“Page 89: I finished the spell today.  I used to think I’d never figure it out, but today, I was sittin’ out on the rock where Corhen and I used to sit and the final sequence showed itself to me.  I don’ know if it was the sun warming my old bones or just dumb luck, but there it was in my head as if it’d always been there.  The staff is done but I daren’ test it.  It’ll only work once.  I can’ make another.  It took me twenty years to find enough of the green stone for the one.”
“Page 90: I gave off all the chickens and the goats to the family down the valley.  No use askin’ for anythin’ for ‘em.  They’re dirt poor and wouldn’ know money if it bit ‘em.  I’m getting just too old to chase animals anymore.  With Aunt Ghen gone last winter, there’s nothin’ holdin’ me in theses hills.  I never was attached to this piece of dirt like the rest of the family.  If there ever was magic here, it’s been gone for a very long time.  I imagine I’m going to head down to the flats to live with Celiy.  That husband of hers is a hard worker.”
The coaster rolled again.  Telriy yawned, felt her eyelids sag, and surrendered finally to her grinding fatigue.  She folded the book and carefully stored it within her pouch.  In any event, she needed to conserve the lamp oil; the reprobate who captained the coaster had made her pay a thay for a single cup.  Only a fortnight more remained of the voyage to Mhajhkaei and she would certainly be grateful when the sea portion of this odyssey ended.  She was more than weary of the cramped quarters, inedible food, and bad sanitation.
She had barely managed the fare for the coaster.  Hawking potions and philters, some of them authentic, she had had to remain in Mhevyr for more than a fortnight before she could scrimp the coin to pay her passage.  The Eagle Cat had offered the cheapest price, but seemed hardly worth the pittance that her slovenly captain, Eylras, has asked.  The coaster was a square-sailed galley that Telriy thought probably a smuggler under normal circumstances.  For some undisclosed reason, Eylras had taken a commercial cargo of lead ingots bound for The Greatest City in All the World.  Most of the crew were rough looking louts.  She had been subject to leers and catcalls, but thus far nothing that she had not been able to fend off with a cold glare.
She turned the lamp down and then blew it out.  Shifting about until she found the least lumpy spot in the thin mattress, she settled back into her cramped bunk and shut her eyes.  Her mind, however, was not quite ready to be at ease.
Telriy had first told her grandmother that she would become a great wizard when she was eleven.
Gran had laughed in a hoarse, half-choking way, then spat between two fingers to ward evil. 
“Magic isn’ for this world, girl.  They won’ have it.”  Gran had gestured at the slimed walls of the tiny cave that sheltered them.  “My mother did magic.  Her mother did magic.  And hers and hers and hers for all of time.  It’s weak magic, sure, half starved magic that couldn’ save ‘em from those that hate magic, but it was magic.  All that they knew, I’ve got up here.”  She had tapped the side of her head in the odd way that she had.  “I can cure a sick child of a fever.  I can hide things from prying eyes.  I can make little things appear from nothin’.  It hasn’ made me rich or kept me from sleepin’ in ditches.  It didn’ save Celiy.”
As it had always done, the mention of Telriy’s mother had ended the conversation.  After the night of the fire, they had never spoken of the deaths of her mother and father.  Telriy had cried without comfort that first night but had not shed a single tear since.
Gran’s cynicism had not dissuaded her then nor at any of the other thousand times that she had announced her determination.  Her certainty had never wavered.  She would become a wizard.  This was not a desperate hope or a strident demand or a heart-felt plea; it was a cold, inescapable fact.  It did not matter what she had to do to accomplish her goal or how long it took to achieve.  She knew that the hidden Thirteen Books would hold the spells she needed.  The small magics she could accomplish now would seem mere charlatan’s tricks when she found The Mother of the Seas and learned the ancient, lost magics.
Telriy took a long breath and used it to push out the tightness that tensed the muscles of her face.  A nagging poke from the straw stuffed mattress coaxed her over onto her side.  She snared the wandering traces of her thoughts and slept.
Shuffling, clumsy footsteps woke her.  The thin panel that technically gave her privacy kept nothing out -- not sound nor the captain’s drink-sodden smell.  She heard the man’s hands scrabble drunkenly at the latch.  The weak light of a lamp held in an unsteady hand leaked around the gaps between the ill-fitted door and its frame.
Silently, Telriy sat up.  She took her pouch from the foot of her bunk and slipped the strap over her shoulder.  Grimly, she gripped her staff.
The latch rattled.  “Wakie, little girl,” Eylras slurred.  “Come ha’drink w’me.”
Telriy bit her lips, crouching at one end of the bunk.
The door creaked as the man’s weight leaned against it, then popped open.
Though she had practiced with the staff from the day Gran had given it to her, the rolling ship and dim light still conspired to cause her to land only a glancing blow on Eylras’s skull as he fell into the compartment.
While he screamed, cursing and clutching his head, she bounded over him and into the abbreviated passageway.  Leaping the three short paces to the end of it, she threw open the hatch and rushed onto the deck.  She sidestepped to the left immediately and knelt.  The clouded night sky showed nothing of the narrow galley.  Moving about the deck in the dark would be an invitation to disaster.  Eylras and his lazy crew did not keep a taught ship; hazards in the form of stray coils of rope, haphazard canvas, and loose equipment abounded.  With anchors set fore and aft, there was no watch and the crew should all be below decks.   
Rough hands seized her from behind.  She kicked back with her right heel, struck a shin, heard a man yelp a curse, and shoved her boot down, scrapping.  She twisted and broke free as the grip loosened, and then threw herself forward.  Spinning, she saw the shadows of two large men lunging after her.   
“Come here, girlie!” one barked.
She whipped the staff around, aiming low.  She struck a knee with a breaking crack and a scream, but the other sailor tackled her to the deck and pinned her beneath him.  He slammed a fist into her gut and she gasped as her breath was driven from her.  He began immediately pawing ineffectually at her clothes, his stinking breath vomiting in her face.
Eylras staggered from the passageway, holding a lamp in one hand and his head with the other.
The other sailor, sprawled on the deck, wailed, “I think my leg’s broke!  The slut broke my leg!  Send her down to Phrusht’s Depths!”
“Skin ‘er, Mheesh!”  Eylras ordered.  “We’ll ha’ some fun w’ her before we toss ‘er over the side.”
Mheesh laughed as he began ripping at her coat with his free hand.  “Don’t worry, Ehld, we’ll make her pay for that!”
Telriy struggled, throwing knees and elbows, but Mheesh kept his vulnerable bits out of her reach.  She reached one hand for his eyes, but he hooked her wrist with the hinge of his elbow and crushed her fingers in his fist.
“I been in a good many bar fights, sweetie,” Mheesh breathed hoarsely in her ear as he twisted her arm in to a lock.  “You’ll not get away from me.”
 “Get that stick away from her, Mheesh!” the captain warned.
When Telriy felt the sailor grasp the staff, she released it and balled herself up as best she could beneath Mheesh’s shielding bulk.  Turning her face to the deck, she uttered Gran’s simple key.
“Storm and ruin, death from above.”
The first blast of fire hurtled from the black heavens and incinerated Mheesh, blowing his smoldering corpse into bits that splattered Telriy, knocked Eylras from his feet, and ripped more screams from Ehld. 
Singed, Telriy scrambled away from the staff as it began to vibrate, emitting a strobing green light.  Unseen forces pivoted it vertical and made it hover half an armlength off the bloody planks of the deck.  She sprinted toward the bow.
The next plunging streak, larger and brighter, tracked along the length of the staff and exploded through the deck.  Fire roared up from below.  As the ship lagged over hard, the deck canted sharply and oddments skittered toward the down side.  She fell, but caught a flopping line to drag herself upright.  Dodging bouncing debris, she struggled farther forward away from the staff.  As the final fire bolt splashed day into the night, an upheaval broke the coaster’s keel and she danced to the rail and dove out into the dark water.
 



TWENTY-EIGHT
 
Mar reacted without thought, scattering the magic of the heavy ball before its spell could be released.  As its flux dissipated, it became nothing more than an inert lump of clay.
“Run, my lord!”  Phehlahm cried desperately, attempting to interpose his body as a shield.
The young magician whipped his head about to find his view blocked by the marine.  Mar snapped the edge of his boot against the hinge side of his misguided protector’s knee and simultaneously pulled the man’s opposite shoulder back.  As Phehlahm collapsed, howling, Mar saw Ulor reach his sword only seconds before the monks reached the tall marine.  Ulor went down quickly beneath the flashing blades of the monks, hardly slowing them.
Mar, without being conscious of how he did it, hummed to slow time and used the seconds he gleaned to reach out with his magical senses toward the Phaelle’n.  Swiftly, he enchanted the leather of the monks’ armor and the folded steel of their weapons, pressing determinedly against the metal’s resistance.  Already running toward Ulor, he carelessly cast the two Phaelle’n as far up into the sky as he could.  The men, writhing and fighting against the magic that propelled them but making no outcry, sailed over the walls of the keep and out above the streets beyond.  An instant later, the matrix of their swords collapsed and enveloped them in expanding balls of blue ethereal fire. 
The descending concussion knocked Mar from his feet, but as soon as the force of the wind abated, he leapt up and threw himself toward the wounded Mhajhkaeirii.  The hysterical screaming and crying of the women and children, interrupted by the blast, rose anew.  The surviving legionaries began to yell and run.
Mar rolled the unmoving Ulor onto his back, his heart sinking as he saw that a half dozen wounds afflicted the marine, all weeping horrible amounts of blood.  Mar pressed his hands into a deep tear in Ulor’s chest, trying unsuccessfully to staunch the dark outflow.
Mar hummed again, closing his eyes and ears to the calamitous panic about him, and seized the screeching flux of time, using its magic to steal seconds and forge them into minutes that held him beyond the normal scope of the world.  His view of the courtyard dimmed and eventually faded completely.
If another normal second passed, Ulor would be dead.
And Mar refused to let the marine die.  Ulor had sacrificed himself to protect Mar and the young magician was totally and completely -- outraged.  Without forethought, beyond all sense, unasked, Ulor had thrown himself into a fight that he could not win.  Mar could not – would not – be responsible for the man’s death.
Mar looked deep into the marine, listening to the flux currents that defined his life.  His wounds were fountains of varicolored indescribable sound pulses.  Mar searched for patterns, found them, and immediately began to knit the disrupted ones back together.  He strengthened weaknesses, repaired damage, corrected malfunctions, and carefully rewove the mangled ethereal cloth of Ulor’s wounds, using his own undamaged flesh for a model.  After uncountable unreal minutes, he was done.  Releasing his grip on the temporal flux, he allowed himself to be swept along with the normal flow of time.
Ulor gasped, eyes snapping open, and began coughing blood and tissue from his throat.
Phehlahm dashed up and dropped to his knees, his hands shaking as he frantically pressed a cotton shirt ineffectually into the sea of blood on Ulor’s chest.
Ulor gagged, spat, and then spat again.  He knocked the other marine’s hands away and tried to sit up.  “Get back you dolt!” he snapped, coughing.
Mar stood and stepped back, marveling at what he had done.
Phehlahm sank back onto his hindquarters, his hands clenching the crimson soaked shirt as he stared at Ulor incredulously. 
“But.  .  .but Ulor .  .  .  you .  .  .were.  .  .dyin’ .  .  .”
Ulor, somewhat wild-eyed, searched his grime-encrusted chest for wounds that no longer existed.  There was no sign, save for the rapidly drying blood, that the marine had ever been wounded.
Mhiskva’s voice broke across the courtyard, thundering in command.  “DROP!”
All three men flattened themselves as the captain’s great axe flashed across the space, spinning end over end, and struck another monk who had dropped unnoticed from the parapet above the doors of the main tower.  The axe drove the Phaelle’n into the doors and pinned him in place.  The man shook once and then became still.
Two dozen marines and legionnaires, all fully armed, charged into the courtyard.  Several snatched Mar up before he could protest and dragged him into the shelter of the gatehouse tunnel where Mhiskva stood.  Once there the armsmen surrounded him, forming a barrier with their bodies.  Others began trying to calm the women and children and move them toward the Central Tower.  Still more Mhajhkaeirii streamed from outer bailey into the courtyard and, pulling Mhiskva’s axe and the dead Monk from the door, entered the Central Tower apparently in search of further enemies.
Mhiskva laid a hand on Mar’s shoulder.
“You are unharmed, my lord magician?”
“Yes, I’m alright.”
Berhl, cursing as many as a third of the Forty-Nine in a profane flood, rushed through the gate and wedged himself through the ring of Mar’s protectors.  Flushed from running, he held a shortsword in each hand.  His eyes widened at the red stain on the young magician’s hands and tunic.
“Whose blood?”
“Ulor’s.”  Mar told the fugleman simply, hesitant to reveal all that had transpired. 
Berhl’s shoulders sank slightly, but his face closed down completely, betraying no emotion.  After a moment, he said quietly, “He was a good marine.”  Several of the other men chimed eulogistic agreement.
“I’m still a good marine you idiot,” Ulor disparaged as the mass of Mar’s defenders, some goggle-eyed, parted to let him through.  Phehlahm followed, still with a dumbfounded expression on his face.
Berhl’s stared blankly at his fellow marine.  “You look like a slaughterhouse.”
Ulor shrugged.  “The monks cut me down before I knew what was happening.”
“So why ain’t you dead?”  Relief and exasperation warred on Berhl’s face.
Ulor cocked his head significantly at Mar.
Berhl and all the marines stared openly at Mar.  Their expressions were a variegated mix of awe and gratitude.  Berhl, sheathing his swords, saluted and said with simple sincerity, “Thank you, sir.”
Mhiskva nodded, grinning appreciatively, but his eyes held a calculating look.
Mar frowned, realizing that the ties binding these Mhajhkaeirii to him had tightened.  He did not want their gratitude and certainly not the loyalty he sensed growing in them.  The Mar of the Moon Pool had been a man to whom such loyalty was given.  That Mar had led men who would eagerly die at his word, bound for life in an allegiance that could not be broken.  But the Mar of the here and now had no desire to lead men in battle, no desire to see brave men perish for his sake.  He was determined to deny the future that the Pool had shown.  He would not become that man of scars, burdens, and sorrows.  He would not be a king.
“Berhl, send a man to fetch my axe,” Mhiskva ordered.  “Then organize a scout group, a full file – four quad of swordsmen and the rest crossbowmen.  I am going to the Palace.”
“I’ll come with you,” Mar told the captain.  If the Brotherhood could insinuate assassins into the Old Keep, then no place inside the Citadel was truly secure.  He would need to keep Telriy by his side.  The girl was his responsibility, despite his better judgment and her capricious moods, and he could not protect her across the breadth of the Citadel.
Mhiskva looked grave.  “We need to complete the new flying ship as soon as possible, my lord.”
“Berhl and Ulor can get that done.  They don’t require me until it’s finished.  The ship need only be enchanted when it’s ready to fly.”
“I can see to your wife, my lord,” the captain countered perceptively.  “I feel that you will be safer here.  I give you my word that no harm will come to her.”
“She’s not my wife!”
Mhiskva smiled with accommodating patience.
“Stop doing that.”
“Certainly, my lord.”
Mar locked eyes with the mountain.  “You’re not immovable, Mhiskva.”
Before the large captain could reply, Mar flared an enchantment all about.  Gently but swiftly, he raised all the Mhajhkaeirii and moved them away from him, pushing some against the walls of the tunnel and others back through the gate into the inner court.  The captain remained rigid, but the other marines shouted and clutched at each other and the walls.  Slowly, keeping the strain of enchanting so much cloth and leather at once from showing on his face, he advanced into the barbican court, bearing Mhiskva, Berhl, Ulor and the several nearby marines along before him.
“On second thought, my lord,” the large captain opined thoughtfully, his boots dangling, “perhaps it would be better if you did accompany me.”
 



TWENTY-NINE
 
Eu snatched his head behind the improvised barricade, an overturned table heaped with broken chairs.  Arrows flashed through the space where his eyes had been and shattered on the curved wall of the stairwell.  Shielding his face from ricocheting marble fragments, he turned to Veteran Brother Khorsk, who crouched at his side.
“Order another charge, brother.  Send ten men this time.  There are only four of them on the next landing.”
“The Second is down to less than half now, brother,” Khorsk pointed out. 
Eu instantly perceived the other man’s meaning.  Having suffered unexpectedly heavy casualties as it assaulted the barricaded landings of the tower stairwell; the second cloister perhaps had begun to loose its edge. 
Eu scanned the haggard faces of the brethren waiting below him on the broad steps.  He saw determination, but also doubt.  Most bore wounds, some more than slight, and all looked to be on their last reserves of strength.  Their discipline held – there were, after all, combatants of the Salient Order – and there was no question of their obedience.  Nevertheless, with their commander, Brother Pzu’gh, already dead, it would be difficult to enliven their fervor.
Eu grimaced in remembrance.  His friend had rendered his life to the Duty on the second landing.  Only moments after Pzu’gh’s combat team had beaten down the last of the position’s defenders, two axemen had sprung from ambush.  Both had died quickly, but not before the Junior Assault Brother and four other members of his team had taken fatal wounds.
Unlike the Mhajhkaeirii in the remainder of the Palace, those guarding the apartments of the Prince had not, for as yet unknown reasons, been taken by surprise.  Two combat teams sent to scout the tower had discovered the pirates dug in and waiting.  Five bloody assaults had thus far, though clearing the lower three floors of the tower, been unable to break through to capture the Prince.
His own First cloister waited at the bottom of the tower in reserve, but if he fed them too soon into this meat grinder he might not have enough men left to hold the Palace.  However, with Aear and the Third cloister guarding the ground floor entrances and the prisoners, Eu had no option but to reinforce the remaining brethren of the Second with men from the First.
“We have killed almost a dozen of them, Khorsk.  There cannot be many of them left.  Send in the converts first.”
“The Mhajhkaeirii?” the Veteran Brother’s broad face showed clearly how little he thought of the fighting skill of the proselytes.
“Aye, it is time they demonstrated their devotion to the Duty.  They can shield our Salients from the crossbows if nothing else.  Follow with the remainder of the Second.  Bring up the other brethren of our own team as well.  We will stiffen the assault and crush these corsairs once and for all."
“You should not put yourself at risk, brother,” Khorsk contradicted, frowning.  “If you become a casualty, our mission may be jeopardized.  Perhaps it is time to send for Brother Zhel.”
Eu shook his head.  “Not yet.  I was instructed to withhold his magic lest the apostate appear.  I will not fall, brother.  Now, go down and order the Mhajhkaeirii up.”
Khorsk hunched his head in a slight bow and then extended his hand.  “The Work.”
Eu clasped Khorsk’s forearm, wrist to wrist, and locked eyes with the Veteran.  “The Duty.”
Khorsk released his arm without another word and scrambled down the stairs, the last passage of the catechism left purposely unsaid.  Thus was made the warrior pact of the Salient Order.
If they both lived through the next assault, then they would clasp hands again and complete the ritual.  If only one survived, then that one would be bound to speak the final phrase over the grave of the other, releasing his comrade’s spirit to the comfort of the Great Phaelle.  If neither lived, then their spirits would be condemned to tarry on the physical aspect forever, banished from the paradise of the magical aspect.
The Salient covenant was not simply Victory or Death!  It was Victory or Eternal Damnation!
 



THIRTY
 
Mhiskva cast a practiced eye over his men, checking their equipment while he spoke to Berhl.
“Has their been any success raising the drawbridge?”
“No, sir.  The pivots are solidly rusted together and there are no lengths of chain in the Keep large enough to support the weight.”
Mar had learned from their discussion that no one had raised the Old Keep’s long drawbridge in half a century.  The huge chains had gone missing not long after its last use and the intricate iron mechanism had been allowed to corrode into uselessness.
“Keep trying.  Plat some ropes into cables if nothing else.  Perhaps we can lay fifty men to a line and break it free.”
Berhl looked dubious but nodded his head.
“Did you ask Vice-Captain Evfesch about High-Captain Orhlum?”  Mhiskva continued, finishing his inspection and turning his full attention to the fugleman.
“Aye, sir.  He said the High-Captain should have arrived by now.  He and a couple of guards stayed behind to destroy his brigade’s muster lists and pay records.”
The captain frowned.  “If High-Captain Orhlum arrives, then he is to take command, otherwise, brief Commander Lhervhes when the last troop of the Defenders comes in.  Until then, lock the keep down.  Post watches all along the outer wall.  Keep all the men in armor and under arms.”
“Aye, sir.  You expect more assassins?”
“I do not know what to expect.  Be ready for anything.
“Aye, sir.”  Berhl repeated, saluting, and then stepped quickly over to Mar.  “Let me help you with that, sir.”  The marine circled around behind the younger man and began to adjust a strap.
Mar rolled his shoulders broadly as Berhl tugged, stretching his arms in the baggy chain sleeves.  Mhiskva, with Berhl’s and Ulor’s wholehearted agreement, had insisted that Mar wear one of the marine style leather brigandines over a chain shirt.  He had never worn armor before and the constricting weight was oppressively uncomfortable.
“This won’t stop the Phaelle’n green lances, you know,” Mar told the big captain, regretting still his decision to acquiesce to the Mhajhkaeirii’s demand.  “That’ll punch right through this.”
“True,” Mhiskva agreed, “but it will offer protection from mundane weapons, and if nothing else it will make you harder to spot from a distance.  With a helmet, you would look just like one of my men.”
“Now, that’s a thought,” Berhl chipped in.  “Phehlahm, fetch the High-Captain a helmet.”  The fugleman swung his head about and then pointed to one of the men waiting to raise the portcullis.  “There, Hryen, you’d be the same size as the High-Captain.  Off with your helmet.  That’s a good man.”
Hryen, grinning, swept off his helmet, which was in the standard Mhajhkaeirii’n style -- cross-shaped nose guard, flattened conical dome, and hinged cheek guards -- and tossed it to Phehlahm.  The young marine, who had appeared somewhat stunned after the Phaelle’n attack but seemed to have recovered his composure completely, presented it to Mar with a flourish.
Mar frowned.  “I think I’ll pass on the helmet.”
“As you wish, my lord,” Mhiskva acceded.  “But it is clear now that your bare head will mark you and it will be necessary to assign men to shield you as we march to the Palace.”
“I’ll shield the High-Captain,” Phehlahm volunteered immediately.
“I’ll do it,” Ulor countered steadfastly.  “It’s my task.”
Several of the other marines of Mhiskva’s scout group, assembled about them in the barbican gatehouse tunnel, were close enough to overhear the conversation and immediately crowded forward with similar offers of sacrifice.  Several had ridden to safety in the solarium.
Knowing full well that the Mhajhkaeirii marine officer had adroitly manipulated him, Mar shot the big captain a sour look.  “Alright, give me the helmet.”
Mhiskva smiled.  “Thank you, my lord.”  As Mar settled the helmet on his head, grateful to discover a quilted padding within, the captain gestured the men of the scout group into a tight circle.
 All were hardened, heavy men with thick shoulders and steady eyes.  The majority were obviously veterans, not young with the exceptions of Phehlahm and one of the legionnaires.  Their armor was scarred, not only from recent battles, and their weapons well worn.  The swordsmen, about a dozen and a half, were all marines of Mhiskva’s troop.  The crossbowmen, two quads, were legionnaires of the Defenders, and were mainly unfamiliar to him.  These last wore heavier armor than the marines, including steel breastplates, thigh and shin guards, and pot helmets with chain neck skirting.  Their cloaks, though the same sea blue as the marine’s, sported a small stylized device of a leaping hound on the right trailing corner.
“We are going to assemble in four by six order and march directly to the Palace,” Mhiskva told them.  “We will hold to a fast road march pace, which Fugleman Ulor will set.  Our route will be as follows -- east from here along the Moat Road and then north up the Transverse March.  I require each man to maintain a tight formation.  We will not stop for any reason.  The roads should be clear, but if we encounter any crowds or blockages, we will bypass them or force our way through.  Any man that falls behind will be left behind.  Understood?”
The marines and legionnaires responded as a group, “Aye, sir!”
Mhiskva turned politely to Mar.  “My lord Magician, if you would remain in the front rank nearest Ulor and myself, I would be most appreciative.”
Mar nodded, finding his place between Ulor and Phehlahm as the group shifted into ranks.  Moments later, the captain raised his hand and Hryen and his mates laid into the winch wheels.  As soon as the portcullis had ratcheted up into its alcove, Ulor growled a command and the group, with Mhiskva leading the way, started forward across the drawbridge.  The worn, blackened timbers of the narrow span reverberated with the synchronized tramp of the armsmen’s boots.  The sound echoed flatly from the rock-overlaid floor of the moat two manheight below.
At first, Mar struggled to match the marines’ stride, which was just short of a run, and had to concentrate on staying in rank.  He bumped shoulders with Phehlahm on his left and then, as he swerved to adjust, almost collided with Ulor on his right.  Within a dozen paces, however, he learned the steady rhythm and, by the time they reached the sentry blockhouses at the foot of the drawbridge, felt confident that he could hold his place.
The guards at the blockhouses braced in salute as Mhiskva passed, but the captain did not slow, rolling left onto the Moat Road.  The center of the broad brick paved way was clear, kept so by frequent patrols from the Old Keep, but camps of family groups, mostly women and younger children, some with tents or awnings, but most with no more than pallets, occupied the promenades to either side.  As everywhere in the Citadel, the porches and balconies of the commandeered villas and apartments were lined with refugees.
Mar knew the route.  It was the same, in reverse, that he, Berhl, Ulor, Drev, and Phehlahm had taken from the Palace to the Old Keep.  This section of the Moat Road mirrored its namesake for a tenth of a league, curving in as the moat circled a round tower jutting from the barbican, doglegging out as it followed a flanking curtain wall, and bending back as the wall swung inward again.  Nearly due east of the Old Keep, the road merged with the north-south oriented Transverse March and then separated again to continue around the keep to the northwest. 
Broad and arrow-straight, the Transverse had been constructed originally to move troops of defenders rapidly along the axis between the Citadel’s northern and southern gates.  However, as with all of the Citadel, decades of unrelenting peace had encouraged the Mhajhkaeirii to erect various obstructions along the way – monuments, statues, fountains, reviewing stands, and interconnected plazas.  Until the Phaelle’n attack, as Mar had guessed and Berhl had confirmed, the Transverse March’s main purpose had been to host parades and festivals. 
Mhiskva veered right to take the Transverse northward, swerving around a particularly ostentatious hydraulically fed fountain where a crowd of women and girls were drawing water.  Most of them did not bother to look up as the file passed.  Beyond the fountain, the marine captain slowed as he negotiated a circuitous route around a decorative colonnade and a forest of larger than life-size statues. 
Mar welcomed the slower pace, as he was already feeling the strain of the rapid march.  His new armor added thirty weights that his muscles were unaccustomed to bearing, and this burden had tightened his legs and started a burn in his lungs.  Also, his not quite fitting boots were raising blisters on his feet.
Abruptly, Mhiskva stopped.  The marines and legionnaires halted with practiced precision as Ulor snapped a short command, but Mar, caught off guard, took an extra stride that left him forward out of line with the front rank.  He started to step back between the fugleman and Phehlahm, but, prompted by curiosity, moved up instead beside the captain.  Following the Mhajhkaeirii’s gaze, Mar looked toward a wide plaza about a hundred paces forward.  He recognized the plaza as the intersection of the Transverse and the other main military road, the Transept.
People, of every description and in increasing numbers, were fleeing across the plaza from the east.  There were many women dragging children but also a good number of men.  Some of these were armsmen, but they moved singly and without direction, looking as if they were simply running away.  Most of the people sped north or continued west, but a few turned south.  A disturbance passed like a wave through the camps of refugees along the Transverse as questioning shouts followed the panicked flight.
Mhiskva leapt out quickly and snared the arm of the first man plunging down the way.  The fellow, a middle-aged man in the light armor of the militia, had tried to bolt around the scout group when he caught sight of it.  He was bareheaded and carried no weapon.   
“Why are you not with your unit?”  Mhiskva demanded.
The militiaman jerked back, trying to break free of the captain’s iron grip, but his efforts did not budge Mhiskva’s massive limb.
“Let go, you idiot!” the man screamed madly.  ”I’ve got to get to my family!”
Mhiskva shook the man lightly until he stopped struggling.  “Now, tell me, what has happened?”
“The Monks have been let in the East Gate!  They’re killing everyone!”
“What do you mean, ‘let in?’”  Mar questioned, alarmed.
The militiaman looked from the marine captain to Mar and apparently decided that the younger man would be more receptive to his pleas.
“The Stalwarts have turned!” the militiaman blurted, stress twisting his voice.  “They’ve opened all three gates and the Monk’s legions are marching directly up the Transept!  My family is in a house in Old Practice Field and you have to let me get to them!”
“What of Knight-Commander Zhelorthoz and the Corsairs?”  Mhiskva persisted.
“I don’t know!  I was with a patrol on the Upper Reach of the Tertiary.  We barely made it out of the Dangling Tower.  The Monks had already overrun the East Redoubt!”  The militiaman began to shake, tears forming in his eyes.  “I’ve got to get to my wife and children,” he pleaded.
“Let him go, Mhiskva.”  Mar told the captain gruffly.  “He won’t be able to tell us anything more.”
The big marine released the man’s arm immediately and the militiaman fled south, not looking back as he pelted headlong.  It was only then that Mar realized that Mhiskva had taken his suggestion as a command.
Before Mar could correct this false impression, a woman strode up to confront the captain.  She was not young and wore a finely cut gown soiled with sweat and dust that had obviously been slept in.  Her once elegant coiffure had slumped into a tangled mass that bound haphazardly beneath a ripped piece of cloth.
“I am the wife of Chlavees, who is a factor of the Lhorghan Merchant Company,” she announced, attempting a hauteur that her current bedraggled state did not support.  “What is happening here?  Where are those people going?  She gestured vaguely toward the growing flood of people fleeing the Phaelle’n advance.  Already, nearby occupants of the temporary camps were snatching up bundles and infants, clearly frightened but unsure.  Some of these drifted toward the scout group, seeking information.
Mhiskva stared down at the woman, not unkindly.  “My lady, I suggest that you evacuate.”
The woman looked flustered, and as she spoke, her voice became progressively shrill.  “Evacuate?  What do you mean?  This is the Citadel!  We are safe here!  We have to be safe here!”
Another woman, younger but with features similar enough to be a daughter, darted up and dragged the merchant’s wife away forcefully.  As soon as she had gathered a boy and a smaller girl in tow, the younger woman started walking briskly north, pulling her agitated mother along relentlessly.  Her example apparently made up the minds of those near by.  In just seconds, a general migration began.  The occupants of the buildings to either side began to spill into the roadway, drawn by the exodus.
“All of you!”  Mhiskva called out.  “Prepare to evacuate!”
“Where should we go, captain?” an elderly man shouted from the curb.
Mhiskva cut his eyes south, then shook his head.  “West!  Evacuate toward the West Redoubt!”
As if the captain’s words had set a fire behind them, the refugees surged out into the Transverse, mobbing the already congested way.
Mhiskva rotated to Ulor.  “Take two quads and scout the east arm of the Transept.  If you can get to the Armory above Berghaern Cross, barricade the building and take command of the men there.  I am going to rally as many armsmen as I can and regroup there.”
Ulor saluted.  “Bakhor, Whehfv, your quads with me!  Let’s move!”  The fugleman and his marines took off at a dead run, knifing through the thickening crowd.
Mar grabbed Mhiskva’s arm.  “What are you going to do?  If full legions are coming through the eastern gate, you won’t stop them with just a few men.”
The captain nodded, his lips tightening.  “But I can slow them down until a counter attack can be organized.  We cannot allow the Monks to take the crossroads.  That would open the entire Citadel to their attack.  My lord Magician, you should retire to the Old Keep.  Take word to Berhl that he must –“
“No,” Mar countered.  “Send one of your men to take word to Berhl.  You can’t stop the Phaelle’n, but I can.”
The captain looked examined Mar calmly then braced to make a precise salute.  “Aye, my lord.  What do you require?”
“Wood.  Something – anything – big, but made of wood.”
 



THIRTY-ONE
 
Martial Director Lhevatr, reading from the latest message handed him, addressed the Conclave. 
“The First Battlegroup, composed of the 6th , 13th, and 22nd Fraternal Legions with the conscript legion from Droahmaer in reserve, has successfully entered the Citadel by the Eastern Gate and has taken control of the fortress there.  Resistance has been light and casualties minimal.  Large numbers of prisoners have been taken.  The 22nd with the 13th in support has begun a probe west along the major avenue and has reached objective number one.  Scouts report the Mhajhkaeirii civilians fleeing west.  No sign yet of a counterattack.”
Traeleon leaned forward to locate the indicated spot on the large map spread on the central table.  “Objective number one is this intersection here?”
“Aye, Preeminence.”
“How accurate is this map?”
“As accurate as the Mhajhkaeirii can produce,” Brother Bhrucherra supplied.  “We created this map from an original possessed by the Mhajhkaeirii Council of War and it is correct to scale as far as we have been able to determine.”
“Our covert brethren within the Citadel have confirmed distances on site, Preeminence,” Vice-Deacon Kleghaier added ingratiatingly.
Brother Kleghaier, a consummate political animal whom Traeleon knew had nevertheless failed election to full deacon on five separate occasions, represented the College of Promulgators in place of the temporarily banished Zheltraw.  As it was clear that Kleghaier’s ambitions included the chair of the Archdeaconate, Traeleon himself had engineered Kleghaier’s last defeat and fully intended to continue to frustrate the aspiring brother’s advancement.
“Then our forces have penetrated only one hundred paces beyond the Redoubt?”  Traeleon questioned.  “This does not appear to be a significant gain.”
“Your recent strictures banning attacks on non-combatants have slowed movement, Preeminence,” Lhevatr replied.  “The major arteries of travel are jammed with citizens of the city.”
The Archdeacon examined the Martial Director’s face, looking for any sign of rancor.  The man was a valuable asset, well respected in all Colleges and an expert at tactical warfare, but Traeleon would not hesitate to have him removed should any disloyalty surface.  Lhevatr’s placid gaze was unchallenging.
A novitiate appeared and handed the Commander-of-Legions another note.  He scanned it quickly.  “Pickets from the Second Battlegroup report that the earthworks sealing the southern breach have been abandoned.  Commander-of-Legions Uhrlogv requests that he be given permission to occupy the zone.”
Traeleon looked down the table to catch the Chief Skryer’s eye.  “Can you determine where the defending forces have gone?”
The aged brother studied his glass.  ”The indications are unclear.  There are no longer any large groups of Mhajhkaeirii along the fortifications in the south.  There are some stragglers, but the bulk of them have moved north into the warrens.  The interior of the Citadel is a wash of life signatures and the armsmen have vanished into the general mass.  I can no longer distinguish them.”
“Bhrucherra, have you received word that any of the special activities have succeeded?”
The First Inquisitor steepled his fingers.  “Not directly, Preeminence.  Brother Eu is thirty-seven minutes overdue with his report, but his last message indicated that his mission was proceeding according to plan.  As yet, though we should not reasonably expect confirmation for some hours, none of the brethren assigned to the critical task have signaled.  In addition, none of the converts assigned to the secondary tasks have arrived at the prearranged meeting places.  Our last information was that all plans had been put into action, but it is too early to judge success or failure.  The retreat of the defenders from the earthworks, however, would suggest that efforts to damage the Mhajhkaeirii’n command hierarchy have succeeded, at least in part.”
“Chief Skryer, have you relocated the apostate?”
“No, Archdeacon.  His signature remains obscured.”
Traeleon thought for a moment then turned back to Bhrucherra.  “What was the nature of the Mhajhkaeirii’n forces in the southern zone?”
“We know that the veteran legion that was the linchpin of the southern defense was in the process of being withdrawn as of this morning.  A loosely organized brigade composed of several newly raised and untrained troops and approximately half of the Palace Guard took its place.  The units in flanking positions were militia and city guards.  The morale of these particular units would be low and they would be vulnerable to the types of deception attempted.  It is likely that they have indeed been routed.”
“Lhevatr, analysis.”
The Martial Director pointed to several map locations in turn.  “The veteran legion was transferred to this central fortress.  We have information that indicates that at least two other units have been given orders to move there.  Apparently, the Mhajhkaeirii are reinforcing the fortress.  As they had no warning of our efforts in the east, it is logical to assume that they would have expected our next attack to come at the weakest point of their defenses – the south.  The blocks of warrens in these areas adjacent to the earthworks – here and here -- present an effective barrier to our infantry.  Most of the streets are narrow and many have no direct connections outside of their neighborhoods.  The only significant invasion path is this wide avenue, which they call the Transverse March.  It passes along the central fortress at this point, within close bowshot of the walls.  A strong force in the fortress would likely be able to deny use of the avenue to our legions.  I think there is a high probability that the Mhajhkaeirii have fallen back to set up a defensive line with the fortress as a center point.”
“What do you believe would be gained by such a maneuver?”  Traeleon could see the advantage himself, but wanted to test Lhevatr’s response.
“Time, Preeminence.  The defensive line would have a much narrower front, perhaps only as wide as this avenue, and therefore would be able to hold longer against our attacks.  Perhaps they have expectations of the apostate producing other magic weapons or restocking his concussive vessels.”
“It is also possible that they are trying to gain time to construct another flying craft,” Bhrucherra suggested.  “An initiate in the service of a carting merchant reported that a considerable quantity of timbers and planks was moved to the central fortress late last night.”
Traeleon made his decision.  “Send to Brother Uhrlogv that he may advance, but prudently,” he directed.  “Who commands the First Battlegroup?”
“Commander-of-Legions Szerius,” Bhrucherra replied.
“An esteemed member of the College of Promulgators,” Vice-Deacon Kleghaier inserted, earning a dispassionate but lengthy glance from the First Inquisitor.
Traeleon took special note of the interaction.  “Martial Director, order Brother Szerius to proceed at all speed.  This is not the time to show timidity.  He is in a position to flank the Mhajhkaeirii defensive line and should do so immediately.”
 



THIRTY-TWO
 
The cart launched itself, surging skyward despite the considerable weight of Mhiskva, Phehlahm, and the quad of crossbow wielding legionnaires - Borlhoir, Cuhlhin the Short, Brihstof of Brhaal, and Dhun.  The close walls of the alley and also, thankfully, its smell – the refugees had used it as a temporary middens – fell away behind them as Mar directed the rickety sky raft toward the Transept.
Mhiskva appeared unfazed by the rapid ascent.  The others displayed various degrees of anxiety, from the exaggerated care of Cuhlhin, a gray-haired hulk who, despite his name, was taller than everyone but Mhiskva, to the white face of Dhun, a grizzled veteran of stodgy demeanor who had almost leapt from the cart as it took off.
“Everyone alright?”  Mar called over his shoulder.  He crouched by Phehlahm on the splintered, unpadded bench seat.  The young marine, clutching a large shield, sported a broad grin and an enthusiastic energy that smacked of an absolute confidence that Mar did not share.
The four-wheeled low-sided produce cart was a derelict with a broken rear axle and a missing right front wheel, but it performed sufficiently well as a sky raft.  Quick work with swords had hacked away the useless tongue.  The wood was weather-beaten and cracked, but the cores of the rough sawn boards were solid white oak and it harmonized sweetly in umber and puce crescendos.  Some of the nails and bolts were missing, however, and the cart tended to warp along its length as Mar inflamed the umber that pushed it away from the ground.
“None have suffered mishap,” Mhiskva assured from his place near the missing tailgate.  It had seemed prudent to place the big man at the stern, to balance the load.  None of the others bothered to comment.
“If we can catch Ulor before he reaches High Street,” the captain suggested, “then he and his men should be able to get back to the keep on foot.”
“He could not have gotten far,” Mar replied.  As soon as the cart had cleared the roofs of the adjacent buildings, he banked to the north, taking care to avoid abrupt changes in direction, lest he pitch one of his passengers over the side.  Just a few seconds of flight over gabled tile roofs brought the Transept March into view. 
“That must be half the city down there,” Phehlahm commented, leaning out slightly to peer at the moving mass below.
“Everyone that was quartered east of here, anyway,” Brihstof, a thin ranker of indeterminate age, amended.
“Anyone see Ulor and his men?”  Mar questioned, growing concerned that it would be impossible to find the marines in the flood below.
“Look sharp,” Mhiskva ordered. 
“There!”  Cuhlhin piped up after a moment from his side of the cart.  “At the corner.”
The captain swung his head.  “Aye, it is them.  Do you see them, my lord magician?”
Mar made the cart hover and turned to look.  The main press of the crowd was near the center of the Transept, with fewer refugees along the edges.  Ulor and his men, with swords drawn, were working their way determinedly east along a small villa’s outer wall, forcing the panicked populace to give way. 
“There’s no place to set down there,” Mar pointed out.
“Can you come down directly above them, my lord?”  Mhiskva asked.  “I will be able to shout to them if we are near enough.”
“I can get you right on top of them,” Mar promised, already rotating the cart and allowing it to descend until only a few manheight separated them from the heads of the throng.
Almost immediately, the refugees, some of whom scurried faster, but many of whom simply stopped to stare, noticed the cart.  People collided with one another, gaping, and children began to scream.  The commotion instantly produced a logjam of sorts, as the flow of bodies from the east continued unabated.
Ulor turned a surprised face upwards and waved his sword.  “Captain!”
“Withdraw to the keep!”  Mhiskva yelled.  “We have another plan!”
“Aye, sir!”  Ulor responded with apparent relief, immediately turning to urge his men back the way they had come.
Recognizing the Mhajhkaeirii’n colors of the captain and his men, many of the refugees began calling up to them, demanding rescue.
A young man in the robes of a scholar waved a fat purse above his head.  “Take me!  I’ll pay you!”
An elderly woman, sobbing uncontrollably, raised a small child up.  “Save Beherail, her mother is dead!”
A rising babble swallowed similar shouts as hundreds of desperate citizens pleaded for aid.
Mar stood and waved his arms, feeling that he must try to calm them.  When the noise quieted somewhat, he shouted, “Head west!  We’re going to fight the Phaelle’n!  We’ll stop them and give you time to escape!”
A stone as big as a fist sailed by Mar’s head.  The crowd burst into cacophonous shouting again as the increasingly agitated citizens began to hurl other stones at the cart.
“They will not listen, my lord,” Mhiskva shouted.  “Fear has claimed them.  We should go and do what we can to hold the Monks.”
Mar sank back to his seat, realizing as he gazed upon the mass of angry and frightened faces that the captain spoke the truth.  Another stone struck one of the cart’s rear wheels, smashing a spoke.  Tightlipped, Mar threw the cart upwards, driving it with a surge of speed to the east.  Neither he, nor any of the others, looked back.
After two blocks, the crowd below began to thin and after three the Transept was nearly clear, with only solitary individuals – the aged, abandoned or lost children, or the lame – trudging along hopelessly.
“That is High Street,” Mhiskva identified.  “The next intersection is Berghaern Cross, and there, up ahead, is Armory Number Four.  Above its southern corner, you can see the Dangling Tower.  The Eastern Redoubt is just beyond to its left.”
Mar followed the captain’s pointing arm and studied the Armory, considering an idea.  The building was massive, with a central edifice and imposing wings to either side, and had been built solidly of stone and brick in the imperial style.  At least four storeys tall, it dominated a long section of the Transept, with much smaller buildings of all sorts surrounding it.  There were no paralleling avenues for a goodly distance to the north and south of the Transept, just winding streets and narrow alleys. 
“Is that smoke?”  Mar asked, staring hard at the upper widows, where white wisps emanated. 
“Eh?”  The marine captain levered himself up and leaned sideways to look around the other men in the sky raft.  The cart bed leaned frighteningly as the big man’s weight shifted, and Dhun, clutching nervously at a rusting tarp spike, paled.
  “Aye, you are right, my lord,” Mhiskva confirmed.  “Someone has set the building afire, perhaps the quartermaster and the guards burning records.”
“Is there much in there that will burn?”
“Unlikely.  Some oil in casks, perhaps some furnishings.  The walls are thick and the weapons lockers small.  The building has survived accidental blazes in the past."
“Would there be anyone left inside?”
“I doubt so.  The quartermaster and his men have probably withdrawn.”
“Let’s hope so,” Mar responded, letting the cart settle toward the pavement.  “We don’t have time to look.”  He pointed far down the Transept, where the first maroon and gray ranks of the approaching Brotherhood could be seen.
“You have a plan, my lord?”  Mhiskva inquired, pulling his axe from his back as the cart came to rest.
As Mar hopped down from the cart, the Mhajhkaeirii bailed out of either side onto the street, Phehlahm hurrying with his shield to stand beside Mar.
“I’m going to bring the Armory down.  It should block the Transept all the way across to that building there.”
“Won’t they just climb over it?”  Phehlahm asked.
“Not if it’s on top of them,” Mar assured him.
“Are all magicians so bloodthirsty?”  Cuhlhin inquired sweetly, grinning.
“I don’t know.  I’ve never met any.”
Mhiskva glared the others into silence.  “How long will this take, my lord?  The Monks will be here in but moments.”
“Not long.  Wait here.”  Mar started toward a tall iron fence that circled the Armory.  Mhiskva and the other Mhajhkaeirii ignored his request, pacing him as he advanced along the pedestrian walk at the side of the way.
The face of the Armory was black brick, laid in decorative courses, with cantilevered false gables protruding above the wide door and the narrow windows that appeared above the ground floor.  Mar began to sense the flux currents raging through the brick when he was only thirty paces away.  He knew instantly that the brick was impossible.  It would crumble at the first touch of screaming red, but behind it lay good, dense stone, nearly an armlength thick.
“They’ve seen us,” Cuhlhin, watching to the east, cautioned.  “The forward ranks have changed pace.”
“You have no more than three minutes,” Mhiskva agreed.
Mar did not reply, concentrating as he infused several unseen layers of stone along the front of the building and as far back along its sides as he could confidently control the flux.  Then, because it felt easier, he stepped off the pedestrian walk and knelt in the gutter to place his hands on the large interlocked paving stones of the Transept.
“Ready bows,” Cuhlhin ordered.  All of the legionnaires braced their crossbows against the ground, pinning them in place with their boots atop the steel arches of the bow, and began cranking on windlasses to cock them. 
Raising his shield, Phehlahm made to step forward, but Mar thrust his arm out to block him.  “Back up.  Don’t step on any of these stones.”
Eyes wide, the marine retreated gingerly.
“One hundred paces, my lord,” Mhiskva informed calmly.
Mar ignored the captain, delving deep into the underlayment and roadbed.
“Volley at range,” Mhiskva ordered after another moment.
“High mark!”  Cuhlhin called softly, elevating his own weapon to take aim.  The other legionnaires matched him.
“Fire!”  Mhiskva barked.
The crossbows twanged in unison.  Without pause, the legionnaires cocked again and pulled bolts from belt quivers to reload.
“Fifty paces, my lord.”
“I’m done,” Mar declared, standing.  “Let’s get out of here.”
Phehlahm dashed to Mar’s side and swung his shield up.  An arrow stuck the shield, skittered away with a clatter.  Other arrows stuck all about.  Dhun grunted as an arrow ricocheted off his brigandine and then fell heavily without a sound, a second feathered shaft protruding obscenely from between his eyes.
Mar cursed, tried to get to the legionnaire, but Mhiskva intercepted him, grabbed him up, and ran with leaping strides toward the cart.  The other Mhajhkaeirii followed, leaving Dhun where he had fallen.
As soon as Mhiskva threw him onto the seat of the cart, Mar made to jump back down to go to Dhun.
Mhiskva restrained him once more.  “Dhun is dead, my lord, as we all will be if we do not withdraw immediately.”
Mar sank back, sick with the realization of the truth of the captain’s warning.  As soon as Mhiskva and his men had vaulted into the bed of the cart, Mar launched it skyward.  When he looked back toward the receding body of the legionnaire, it was with a great deal of fierce satisfaction that he watched the first of the Phaelle’n march across the enchanted paving blocks.
 



THIRTY-THREE
 
“Should we fire the buildings, brother?”  Commander-of-Cloisters Bhertryn, taking long strides to keep up with his much taller superior, asked
Szerius considered.  “There is no need.  Most of the civilians have fled.  A conflagration would destroy goods and property that can be made to pay the costs of the Work and might hinder our advance.  As the Archdeacon has commanded that we advance at all speed, this would certainly be a subrogation of our Duty.”
Bhertryn issued commands to a subordinate, who dashed away.
After they and the cloister of Salient Combatants who guarded them had marched scarcely another full block along the Transept following the well ordered marching ranks of the 22nd, a runner appeared from a side street and passed Bhertryn a note from his pouch.
“Brother Gh’symyl’n, in command of the Ninth Scout Cloister, has captured numerous prisoners.  He requests instructions.”
“Are there civilians amongst them?”
“He does not specify.”
“It is of no import.  Send that they should be offered the Fraternity of the Great Phaelle.  All that refuse are to be executed.  Inform all commanders that no further prisoners are to be taken till we have secured control of the entire Citadel.  The Work must not be slowed by those who oppose the Restoration.  Our Duty requires us to be swift.  Also, order the 22nd to increase their pace.”
“It shall be done, brother.”
 



THIRTY-FOUR
 
“Run, Bhalrgam curse you, Mahryn!”  Quaestor Eishtren yelled, drawing the bowstring and the feathers of his last arrow to his cheek.  He saw the gray-haired and heavy fugleman straining to increase his speed, his face flushed and his mouth gasping.  From the very beginning, Mahryn had not been able to keep up.
The three grim-faced Phaelle’n swordsmen who chased him were only five paces behind and they, younger and fitter, were rapidly closing the gap.
Eishtren’s grandfather had been a tall, broad-shouldered plainsman from a nameless high plateau region two hundred leagues west of Mhajhkaei.  He had followed shambling bison herds for the first twenty-five years of his life.  When a passing trader had told him of The Greatest City in All the World, he had, on a whim, turned his horse east and left the bison behind forever.  His long journey had come to a premature end when a girl in the frontier province of Ghael had caught his eye.  He had never reached the fabled city, though he had spoken till his last day of his desire to do so, but his bow had in the hands of Eishtren’s father.
The hunting bow was a work of art.  It was nearly a full manheight in length when strung, from one brass capped tip, cast in the stylistic design of a leaping cat, to the other.  The arms were highly polished yew, layered with thirteen coats of shellac that shone like gold in the sun.  Between the arms lay a snaking double curve of laminated layers of unknown woods, bones, and mineral infused resins bound together in a fashion that none of the Mhajhkaeirii smiths the quaestor had consulted could duplicate.
Eishtren’s father, a sedate man who traded leather goods, had kept it as a decoration above his mantel.  Stories of his grandfather had caused Eishtren to beg for the bow at twelve and he had practiced with it for twenty years, a hobby when he had been young and a method of relaxation as he grew older and the cares of family and service had taken hold of his life.  An old fletcher in the exurban neighborhood of Shelmton made the armlength shafts for the bow, both the simple iron-tipped practice shafts that Eishtren fired almost daily and the perfectly balanced, eagle feather-fletched, razor steel-tipped hunting arrows like the one he held motionless now.
The Phaelle’n had gained two paces on Mahryn.  Eishtren fired.
The arrow clipped Mahryn’s ear, but the near frantic legionnaire did not notice and did not stop.  The shaft did not waver as it penetrated the first monk’s mail gorge, passed through his throat, sliced cleanly through his spine, and then lodged half way through the second’s upper chest, stopped finally by the back side of the Phaelle’n’s cuirass.  Both collapsed instantly, scattering blood.  The third did not slow.
Eishtren dropped the bow and drew his sword.  “With me, men!”
He charged.  Fugleman Truhsg, the clerks, C’edl and Kyamhyn, and the four other armsmen, a legionnaire and three militiamen whose names he had not had time to ask, followed.  The quaestor reached Mahryn, let the legionnaire dash by him, and planted his feet in a careful stance.  Studiously, he brought his short sword up in the guard he had been taught when he joined the Mhajhkaeirii Logistics Legion but had seldom practiced and had never used in battle till today.
The remaining Phaelle’n used his running momentum to leap into a crosswise slash at Eishtren’s shoulder.  The quaestor parried but the strength of the blow staggered him off balance, opening up his right side.  As the monk landed with agile grace, he whipped his arm back for a thrust. 
The legionnaire that had joined Eishtren’s group only within the last twenty minutes arrived steps before the others and chopped down at the monk’s armored neck with the long handled billhook he had acquired somewhere in the retreat.  The strike did not penetrate the plated skirt of the monk’s helmet, but the force snapped his neck and he fell without making a sound, head lolling at a hideous angle.
Eishtren took a moment to lean on his knees to catch his breath.  As his other armsmen rushed up, he straightened and nodded to the legionnaire.  “Good work.  What is your name?”
The legionnaire saluted with the precision of the newly inducted.  “Trainee D’hem’nh’siahshm, sir!” 
The recruit had paler skin than most Mhajhkaeirii, a remarkably solid chin, and a rather generic provincial accent.
“Eh, good, what do they call you for short?”
“Dhem, sir.”
Fugleman Truhsg, the only one of them with the full compliment of his equipment, including shield and helmet, pointed his sword west beyond the bodies of the monks.  “More of them coming, sir.”
Eishtren looked.  These were not more scouts, but at least a section, well organized and moving rapidly in quickmarch.  “Alright, men, one hundred paces just like before.  Go!” 
The armsmen took off at a steady, if near exhausted, trot to the west.  Eishtren did not know the street’s name; he had hardly had the need to travel it, knowing no one in this area and his pay detachment having business only at the Central Administration Post building outside the Eastern Redoubt.  Only a narrow side road lined with modest apartments, it wandered eastward without a definitive goal for about a dozen blocks.  To avoid the main Phaelle’n spearhead advancing along the Transept, he had led his tiny, ad hoc command to it at Truhsg’s suggestion.
As Eishtren ran by their last position, he stooped to snatch up his grandfather’s bow.  The fifty arrows he had fired from it had stymied the scouts that pursued his group of stragglers, injuring or killing more than forty of the Phaelle’n.  It might be all but useless now and he might never have the chance to use it again, but he could not bear leaving it.
They quickly caught up with the flagging Mahryn.  The man’s face had become even more flushed and his breath hacked from his spittle stained mouth.  Eishtren caught one of the fugleman’s arms and yelled at C’edl, the closest, to take the other.  As the three of them fell behind, Dhem and Truhsg lagged unbidden to either side as rear guard. 
C’edl, detail conscientious pay clerk that he was, counted steps as he blew out his hoarse breath.  “… ninety-nine … one hundred!”
This left them standing most of the way through an intersection.  Eishtren threw a quick glance about.  The dividing medium of the cross street sported the distinctive iron lampposts that lined Berghaern Cross.
“Not here,” Eishtren judged.  “This is Berghaern.  It goes all the way through to the Transept.  We would be easily flanked from either side if we held here.  Truhsg, put the men in order farther along next to that tree.” 
The brick and timber buildings rose in a solid wall three or four storeys tall on each side of their route.  The broad, root clenched ground beneath the ancient oak, no doubt planted long before this area of the Citadel had become a residential neighborhood, pinched the pavement of the street into a narrow corridor.
At that moment, Mahryn’s legs gave way beneath him.  Eishtren hooked his arm through his bowstring and grabbed the old fugleman with both hands.  With C’edl’s aid, he managed to drag his chief copyist to the new position.  There, Kyamhyn and the younger of the militiamen hurried to assist, and they propped the man he had known since before his first posting to the Citadel against the manheight thick bole of the shade tree.
Mahryn moaned, grasped weakly at Eishtren’s hand, gave one final look of pain, and then slumped over to his side into the lush grass.
Eishtren knelt and placed a hand on the old fugleman’s chest.  “I think his heart has given out.”
“Yes, sir, he’s done for,” C’edl agreed flatly.  “What do we do with him?”
“Leave him.”  Eishtren ordered the three others to rejoin Truhsg.  Gently, he rolled his close friend of ten years and father-in-law of eight onto his back, shut his empty, staring eyes, then got up and walked briskly back to his men.
As before, Truhsg had established a tight standard formation suitable for two quads: the fugleman, Dhem, and the solider-looking militiaman stood at the front; the stout C’edl and the sandy-haired Kyamhyn behind them on opposite sides of a space left for the quaestor, and the younger and slightly older militiamen, whose chest armor was an archaic segmentata, formed of overlapping steel plates, behind them.  Mahryn had held the rear center.   
Eishtren, at the center of this formation, had had sufficient protection to fire his bow to excellent effect on four occasions during this last hour of retreat.  Now, with all of the arrows expended, the quaestor knew that they had little hope of withstanding the coming Phaelle’n force.
“Stand ready to withdraw,” he ordered.  He dare not say run.  So far, the legionnaires that had escaped with him from the CAP and the militia that he had collected along the way seemed disciplined enough, but he had witnessed the mass desertion of near a dozen legionnaires from his contingent when the panicked word came that the East Redoubt had been betrayed.
“What’s our objective, quaestor?”  Kyamhyn asked. 
Of all the men detailed with Eishtren to pack and evacuate his pay lists, the young conscript had seemed the least likely to remain stalwart.  Eishtren had overheard him often enough making snide comments about his compulsory term of service. 
“We will continue westward until we encounter superior authority.”  That seemed safe enough.  He had quoted as near as he could recall a response from a field manual.  “Truhsg, move the men out.”
“Hold a second, sir.”
“What is it?”
“Civilians, sir.”
“What?  Where?”
“Back in that building at the corner on the right.  See the bay widow on the second floor?”
Eishtren looked as bid.  The building had the three stories, the regulation design, and standard façade of the houses built thirty years previously to house retired legionnaires.  Several children’s faces pressed against the glass, watching the armsmen.
“What in Soohlmed’s name are they doing there?”  He relished the blasphemy, the name of the God of Idiocy an automatic choice.  This was simply, incredibly, and undeniably idiotic.
“Why have they not already gone?” he demanded. 
In the chaotic mess after whatever calamity, treason or treachery, had opened the East Redoubt’s gates, it had seemed that everyone, civilians and defenders alike, had realized the need to get away from the invading Phaelle’n.  He had seen hundreds bolting ahead of him and his men and had taken it for granted that everyone from this end of the Citadel had taken to their heels.
“Couldn’t say, sir.  They might think they’ll be safe there.”
“Doubt that,” C’edl opined.  “The filthy Monks don’t mind killing women and children.  Everybody knows the slaughter they did to that town on Paraeik.”
“They burned all the children alive in a warehouse, I heard,” the front rank militiaman offered.
“They drowned the women in pickle barrels,” the youngest militiaman added. 
“Hold your tongues!”  Truhsg commanded.
Eishtren looked down the street toward the Phaelle’n.  The monks advanced methodically, halting at intervals to allow their advanced guard to batter in doors in search of potential ambushes.  He and his men had maybe five minutes before the Monks overtook them.
“Come on!” he snapped, and ran toward the house.  He dashed up the steps and onto the small-railed stoop.
The door was locked.  Eishtren pounded on it, cursed again, and then kicked it in. 
“Stand or die!”
 The shout stopped Eishtren, Truhsg and the others bumping and jostling behind him as they also halted abruptly.
Just inside the door, a wainscoted hallway stretched back into the house.  Just a step along it a burley white headed man sat in a chair.  The bare stumps of legs sticking out from under his faded legionnaire’s dress tunic, his old wounded flesh shriveled and ugly, explained the chair.  His left arm also ended in a stump just above where an elbow once had been, but his thickly muscled right held a long bladed spear that he pointed directly at the quaestor’s chest.
“You’ll not get by me before I skewer five of you,” the man promised.
“Put down your spear, retiree,” Eishtren declared with more confidence than he felt.  “We are men of the Princedom and we come to evacuate this house.”
“Eh?”  The old man peered at Eishtren.  “Aelwyrd!” he shouted over his shoulder, not turning.  “Peek around the corner and tell me what manner of men these are.”
A swatch of brown hair, a smidgen of a face, and one wide green eye eased into view at the end of the hall.  “They are legionnaires, I think, sir,” a boy’s voice suggested.  “The one in front has the insignia of a quaestor.  Should I fire the crossbow now?”
“No, I suppose not.”  The man lowered the spear, but kept a tight hold on it, and braced to attention in his chair.  He grinned at Eishtren. 
“Signifier Aael, sir, on duty.  Pardon my lack of courtesy, but with just the one limb, I’ve a Permanent Exemption from saluting.  Sorry about the challenge.  I’m mostly blind as well as lame.”
“Signifier, there is no time!”  Eishtren rasped.  “Get all the occupants of this building down here now!”
“Aelwyrd, you heard the officer!  Snap to!”
Eishtren heard a whistle, presumably the youth, and immediately they all came tumbling and hopping down the stairs and around the corner, crowding into the hallway, twenty or so frightened but quiet girls and boys, the oldest no more than fourteen, the youngest a babe in the arms of an older girl.
“My granddaughter and the other mothers and all the older boys, “Aael supplied, “went toward the East Redoubt this morning looking for supplies when the ration wagons didn’t make rounds.  They’re an hour overdue getting back.”  His tone indicated he now knew that they would not return.
“Get them all out into the street and get moving, now, Truhsg!”
“What about the retiree, sir?”
“I said all and I mean all, fugleman!  Kyamhyn, grab the other side of the chair!”
“No need for that, sir, I--” Aael began to protest.
“Shut up, Signifier!”
At a hundred weight, Aael and his chair were heavier than Eishtren had expected, but he and Kyamhyn hauled him out the door and down the steps all the same.  The herd of children followed.
“Make a line!”  Truhsg shouted suddenly.  He thrust his shield on Recruit Dhem and took stance beside him.  The Phaelle’n were less than fifty paces away.  They had stopped to dress their battle line: three ranks abreast, shields in front, short boarding style pikes behind and jutting out, and swords to the rear.
Aael nudged him with his shoulder.  “Put me down by your fugleman, son.  I’d as soon die here as running.”
Eishtren nodded at Kyamhyn.  The old man was right.  They set him to Truhsg’s right but slightly back, where his spear would do the most good. 
“Tell the children to run,” he told Aael.   
As the signifier spoke urgently to Aelwyrd and the children began to scatter, Eishtren slipped his sword from its sheath and checked its edge.  There were no nicks in the blade; he had never used it before today.  He slid it back home and then stepped in front of his own pitiful line of doomed armsmen, turned his back ostentatiously on the monks, and began to march down it as if he were on parade.
Truhsg, of course, snapped to attention, half a grin on his face.  The other Mhajhkaeirii followed suit, in an irregular, belated fashion.  Eishtren knew little of the fugleman save his name; he had been assigned to the security section of the CAP only the day before the attack.  Eishtren made one exact slow march step and pivoted precisely to examine Recruit Dhem.
“Dress your stance, recruit,” Eishtren told the legionnaire.  Dhem shifted his feet slightly, his demeanor very calm.  Out of the side of his eye, the quaestor noted that the other men had surreptitiously begun to straighten their kit. 
“What province is your home, recruit?”
“Bholsdsk, sir.”
“Excellent wine from Bholsdsk.”
“Yes, sir.”
Eishtren pivoted, took a step, pivoted to face C’edl.  Both the clerks had cuirasses over their work tunics, but no helmets or shields.
“Make sure you bring all your gear to the next battle, legionnaire.”
C’edl grinned.
Eishtren continued to march down the line.  Kyamhyn appeared fatalistic.
“I expect that now that you have experienced the full measure of military life, legionnaire, that you will extend your enlistment?”
No emotion of any kind cracked the solidity of Kyamhyn’s features.  “Of course, sir.”
The militiamen had formed up in reverse order of age.  The youngest, standing  adjacent to Kyamhyn, had a finely made sleeveless chainmail vest over his leathers.
“Excellent workmanship.”
“Thank y’, sir.  M’father crafted it for me.”
Eishtren started to turn, had a thought, and asked, “Name?”
“Baerdryd, sir.”
The second militiamen had no armor, just sturdy pants, boots, and a heavy woolen coat over a cotton shirt.  His mouth pressed into a humorless line, he had the strong shoulders and forearms of a workman.
“Name?”
“Scahll.”
The oldest militiaman had a longsword and it, like his old style armor, had an antique look.
“Name?”
“Taelmhon, sir.”
“The sword and segmentata?”
Taelmhon smiled proudly.  “Family heirlooms, sir.  Four generations.”
Eishtren took a step back, came to attention, and saluted his men.  Then he pivoted, drew his sword, and faced the Phaelle’n.  Unaccountably, they had been awaiting him.  A command rang out from behind their ranks and the monks marched forward in a steady, highly disciplined formation, pikes bristling.
Eishtren raised his sword.  For a moment, he thought of charging, but decided such a futile gesture would be more absurd than heroic.  Besides, a charge would leave Aael helpless.  Thinking of his wife and daughters and wondering one last time what would become of them, he braced himself as the points of the Phaelle’n spears came within a manheight.
Without warning, a flare of light brighter than the sun blossomed to the south along Berghaern Cross, making Eishtren instinctively shield his eyes with his hand.  Almost instantaneously, a terrific sound and wind blasted through the intersection from the same direction, carrying a wave of blinding dust and detritus.  The overwhelming force of it knocked Eishtren down and he landed heavily, stunned.  The pavement heaved violently beneath him, cracks splintering the stones and dislodging them from their courses.  As the horrifying convulsions of the earth continued, he began to crawl on his belly back toward his men.  None of them had kept their feet and were likewise being shaken violently about.  Aael, oddly, had remained upright in his chair, though he looked as if he were riding a bucking horse.
The gyrations of the earth subsided as suddenly as they had begun, but before Eishtren could stand, a chunk of broken brick shattered a span from his outstretched hand.  A shower of similar missiles rained down, some striking his legs and ricocheting off the back of his cuirass.  He scrambled up and tried to run.
A larger chunk of masonry impacted to his left, blasting a small crater in the pavement.  “Get to the lee of the building!” he shouted to his Mhajhkaeirii.
Descending at great speed, a slab of building stone crushed Baerdryd as he rose, burying much of his body in the ruptured ground.  Not enough of the young man remained to check for life.  The bombardment began to intensify, with larger and larger pieces of debris falling onto the intersection and the buildings around it.  When struck, some of the houses, fractured already by the shocks of the tremors, sagged, shedding their façades in showers of granite.  A building just across the street collapsed inward in a fountain of glass, splinters, and brick dust.
Truhsg and Dhem dragged Aael, chair and all, into the nook formed by the stoop of his house and its front wall.  Eishtren shoved C’edl and Kyamhyn ahead of him toward this doubtful protection and shouted at Scahll and Taelmhon to move.  He crowded behind them and made the armsmen crouch with him to present smaller targets as the hail of murderous projectiles continued, slacked quickly, and abruptly ceased.  The entire disaster could only have lasted a moment or two.
Eishtren got to his feet unsteadily and looked about.
The Phaelle’n formation had been decimated.  A huge mass of brick and cornice – the wall of some building – had plunged squarely on top of them.  A few moved weakly in the wreckage.
“Fugleman, we are moving.  Get the men in order.  Aael, lead us to the children.”
 



THIRTY-FIVE
 
The Black Monks, the dreaded fanatical armsmen of the Brotherhood of Phaelle, and their traitorous Mhajhkaeirii henchmen had begun to chop through the last door with axes.  The heavy planks thudded with the blows, but the hardwood bars and their iron anchors continued to hold.  All the crossbow bolts were gone.  There would be no way to hold them back once the door gave way.
Ghorn took a deep breath to still the quaver in his sword arm, eased as much of his weight off his throbbing leg as he could, and counted the remaining defenders.  There were only five of the corsairs still standing, spread back along the short corridor, though there were a dozen wounded laid out in the bedchamber at the end, including the unconscious Lord Hhrahld, who had been swarmed in the final charge and taken a blow to the head.  All of the able-bodied pirates slumped against the wall or squatted on the floor, too raggedly tired to do anything else.  Rhel, his constant companion for these last two desperate hours, had also managed to fight his way into this final refuge. 
Ghorn studied the legionnaire.  Covered in blood and sweat, the young legate breathed hoarsely as he leaned against the wall.  He had taken a thrust into his side in the retreat and blood leaked through the fingers of the hand he held pressed into the deep puncture.
“Go back down the hall and stand with the Prince, Legate.”
Rhel grimaced.  “I can fight, my lord.  I would rather remain with you.”
Ghorn shook his head.  “No room for that here.  The hallway is too narrow for the Monks to come at us more than one at a time.  One man can hold the door.  Your duty is with the Prince.”  He let his tone indicate that this was a command.
His reluctance plain, Rhel saluted, but made no immediate move to depart.
“Go and protect the Prince, Rhel,” Ghorn told the young man kindly.  “This is my task.”
The legate nodded, tight lipped, and then edged by the corsairs and staggered down the hall.
As the blows upon the door increased in tempo, Ghorn looked all about and finally locked his eyes on the plaster ceiling.  Turning to the man nearest him, he beckoned.  The fellow was older and heavy, not quite gone fat.  He had ribbons, most now splattered with gore and shredded, tied to his armor.  “You are Ghesev, are you not?”
“Aye, s’me.  M’the Capin’s Bordin’ Mate, y’am.”
The corsair’s accent was so thick that it took Ghorn a moment to decode it.
“You have been guarding the Prince?
“Aye, Y’ve ben carin’ fer th’ boy.”
“Take him and get up to the roof.”
Ghesev gave Ghorn an odd look.  “Wot? How’s y’m ta do tha’?”
“Cut a hole through the ceiling in the bedchamber.  Climb up into the attic space and then go out through a gable.”
Ghesev coughed out a weary curse.  “Heh, wot good’ll tha’ do?  They’d jus’ fin’us.  I’d be mer mindin’ dyin’ right her.”
“You swore an oath, did you not?”
Ghesev’s face clouded in quick anger.  “Aye, m’did.  ‘No harm’ll com’ ta th’ boy whil’y’m drawin’ breat.’”
Ghorn leaned forward on the balls of his feet and tightened his eyes threateningly.  None of the corsairs respected anything but brute strength.
“Then get to your duty, man.”
Ghesev grunted, plastering half a grin on his face.  “Aye, then, y’m goin’ ta do’t, tho’ i’d be daft.”
As the corsair turned, Ghorn caught his arm.  “Take the rest of your men with you and get the wounded up as well.”
Ghesev peered at Ghorn in surprise.  “Who’d be holdin’ th’ door?”
“I will guard the door.”
“N’how long be y’holdin’ out?”
“As long as necessary.”
Ghesev cursed again, but grinned with a full set of discolored teeth.  “Aye, luck ta’y.” He swung about.  “Up y’sots! Y’herd th’ man!”  He started shoving and chivying the other corsairs, driving them into the bedchamber beyond.
Ghorn checked his armor, tucking a dangling plate back into place and tightening the slack from a strap.  He sheathed his sword, pulled out a piece of cloth that he had cut from the shirt of a dead Phaelle’n, and used it to clean sweat and grime from the hilt of his dirk.  He had pulled the long knife from the back of a fallen corsair and it had served him well.  In these close quarters, two blades would stand him better than a sword and shield, he thought.
He gripped his thigh, wincing as a particularly heated surge of pain raced up his leg.  He could not run, but he had found the strength to walk, and thankfully the leg was near numb much of the time.  Hopefully, it would not give way before he had bought enough time for the magician to arrive.
He did not know for certain that the young Khalarii would come, but it did appear possible -- if the boy were not fighting elsewhere or already dead.  It seemed a safe guess that the Monks had attacked the Citadel from without as well as from within.  He had known the offer of terms to be only a ruse, but he had expected that it would gain him at least a day.
That had not been his only mistake.  He had never suspected that the Monks had gained converts within the Palace, had not, in fact, even considered it possible.  Chor’lhanhz’s betrayal had been an utter surprise and the invasion of Palace had caught him completely off guard.  The manner by which the Monks had smuggled their men into the Seat of the Principate was a vexing mystery, but implied a well establish network of traitors.
In all honesty, he had never believed that he could successfully defend the Citadel for long, but now even that limited hope seemed to have been foolhardy.  Only the magician and his magic could save anything at all now.  The Khalarii was certainly the only hope of keeping Prince Davfydd from the hands of the Black Monks. 
However, even if no rescue should come, there would be no surrender to the Brotherhood.  Not for him, at least.  He had long since resolved not to live to see The Greatest City in All the World fall.  Just as his brother had, he would honor his oaths and would do his duty to the end.
He slid the dirk back into his belt and leaned against the wall, stretching out his leg.  Within seconds, a huge concussion sounded in the distance.  Several breaths later, a heavy vibration passed through the entire structure of the tower.  Wondering what magery had been unleashed in the Citadel, he hoped fervently that the young magician had been the author of it and not the Monks.
With a loud crack, a large splinter flew from the door and struck the wall by his head.  In its place, the rasped silver of whetted steel showed through a narrow split just above the upper bar.  Immediately, the axe blade was wrenched away and then slammed back into the door with three rapid blows to widen the hole.
Cautiously, Ghorn took two steps back.
A barbed spear burst through the jagged gap, jabbing almost a full manheight into the hallway.
Ghorn deflected the spear with his dirk, pivoted, pulling his sword with his left hand, and slashed down at an angle.  His blow severed the spearhead from the hardwood shaft and sent it spinning across the floor.  Before the men on the other side of the door could recover, he dropped the dirk and yanked on the spear shaft with all the strength that he could summon from his back and shoulders.  The door bounced as a body struck it from the other side and the shaft came free into his hand.
There was no sound of complaint from the other side of the door.  The Black Monks had apparently not entrusted their Mhajhkaeirii lackeys with this task.  One of the traitorous Guardsmen would have cursed.
After only a brief pause, the axes once again attacked the door.
Ghorn leapt forward, snatched up the dirk, and slammed it through the hole.  He struck nothing, but for a moment the axe blows ceased.  Snatching the knife back, he danced backwards as a saber was thrust repeatedly through the hole.
He played this game, harrying the attackers to slow their assault on the door, for some time, he did not know how long.  He did them no real damage with this tactic, he was sure, but did withdraw the dirk on one occasion with blood along one edge.  Eventually, though, the Monks succeed in hacking through the upper bar, opening the breach enough to give them a plain view of him, so that he could no longer approach the door with impunity.  At this point, the Monks began using what looked like the heavy post from a bedstead as a ram.
Ghorn moved back to the center of the hallway to ready himself, holding his sword in his left and the dirk in his right, as large pieces of wood were smashed from the disintegrating door.
Within moments, the remains of the door fell inward and a Monk, his hood thrown back so that his tattoos were visible, rushed through, saber held at the ready.  Behind him were more of the same, all with the darkened mail, black leather, and distinctive markings of the Black Monks.  Beyond them, skulking in the far end of the Prince’s sitting room, were the few remaining Palace guardsmen.
The Phaelle’n halted, taking an aggressive stance with sword at guard, and barked, “Yield and your life will be spared!”
Ghorn laughed without amusement.
“I know that you are Prince Ghorn,” the Monk rasped.  “I am Senior Assault Brother Eu of the Salient Order.  On my personal honor, if you and your men surrender, I swear that no harm will come to you.”
Ghorn simply shook his head.
Faster than a snake, the Monk sprang at Ghorn, arm straight in a practiced thrust.  Ghorn parried and lunged with the dirk, but Eu sidestepped the blade with ease, exploding with such a fierce series of blows that Ghorn, barely managing to deflect the Monk’s flashing sword, had to give way.  The Monk drove Ghorn backwards, first a step, then a full pace.
Ghorn flinched as his full weight landed on his wounded leg, recovered quickly, but not before his opponent had recognized his weakness.
Eu slashed at Ghorn’s neck, a feint, forcing the prince to raise his guard, then the Monk rolled his wrist and cut down at Ghorn’s forward leg.  The Prince-Commander interposed the dirk, but this was only another feint. 
Eu charged.
Ghorn felt himself struck across the wrist and lost the dirk, then Eu’s shoulder slammed into his chest, knocking him from his feet.  The prince landed on his back and tried to roll upright, but Eu’s boot stomped down on Ghorn’s wrist, pinning his sword to the floor.  Ghorn swung his free arm around to strike, but the Monk’s sword batted it away and then shifted to point unwaveringly at the exposed flesh between Ghorn’s chin and his armored collar.
Ghorn looked up into Eu’s face.  He had half expected some type of evil sign, disfiguration perhaps, but aside from the tattoos, the man could have been a Mhajhkaeirii. 
“I will make it quick,” Eu told him quietly.
Ghorn slumped to the floor as if in defeat, and then lunged for the man’s wrist, thinking gratefully that his death, at least, would come at the hands of an armsman and not at those of a sorcerer.
Eu’s blade plunged.
Mhiskva’s great axe – Ghorn knew the double-headed monstrosity well – flew between the prince and the Monk, shattering the Phaelle’n sword and whipping around on the backswing to strike Eu squarely between hip and shoulder.
The captain did not pause as the monk, the light from his eyes already fading, slammed into the wall.  Taking a long stride over Ghorn’s prostrate form, Mhiskva laid into the Phaelle’n at the door, his shoulders blocking the hall completely as his weapon scythed with unstoppable force.
Hands gripped Ghorn’s shoulders before he could rise and hauled him upright within the bedchamber.  Some of his own Defenders stood around him.  Several pressed on into the hallway, but could do nothing but look at Mhiskva’s broad back. 
Ghorn, judging that Mhiskva would win him several desperately needed moments, demanded, “How do we stand?”
A grayed fugleman – Cuhlhin of the Fourth Troop -- saluted.  “The magician’s on the roof with the cart.  Lord Hhrahld and his cutthroats are up there and the Prince as well.”
“Cart?”
“That’s how we came, my lord.  You know, he makes things fly.”
“What of the Citadel?  Are we under attack?”
Cuhlhin shook his head sadly.  “We’re done, my lord.  The blasted Monks are in from both the South and the East, though from what I saw as we flew here I think the West is holding.  The magician blocked the Transept just east of Berghaern Cross by bringing down the armory there, but it won’t take them long to get around.”
“How did they break through the East?  Magery?”
The fugleman shook head again.  “We think it was treachery, my lord.  Some of the militia said the gates were opened for the Monks.”
“What of the Old Keep?”
“Sealed and not yet under attack.”
“Can the cart take all of us, including the corsairs?”
“No, my lord.  It’s just big enough to carry seven or eight.  We picked it up on the way here.”
Ghorn pointed to the mound of furniture stacked on the wide bed beneath the bolthole that Ghesev had smashed to get to the attic.  “Go up and tell the magician that I want him to take off the wounded and the Prince first.  Tell him to fly to the Old Keep as quickly as he can and return.”  He tapped a legionnaire on the shoulder.  “Borlhoir, go with him.  Guard the magician.”
“What of you, my lord?”  Cuhlhin asked.  “Wouldn’t it be best if you went first?”
“No.  Mhiskva can’t hold forever.  The rest of us are going to help him hold off the Phaelle’n.”
 



THIRTY-SIX
 
“The Mhajhkaeirii have retaken the upper floor.  Brother Eu and his combat team have perished in the service of the Duty.  The remainder of his cloister has withdrawn to a lower floor of the tower.”  The young proselyte Mhajhkaeirii who brought the message seemed dazed.
Senior Coordinator Aear felt equally stunned.  “How did this occur?”
“I was told that the unbelievers received reinforcements.”
“How?”
“I don’t know.  Brother Kerryhl did not say.”
Brother Zhel made the sign of the Tripartite.  “It is surely the apostate.  He has used his flying artifact.  We must utilize the Relic.”
Aear slowly nodded his head.  “The Work.”
“The Duty!”
“The Restoration!”
 
 



THIRTY-SEVEN
 
“Gods be damned!  Look at that!”  Borlhoir shouted, throwing his arm out to the north.
“It’s a Bhrekxa!”  Phehlahm gasped.
“A what?”  Mar demanded, whipping his head about.
“It’s a fantastical creature, my lord,” Phehlahm explained in a rush, “A myth!  My grandmother used to – “
“Where?  I don’t see it!”
“Up there!  It’s flyin’, my lord!”
Mar swung his head up, searching, saw a dark blot closing from slightly above.  It was indeed a beast of some kind, very large and furred.  It had no wings, but it soared.
“It’s going to hit us!”  Borlhoir raised his crossbow and fired as the thing filled the sky.  The injured legate, Rhel, struggled to pull out his sword.
One of the wounded pirates stood, weaving on unsteady legs and raising a sword as long as Mar’s leg.  Blue and orange snakes twined about the pirate’s arms from fingertip to shoulder, and, by some strange trick of the light, these serpents writhed as if alive.  Blood from a wound on one shoulder leaked from under a dirty rag and dripped to the deck.  The man’s long silvered hair fluttered in the breeze and his eyes blazed with a strange fire.  As the beast swooped, the pirate began to sing at the top of his lungs.  The words were in some incomprehensible tongue, but the song was clearly a challenge and soon crested to an all-defying roar.
Many things happened at once.  Mar abruptly pitched the cart to the right and down as the beast’s shadow covered them.  Ten bleeding pirates, including the still unconscious Lord Hhrahld, packed shoulder to shoulder overloaded the craft.  The weight made the cart wallow and change direction with ponderous slowness.  Ghesev, cursing, shoved Prince Davfydd, who began to scream and cry at the rough treatment, down to the bottom of the cart and covered him with his body.  Rhel climbed to his feet, raising his sword to protect Ghesev’s exposed back.  Phehlahm braced himself, interposing his shield between Mar and the beast.
Huge claws raked the side of the cart, ripping wood and steel, as the Bhrekxa struck.  Its dank smell was overpowering, the full extent of its great size only apparent as it closed.  Massive jaws gaped, flinging a wash of crimson, and the pirate’s chant was cut off mid-verse.
Flung sideways as the cart jolted from the collision, Mar fell off the seat, scrambling frantically for a hold as his legs dangled over the side.  Phehlahm bent to throw out a hand, the legionary shield cocked high over his shoulder as a counterweight.  Straining, Mar latched onto the marine’s forearm and used that anchor to regain his place.
Immediately, he corrected the cart’s course, pointing it back toward the Old Keep, and quickly took stock of his passengers.  The chanting pirate was missing but the others had taken no additional harm.  The young magician swiveled about, trying to spot the Bhrekxa. 
“Where did it go?” he shouted at the marine beside him.
Phehlahm pointed down at an angle to starboard.  “It fell toward the Citadel, sir!”
Mar stood, fixing the cart’s course and speed.  He flexed his legs.
“Sir!”  Borlhoir snapped worriedly, reaching out his hand to catch at Mar’s arm.  “What are you –“
Mar leapt upward, using a quick burst of ether to boost him up and away from the cart.  Borlhoir and Phehlahm cried out in shock as the cart sailed on.  Ignoring them, Mar flipped over in the air, letting the earth drag him downward.
Dhun’s death had shaken him. 
Yesterday, death and injury, much caused by his own efforts, had lain on every hand, but those deaths had been distant and easily dismissed, and he had exiled them from his thoughts as the battle raged.
Not that he was a stranger to death.  Life in Khalar had been harsh and its rulers often without mercy.  For most in the Lower City, life was cruelly short, with violence not infrequent and disease and hunger rampant.  Carrying corpses paid a full thal, and he had often helped bear the dead to their grave or pyre.  On two occasions he had been caught in the street and “invited” by the Imperials to witness executions.
But none of those deaths had had any personal meaning for him.  He had never permitted the lives that had belonged to those deaths to have any significance for him.  That was the way it had had to be.  No associations, no entanglements.  He had kept himself separate and apart, an island of solitude in the gregarious sea of the Imperial City.
Sihmal had been one of less than a handful who managed even slightly to penetrate his shield of indifference.  He had watched Sihmal take a deathblow, but the chaos of Mar’s desperate flight had diluted the impact of the memory.
Now, on every side, people whose lives were bound up in his confronted him, people that he must defend and preserve, people whose deaths, like Dhun’s, would leave scars on his soul.
His magic had restored life to Ulor, but it had not been able to save Dhun.
Nor had it saved the strange, mad pirate who had been laid in Mar’s cart unconscious, who had stood with insane courage to face a nightmare, and who had died in pain.
But his magic must save the rest, even if it did not save him.
Mar fell toward the city, not bothering to slow his fall as he combed the sky for the Bhrekxa.  His helmet obscured his side vision so he snatched it off and cast it away.  Caught by the air immediately, it tumbled away toward the earth.
A strong boom echoed from the west and the Bhrekxa rose from the roof of an apartment, a cloud of dust boiling out behind it.  Its leap was unnatural, clearly magically enhanced as it climbed through an extended arc that would intersect the path of the cart.
Mar allowed himself a moment of relief as he realized that the beast did not actually fly, but made incredibly large sailing jumps from the earth below.  Flight was his only superiority over the magic of the Brotherhood, and he had feared that the Bhrekxa’s appearance had meant that advantage eliminated.
He spelled his trousers and shirt, attempting to fly toward the beast, but though his fall slowed considerably, he was unable to maintain sufficient flux within the cotton cloth to counteract the effect of the earthly red.  His chainmail and brigandine were simply too heavy.  Thus far, steel had shown a marked resistance to flux and he knew he did not have time to work upon the steel rings.  Instead, he delved the hardened leather plates of the brigandine.  The leather was dense and thankfully welcoming to flux, almost seeming to siphon in a pedantic milky blue.  The straps of the brigandine tightened constrictively as the armor abruptly halted his descent.
Swinging his body in a tight curve, he pointed his booted feet toward the Bhrekxa and accelerated.  As he blazed across the sky, narrowing the gap between himself and the beast in mere seconds, he extended his magical awareness to delve its ethereal nature.  It was an incredibly complex mass of sound-color, far more sophisticated in the patterns of its numerous spells than anything he had ever experienced.  One thing was readily apparent – its physical form was artificial.
From outward appearance alone, the Bhrekxa appeared a gargantuan cross between a bear, a snake, and a hawk, with shaggy black fur, powerful, clawed limbs, and a savage hooked beak and feathered head at the end of a long scaled neck.
Somewhere within, however, was a man.  From Ulor, Mar had learned the palette-scale of mankind and recognized a bright-loud bundle that existed at the core of the Bhrekxa as the sound-colors that arose from the flesh of a man.  Somehow, through magic, the man had become the beast.
Mar braced himself, stiffening his body and bracing his arms at his side, driving himself to greater speed.  He intended to strike against its ribs, to drive it away from the cart by simple force. 
As the Bhrekxa loomed, he began to fire waves of disruptive flux at the serenading junctures of its spells, seeking to break their intertwined vessels.  At the last moment, just before he struck the beast, he found a simple knot of flux that unraveled with a weak nudge.  In a heartbeat, the complex magical symphony of the Bhrekxa collapsed and the beast ceased to be.  In its place, a man fell flailing and screaming.
Mar shot through the now empty space before he could slow himself and raced on for hundreds of armlengths.  Quickly shedding momentum, he whipped about in a tight arc.  Below and to his left, a black figure slammed into the flat roof of a villa.
When Mar landed beside him, there was no doubt that the Phaelle’n was dead.  Ignoring the voluminous blood and the man’s crushed head, he examined the corpse, seeking the source of the magic he had sensed.  The flux burning in its heart led him to a circle of gold set with three milky gems.  He retrieved it and then made the brigandine carry him back toward the serenely sailing cart.
 



THIRTY-EIGHT
 
Eishtren raised the faltering child and sat her on his shoulder opposite his bow.  She was about the same age as his youngest.
“How much farther would you judge, fugleman?” he asked.
They had decided a litter easier to carry than Aael’s chair, and had fashioned one from odd lengths of wood and an awning.  Truhsg carried the forward of it and Taelmhon the rear.  Aelwyrd, further introduced as the signifier’s great-grandson, walked alongside.  C’edl plodded beside them, pushing a wheelbarrow that bore an elderly man who had a broken leg.
“I think I can see the gates.  It can’t be more than a third league.”
“It is exactly one thousand four hundred and six of my paces when I had legs,” Aael said.  “That building there is the old headquarters of the Fire Hawk Legion.  I walked this route for three years.”
“How far are the Monks, Kyamhyn?”  Eishtren called back.  The clerk and the other armsmen, with the addition of one wounded legionnaire who insisted he could fight and five more or less hale militia that they had swept up on their long march, formed a rear guard twenty paces behind.
“About the same, sixth of a league,” came the reply.
“We need to increase our speed,” Eishtren repeated for the eighth time.
Neither Truhsg nor C’edl nor Aael bothered to respond.
In front of them, near a hundred non-combatants trudged.  Aael’s erstwhile charges had been found hiding in a shed behind a tavern a few blocks from the disaster.  After Eishtren and his group had collected them, they had almost immediately begun to encounter other wayward refugees: family groups with children, solitary individuals of all ages and both sexes, and near two dozen badly wounded armsmen who had been abandoned by the wayside.  These had to be borne in other improvised slings, some carried by as many as six women and boys.
“What is your name?” he asked the little girl.
“Eylis.”
He thought it useless and perhaps harmful to ask about her parents.  Wherever they were, alive or dead, she was not with them and it was not within his power to change that.
“I have a baby girl about your age.  Her name is Fenriy.”
“That’s a nice name.  I’m hungry.”
“There will be food when we reach the fortress.”  There were deep larders beneath the Redoubts and siege supplies for a year.  It would be long storage grains, pickled vegetables, wine and the like.
Eylis smiled down at him.  “Apples?  I like apples.”
“There might be apples.”
“Sir!”  Kyamhyn called.
“What is it, legionnaire?”
“I think the Phaelle’n are gaining now.”
“Get them running, Truhsg, whatever it takes.”
“Sir!  Give me a cadence, legionnaires!”
C’edl began singing; he had the strongest voice.  Aael, his ancient voice cracking and shrilling, joined in enthusiastically.  The trailing armsmen took up the chorus.  It was an old song, a warrior’s song, with a strong beat that started slowly and grew by easy stages.  The stanzas were short, innumerable, irreverent, profoundly profane, and dealt most often with women, war, and wine.  With each beat, their boots struck the pavement in unison.
Eishtren did not know most of the verses; many changed over time and some were extemporaneous.  He sang all the same, blasting the chorus with the others.
“A legionnaire … should die … in the arms of a harlot!”
Truhsg kept the pace, quickening his step every other verse.  The marching armsmen gradually herded the clutch of civilians ahead of them to a faster pace.  Mothers and older siblings began to carry the smaller children.  None looked to the rear; they knew what chased them.  The entire mass reached a slow trot, probably the best that it could do.  Most had already passed through exhaustion to that place where the body forgets about pain.
Eishtren took little Eylis from his shoulder and passed her to Aael.   
“Do not let them stop,” the quaestor ordered.
“Yes, sir.”  Truhsg gave him a glance.  It was not one familiar to Eishtren, but he suspected it was the look of a man who did not expect to see you alive again.
Eishtren fell back to the rear guard.  He signaled to the armsmen to halt and they settled around him in a ragged group.  As their voices stilled, he heard Truhsg, C’edl, Aael, and Taelmhon redouble their efforts as the refugees moved farther away. 
“Make two ranks,” he told them. 
Dhem still had Truhsg’s shield.  He took position beside the quaestor.  The wounded legionnaire lined up alongside him.  The man had no armor, just his ripped field tunic, and bore a large bloody bandage on his right arm and shoulder, but his grip on Dhem’s loaned billhook was firm.  Scahll filled the next spot and Kyamhyn anchored the corner.  The five new militia, including one with a distinctive large beard that the rest called “Bear,” took station in second rank.
At this spot, the Transept was a full fifty paces wide.  Eishtren’s ten looked fairly insignificant standing in the center of it.  However, as he had hoped, the advancing Phaelle’n legion, now only perhaps a hundred paces distant, halted to dress their formation.
He waited, praying the shake he could not suppress in his legs was the result of overtaxed muscles and not fear.  The maneuver of the Monks gained him almost three minutes, but far too quickly, they began toward him again.
“Double quick march … forward!”  Eishtren called out.  Thankfully, his dry voice did not fail him.  It came out strong and clear.  The Mhajhkaeirii responded well, and their lines remained almost straight.  Eishtren let the charge gain speed for twenty paces.
“Roll … left!”  The turn did not proceed with parade ground precision, but the legionnaires and militiamen made a good effort and wound up cantering at a right angle across the Transept, facing the imposing, tree-carven columns of a large temple of the Forest God, W’aerliq.
“Roll … left!”  An advance to the rear was still a retreat, and everyone, Mhajhkaeirii and Phaelle’n alike, would realize this instantly, but it was a disciplined movement that would forestall a rout.  At least, so Eishtren’s instructors had said all those many years ago.
As he and the rear guard quickly gained ground on the refugees, he turned his head to look at their pursuers.  His tactic had earned the respite of only another hundred paces, The Phaelle’n could have dispatched a smaller force to give chase but they had not.  They were in no hurry; their advance to their destination, the West Redoubt, was inevitable.  That refuge was still a good eight hundred paces away and already the civilians were lagging, bunching together despite Truhsg’s best efforts.  Eishtren’s feint would not work another time; when he swung about again, it would be to stand and die.
“Would that I had arrows!”  He would not have complained aloud, if he had put thought to it, but at this point, it hardly seemed to matter.
Dhem, trotting beside him, said evenly, “There is a way to gain some, sir.”
“What?  How?”
“The Monks will give them to us.”
“Ah.  I see what you mean.”
The quarrels of the Monks’ crossbowmen were at most two-thirds of an armlength and much heavier and sturdier than his arrows, but he did not doubt his ability to fire them accurately.  Those that did not strike flesh or steel might be fit to return.
“Scahll, you and another militiaman take a turn on the litter.”  He pointed to another unarmored man.  “You there, take C’edl’s place.”  He would need his better protected legionnaires for this final battle.
When the swaps were made, he called for the rear guard to halt and form square.  Dhem with his shield again in front, helmed Truhsg to his right and Taelmhon and his segmentata to his left.  C’edl and Kyamhyn at Eishtren’s elbows, the wounded legionnaire, the one called Bear, and the remaining militia behind.
“On my command, I want you all down on one knee, armsmen.”
“Sir?”  Kyamhyn blurted.
“That will make you a smaller target, legionnaire.”
“Oh!  Right, sir.”
A single arrow in flight was difficult to follow; this was certainly true of one launched at the speed a longbow could produce.  His gamble was that the Phaelle’n commanders would see the bowman and imply the arrow.
The conventional military response to missile fire was to return same.
Eishtren would learn if the Monks followed convention.  He took his stance, drew empty air, and took aim at the unmarked shields of the Phaelle’n legionnaires, two hundred paces distant.  Four hundred and thirty-nine steps was the longest shot that Eishtren had made with his grandfather’s bow; at that distance the arrow had not quite penetrated a half-span pine plank.  At the current range, the bow had easily punched an arrow cleanly through clamped boards a full span thick.
The effective range of the stubby infantry crossbow was, on the other hand, only between one hundred eighty and two hundred armlengths.  At two hundred paces, the Phaelle’n quarrels might not have enough force to penetrate armor.  A veteran commander would march his force closer before ordering his men to loose, choosing to accept the inevitable casualties in order to insure that his bowmen could strike their targets.  Today, the favor of the Forty-Nine Gods seemed to be with Eishtren.  He saw a wave of movement cross the Phaelle’n front as the leading legionnaires grounded shields to allow crossbowmen to move up and fire over them.
Eishtren released, the empty string slapping his extended left forearm.  As he dropped into a crouch, he commanded, “Down!”
Just a heartbeat later, a flight of bolts flashed from the Phaelle’n line.  By its very nature, the use of a crossbow required much less training than a longbow, but that did not mean that a minimum level of skill was not required to hit a target at range.  Luckily for Eishtren and his Mhajhkaeirii, many of the crossbowmen who fired at them had less than that minimum expertise.  Half the hundred bolts went wide, stuck pavement, buildings, or ricocheted toward the gods knew where.  The other half of the swarm, however, flew true.
A score bolts bounced off Dhem’s shield.  Several skittered along the pavement.  One clanged off Truhsg’s helmet, leaving a crease.  Another whizzed over Eishtren’s unprotected head, making him duck belatedly.  Taelmhon grunted, sagging, a bloody barb poking out of the back of his thigh.  C’edl caught his arm and kept him from dropping to the ground. 
Eishtren looked around at the militiamen.  Both had survived unscathed.  The wounded legionnaire lay bleeding out the remainder of his life, a shaft in his throat.
“Gather up the bolts!”  He shouted, standing.  The Phaelle’n would loose again within five seconds. 
Kyamhyn handed him a bolt plucked from a crack in the paving stones at his feet.  Without pausing to inspect it, Eishtren drew and fired.  A monk in the front rank, pierced squarely through the chest, fell forward on his shield.
Another volley leapt from the ranks of the Monks.  Eishtren ducked.  Truhsg, Dhem, the injured Taelmhon, and C’edl had held their position and again their armor deflected most of the near spent bolts.  Kyamhyn and the militiamen still scrambled for ammunition and were caught in the open. 
Bear, nearby, rolled into a ball.  Several of the quarrels bounced around him but missed.  The other militiamen, straining to pull a quarrel from a signpost, took four bolts squarely in his back and shoulders.  He fell, got up slowly, fell again, tried to crawl, and became still.  Kyamhyn, sprinting toward Eishtren with two fists crowded with shafts, stumbled as he ran through the swarm, spat some teeth, and then continued, his face a bloody mess.  A bolt had passed directly through both his cheeks.  Bear rolled to his feet and skidded to a stop beside the quaestor, shoving two bolts into his hand.  Eishtren shot them both within three seconds.  Two more Phaelle’n fell.  When his clerk presented his dearly bought contribution, Eishtren drew and loosed methodically through the opening in the front rank of his enemy, toppling pikemen and crossbowmen, one after another.
Then the Phaelle’n, having had enough, charged.
 



THIRTY-NINE
 
Mar brought the cart straight down into the center -- the only clear area -- of the barbican court.  The marines had erected tents on all other available space and, apparently, the families of the Old Keep’s defenders were quartered within.  Many of the children squealed and pointed as the cart descended and wives and other assorted relatives stopped what they were doing to watch curiously.  As the wheels settled, he released his spells but kept a slight lift in the front axle in place of the missing wheel.  Several legionnaires ran up, shouting questions.  He waved at the wounded.
“Get them out quickly!  I have to return to the palace immediately!”
Ghesev climbed down to make way for the injured corsairs and Rhel to be removed from the tail of the cart, holding Prince Davfydd protectively.  The lad’s head danced about, taking in the unknown armsmen and the unfamiliar locale.  He seemed to have recovered from his fright, and watched all with wide-eyed interest.
“Phehlahm, Borlhoir,” Mar ordered, “go with the Prince.  Find him something to eat and get him settled in with the families.”
“One of us had best return with you, sir,” Borlhoir countered.
“No, I’ll need every span of space for Lord Ghorn and the rest.”
When Phehlahm appeared ready to protest further, Mar stared him down. 
“That’s an order, marine!” he groused, doing his best to imitate Berhl and striving to project the presence that Mhiskva radiated naturally.  If the Mhajhkaeirii were going to insist that he was a High-Captain, then he was, by Forty-Nine non-existent gods, going to take advantage of it!
Not at all happy, Phehlahm saluted.  “Aye, sir!”
A fugleman appeared with an armful of blankets to bear the wounded pirates into the barbican.  Rhel walked under his own power, but appeared ready to collapse.  As soon as the last man was off, Mar gestured the Mhajhkaeirii back and poured umber screeches into the frame to make the cart bolt skyward.  When he cleared the walls, he raced toward the palace.
As he crossed above the Transept, he saw to his east that the Phaelle’n, a sea of armored figures, surely a full legion, had reached the plaza at the intersection of the Transverse.  The legion formed a defensive square that securely blocked both avenues.  No Mhajhkaeirii’n forces were to be seen.  Another enemy legion arrayed in maroon and gray was only moments farther to the east, marching determinedly along the empty Transept.  Yet a third was off to the west, almost at the western fortress.
Bringing down the armory had not held them for as long as he had hoped.  The Old Keep could certainly hold out for a short while, at least, but it was clear the mighty Citadel of The Greatest City in All the World had fallen.  The Phaelle’n victory was all but complete.
He had expected this, but still there was anger.  He shook his head, thrusting away the rawness of the emotion and the desire to strike at the Monks that it brought.  He might delay the Phaelle’n once more with more attacks from the sky, but he could not stop them.  Nothing he knew would alter the undeniable outcome.  This thought gave him no ease but simply stoked his anger.
Growling under his breath, he made to turn his head back toward the Palace.  Ghorn and the others awaited him and he dare not delay; what he could do he must do.    
Something odd registered at the corner of his eye.  Without thought, he turned his sight to the west again, saw nothing but the sun washed roofs of the city, the Transept, and the marching Monks, and looked north again.  Yet still something indescribably strange teased its presence at the edge of his vision.  It jangled when he glanced away, unseen in direct gaze.  In spite of his urgency, he banked the cart to the west and concentrated in the direction of the anomaly.
 By measures, a strange burning glow began to make itself known some short distance ahead of the third invading legion.  He had a moment of indecision, but decided he could spare a few seconds more to learn whether this new oddity presented a threat.
It was not fire; the glow was a mist whose inner light ignored the sun.  It seemed as if he heard it within the marrow of his bones.  The glow began to fill the Transept, growing, shouting, cheering, and burning hotter.  As he flew closer, the glow began to sing to him, a glorious, noble sound as of a thousand voices singing ancient songs of sacrifice and heroism.  It drew him onward.
He knew it for what it was then: magic, terribly powerful magic, building to some magnificent release.  He wondered what mischief the Phaelle’n brewed now, and continued toward this new manifestation of flux.  Might he have a chance to disrupt their magic once again?
In seconds he drew above the Phaelle’n legion.  The rear ranks remained in formation, but the forward third had broken into a run, closing swiftly on a tiny group.  A few of these, including a bowman firing relentlessly, looked to be Mhajhkaeirii’n legionnaires.  The vast wave of Monks would swamp them with barely a ripple.
These lost, doomed souls, not the Phaelle’n, were the source of the magic.  Flux boiled from the men, an awful, resplendent outpouring of magical energy that anticipated their deaths.
 



FORTY
 
Eishtren continued to fire as the Phaelle’n legionnaires closed the distance to fifty paces.  Each time he drew and loosed, another monk dropped, writhing in agony or motionless in quick death, an obstruction to his fellows.  His own surviving Mhajhkaeirii stood close about him now, a thin circle of inadequate protection.
He could see the Monks’ faces now within their open-faced helmets; they were at twenty paces.  Another fell to his bow, and another, and another.  A thought of his dear wife and daughters sailed through his mind.  He continued to shoot.  A monk with black eyebrows collapsed a bare ten paces from Eishtren.  One with a hawk nose fell atop his fellow.  A second died atop that one.  A third.  A forth.  Soon, the growing pile of bodies blocked the rushing Phaelle’n armsmen and these were compelled to flood around as two flanking arms. 
Eishtren drew and loosed faster than he had in all his life.  Five more fell.  A dozen.  A score.  However, even this appalling slaughter could not hold back the flood.
The crash of the charge hurled Truhsg and Taelmhon backwards, swords ringing.  Kyamhyn disappeared beneath the boots of the enemy.
Eishtren did not hesitate.  He let his grandfather’s bow sing his funeral dirge.
A pikeman slashed down at him.
Then, unaccountably, all the Phaelle’n flew backward out of reach, crashing into their compatriots in a great struggling jam, held by unseen forces.
A shadow slid over Eishtren and he looked up.  Just to his left, about three manheight above the Transept, an old wagon hovered.  Atop it stood a man wearing a marine brigandine, his arms outstretched in fists.  Slowly the dilapidated conveyance descended, and the man stepped down, arms clenched so tightly that the veins in them protruded purple and throbbing.  His fists began to shake, but as he moved forward, so moved the jam of imprisoned Phaelle’n legionnaires.
“Get away!” this apparition shouted.  “I can’t hold them for long!”
“Truhsg,” Eishtren barked.  “Check Kyamhyn.  Where’s C’edl.”
“Dead,” the fugleman responded flatly.  “Over there.  One of the devils bashed in his skull.”
Kyamhyn was alive though unconscious and bloody enough to be dead.  The fugleman from the kitchens hoisted him across his shoulder.
“Dhem?”
“Here, sir.”
“Taelmhon?”  Eishtren continued the roll.
“I see his arm moving,” Bear commented, staggering toward a heap of bodies.  The man seemed unaware that he had a horrendous gash across the right side of his face from forehead to jaw.  Half of his once magnificent beard had been chopped away and blood dripped unceasingly onto his chest.
Eishtren looped his shoulder through his bowstring and went to help.  Though his segmentata had sustained perhaps irreparable damage and he himself numerous cuts and slashes, Taelmhon, once freed of the entrapping Phaelle’n corpses, shrugged away their hands.
“I can walk,” he grumbled.  “Let me be.”
Eishtren waved at the others.  “Toward the Redoubt, armsmen!”
The Phaelle’n, thankfully, had begun to retreat, some trying agitatedly to extricate their hapless fellows from the magics of the apparition.  Eishtren saw the man relax and drop his arms.  Released, the Monks moved away at speed.
The men of Eishtren’s shrunken command made a wide berth around the stranger as he climbed aboard his wagon, but Eishtren went to him quickly and saluted.   
“Sir?  You are the Lord Magician?”
The man was younger than expected and he did not smile as he examined the quaestor.  “Yes, that’s what you Mhajhkaeirii call me.
“Sir, have you orders for us?  Should we prepare another holding position?”
“Are you mad?  That’s insane!”  The magician shook his head, cursed.  “Head for the fortress.  I think it’s still in Mhajhkaeirii’n hands.”
Eishtren braced.  “Yes, sir.”
“Look …what are you?  A legate?”
“Quaestor Eishtren of the 4th Payroll Section, Mhajhkaeirii Logistics Legion, sir.”
“Right, quaestor, be careful of that bow of yours.”
“Sir?”
The magician waved about vaguely.  “The flux, it didn’t key.  All the building energy had to go somewhere and it went into your bow.  There was some there to begin with but now there’s a lot.”
Eishtren blinked.  “Sir?”
“Never mind.  Get out of here.  I’ve a place to be.”  The wagon zoomed skyward.
The five survivors had only gone a score paces and Eishtren trotted to catch up.
Dhem looked at him oddly.  “Sir, may I ask a question?”
“Yes, recruit?”
“Where did the arrows come from?”
“What?  It was your idea.  I shot the recovered Phaelle’n bolts.”
“Yes, sir.  But I mean the arrows you kept shooting.  You only had about a dozen bolts and after they were gone you just kept on.  I didn’t see where they came from but I saw them fly.  Long arrows like you originally had, but silvery.”
“They were the color of fine gold,” Taelmhon suggested.
“Red like fire,” Truhsg judged.
“They were the cold blue of death straight from the hand of Mhokh,” Bear contradicted.  “The Death God always appears at hopeless battles.  He takes pleasure in watching men stand and die in a lost cause.”
 



FORTY-ONE
Fourteenthday, Waxing, Third, Wintermoon, 1643 After the Founding of the Empire
 
Struggling against the battering waves, Telriy staggered up the beach, the wet sand sucking at her boots.  She could not tell much of the ground in front of her; some light had started to show from the east, but the sun was still well below the horizon.  She continued directly inland.  The beach sloped sharply and soon she was pushing across dryer sand.  Her feet slipped unpleasantly in her boots with each step; the soaked leather would certainly begin to wear blisters if she had to walk far.  Blowing inland, a sharp wind sliced at her back, cutting through her shirt and britches and pricking her skin.  Her coat had absorbed water like a sponge and she had had to shed its dragging weight on the long swim.  She still had her pouch, but the bundle with her food and extra clothing had gone down with the Eagle Cat.
The beach faded into old dunes covered in tall, browned grass that cracked and broke over as she trod through it.  Beyond the dunes, perhaps a sixth league, she began to encounter small trees and low hills.  Her objective, the old Imperial Coastal Highway should not be much farther.  In Mhevyr, she had learned that the coastal Princes still maintained many parts of it and that it linked all the major cities.  She had considered traveling overland to The Greatest City in All the World, but the trip would have taken twice as long. 
She found the stone paved road about an hour later, just as the day was beginning to become light enough to see.  The forest had encroached upon its edges, but a clear lane a dozen paces wide in most spots wandered down its center.
Shivering, she gazed thoughtfully along the highway to the west.  Her best guess was that the Eagle Cat had brought her halfway to Mhajhkaei, most of a hundred leagues.  That left her near a hundred.  She would need to walk to the nearest village or town, but she had been told that a good amount of trade followed the route and hopefully she could bargain for space in a wagon.  She shivered again in the crisp air and found herself unable to stop.
The sky was lowering and gray, promising rain.  Some sort of shelter must be her next goal.  She felt a transient pang of regret for the mild, balmy days of the wintermoons of her youth on Gh’emhoa.  She started west, her hand closing unconsciously in search of her lost staff.  It had served its purpose and saved her life, but she had grown accustomed to the easy swing of it as she walked.  Although its use had validated the greatest work of her Gran’s magic, it had been Telriy’s constant and only companion, a daily remembrance of the peculiar, stridently opinionated woman who had shaped Telriy’s life and purpose.
After about a half-league, she found a stream that passed beneath the highway in a brick culvert.  As a drizzle slowly began, she picked her way down the loose rock that lined the channel and knelt to scoop a drink.  It was clear.  She drank till her belly was full.
  Rushing over and around small boulders and other stones of all sizes, the stream cut through the sandstone and shale of a hill.  Not far off the road, a stratified bluff leaned out toward the stream.  That looked promising.  She made her way toward it along the rough bank.  Some distance above the high water mark of the stream, a more or less flat rock shelf a few armlengths wide spread under the overhang.   
A gust brought the splatter of heavier rain and she hurried along the broken foot of the bluff and under the overhang.  A blackened hollow indicated that travelers had rested there in the past, but there was no evidence of recent occupation.  Someone in the past had dragged a flat sandstone slab to the shelf for a seat.  With a whispered thanks to that bygone journeyer, she sank tiredly onto the improvised stool.  The rock was cold, but the bluffs discouraged the surging wind.  She slipped the strap of her pouch from her shoulder and raised the flap. 
  The interior, of course, was dry and clean.  Her Gran had spelled the ward that sealed it from dust and all liquids and the old woman had had a sense of magic that Telriy had always envied.  Where the girl often needed the aid of herbs, wine, and meditation to perceive the slightest glimpse of the ethereal haze, Gran had been able to see bits of it in things. 
She set Gran’s book beside her on the slab, then removed and opened the small copper-lined box that held her blazes.  She herself had made these.  They required no spell or direct manipulation of magic; they were simply a concoction and a charm.  However, the ingredients of the concoction were rare and the steps to refine them tedious; she had only six and had determined to hoard them against desperate need.
Another series of shivers racked her.  Her need now seemed certainly desperate.  She took one of the black spheres, closed the box securely with its small clasp, and carefully tossed the blaze into the blackened hollow.  A point of fire, white and blinding flared from the blaze as it struck.  Ignoring the now steady drizzle, she got up and began to search along the stream for dead falls.  The blaze would burn for near an hour, but not provide much heat.  She continued until she had a large pile of half-sodden wood.  She fed this piece by piece into the blaze and soon had a mound of coals edged with half-burned, steaming branches.
Finally at rest, she tugged her low boots off and extended her white, moisture wrinkled feet toward the heat with a sigh.  In minutes, her feet began to feel unfrozen, but the rest of her remained chilled.  With some trepidation – sitting naked in the open seemed inherently dangerous, but neither her clothing nor her skin would dry quickly without being aired – she stripped off her clothes.  She wrung her woolen shirt, canvas trousers, and cotton smallclothes as well as she could and draped them out on the rock near the fire.  Without a comb, it took her several wincing minutes to unbraid her hair and flair it about her shoulders to dry.  Then, still shivering, she made herself into a ball, her knees pressed against her breasts and her arms wrapped around them.
A stray thought caused her to turn her wrist slowly in a practiced gesture to test her Maiden’s Companion.  The slim knife appeared in her hand, glowing minutely.  Since it would last, at most, four minutes, it was of dubious protection.  The required exclusive concentration on the key, a forty-eight syllable nonsensical word, and the exactness of the sign made it impractical in difficult situations, but it gave some comfort to see it now.  She watched the dim firelight writhe along the magical metal, thinking.  If she could manage it, the Discouraging Ward would be an even greater comfort.
Gran had taught her the mechanics and incantations all of the thirty-nine charms and thirteen spells that she and her antecedents in her ancient line of witches had discovered, preserved, and practiced.  The charms were simple matters of memorization, but each spell required a specific key, a purposeful shifting or transformation of a particular expression of magic.  Telriy’s accomplishments with these spells had been few, but with the three wards, especially the least powerful one, she had managed some success.
The Discouraging Ward required a focus.  The slab on which she sat had come from a denser layer of sandstone and it might be suitable.  Closing her eyes, she laid her palms on it, searching.  Long moments of regulated breathing later, a dim, spare breath of magic suggested itself from the heart of the stone.  If it could contain that, it would withstand the moderate store of energy necessary to feed the ward.
Concentrating, she began the spell.  With a measured beat, she rapped three times on the stone with the second knuckle of her smallest finger of her right hand, then twelve times with the opposite knuckle.  Then she began to sing.  Gran had told her the words were in the dead ancestral language of Fyhraen, but had confessed that none in her family had known what they meant.  The song lasted nearly twenty minutes.  With the last word, she opened her eyes.
The only sign of the ward was a delicate violet radiance that bloomed outward from the slab, expanded out twenty armlengths, and then faded away completely.  The ward would neither keep anyone away from her refuge nor hide her from sight like a glamour.  Its effect was simple: any passing person would be completely undesirous of turning his eyes in the direction of the overhang and would be completely unaware of the discrepancy.
Pleased with herself, she slid off the slab, lay on the warm rock by the fire, and tried to sleep.
 



FORTY-TWO
 
As Mar sailed toward the Palace, the great bulk of the southern tower grew to prominence in his view.  Instantly, he cursed, smashing his fist down reflexively on the seat beside him.  He had forgotten Telriy!
Quickly spying her window, he swooped alongside and began shouting her name into the interior gloom.  Almost immediately, the girl appeared, another woman close behind her.
Mar stretched out his hand, jogging the cart closer.  “Get on!”
Telriy did not hesitate, flashing a smile as she took his hand and stepped onto the cart.  “I’m glad you’re here,” she told him, linking her arm with his and giving him a quick hug.
“I, too, am pleased to see you, my lord Mar,” the other woman agreed, stepping into the light to reveal herself as Lady Rhavaelei.
“Get aboard,” Mar told her, not altogether pleased at this development.
With no sign of timidity, the senator stepped to the sill and took a long graceful stride into the cart bed, revealing bare feet and a ripped gown.
“Sit down and grab onto something,” Mar warned.
Telriy gripped his arm.  “Wait.  There’s one more.”  She turned and shouted into the room, “Whurd’l!”
An armsman poked his head around the edge of the window, eyes wide.  Mar recognized him as one of the girl’s guards.  The sight of the cart floating beyond the windowsill obviously unnerved him.
“Come with us, Whurd’l,” Telriy urged.
The armsman gave his head a quick shake.
“Hurry!”  Mar ground out, thinking of Ghorn and the others who awaited his rescue.  “We’ve no time to spare!”
“Leave him,” Lady Rhavaelei sneered.  “He is useless.”
Telriy ignored her.  “Climb on, Whurd’l!”
Whurd’l shook his head again.  “I can’t, my lady.  I’m bad afraid of high places and besides, that thing’s magery!  Don’t worry about me.  I’ll find a hiding place.”
Telriy nodded in acceptance and waved sadly.  “Good luck, Whurd’l.”
“And to you, my lady.”
Without waiting, Mar banked the cart away and rolled around the tower toward the north.  Behind him, Lady Rhavaelei lost her footing and landed smartly on her rear, drawing an unladylike curse from her.
Mar swooped high above the rotunda dome and circled the northern tower until he saw Lord Ghorn, Mhiskva and all the remaining legionnaires and pirates clinging to the steeply pitched roof alongside the smashed gable window.
Lord Ghorn caught sight of the cart and began shouting, waving an arm significantly at the gable, and Mar avoided passing in front of it as he drifted the cart down next to the roof edge.  Cuhlhin and Brihstof leaned out over the precipitous drop and took hold of the cart, steadying it as Mar hopped onto the roof.  He landed off balance and felt one of his boots slip on the rough tile, but Lord Ghorn, holding to a dirk driven into the roof like a spike, caught his arm.
“Let’s go!”  Mar told him.  “Get everyone on!”
Lord Ghorn nodded.  “The Monks are just inside!  We have kept them from getting out, but when they hear us moving they will attack.”
Mar stared at the roof for a moment, letting his anger burn.  “Load everyone up.  I’ll leave something for the Phaelle’n.”
Lord Ghorn grinned and clapped Mar on the shoulder.  The prince turned toward Mhiskva, who waited by the gable, great axe at the ready.  “We are done here, Captain.  We need to leave quickly.”
“Sir!”  The large Mhajhkaeirii twisted to take hold of the corsair who waited beside him, and casually tossed the large man, who yelped in surprise, into the bed of the cart.  Telriy caught the man’s vest to brace him, but Lady Rhavaelei shifted disdainfully out of the way, not bothering to assist.  As Brihstof held onto a rear wheel, Cuhlhin scrambled aboard and turned to help the other corsairs.  One of the pirates leapt from his position above the gable, sailing across the space arms spread, and landed just behind the seat, grinning fearlessly.  When all of the pirates were boarded, Mhiskva skidded down the tile on his rump, scooped up Lord Ghorn and passed him into the other men’s ready hands.  Without pausing, the big captain urged Brihstof onto the cart and then clambered to his place at the rear, barking for the other men to seat themselves.
“Ready!”  Lord Ghorn called to Mar.
Mar studied the gable for a moment, made several careful adjustments, and dove for the seat of the cart.  Bracing herself against the footboard, Telriy caught him, wrapping her arms around him.  Without righting himself, Mar banked the raft up and away at speed.  Within seconds, a concussion sounded behind them and a blast of air buffeted the cart. 
Cuhlhin, looking back, cackled in glee.  “The whole top of the tower is gone!”
“Filthy godsless heathen,” Brihstof muttered darkly.  “That’s better than they deserve.”
The corsairs shared a laugh in agreement.  One of them spat over the side and made a rude gesture.  Lady Rhavaelei sniffed disgustedly and turned away.
“Well done, my lord magician,” Lord Ghorn approved, somewhat tiredly, when the others had quieted.
Mar shrugged, turning his attention to driving the cart.
Lady Rhavaelei, who had maintained her position just behind the seat, rose to her knees, swayed unsteadily for a moment, and then placed her hands on Mar’s shoulders to brace herself.  Leaning down near Mar’s ear, and in the process making him uncomfortably aware of her femininity, she gushed, ”This is so exciting!”
Out of the side of his eye, Mar saw Telriy’s expression flare then quickly moderate.  It looked to him as if she had inadvertently fired a truly venomous look in the other woman’s direction
“I think it would be best if you sat back down, Lady Rhavaelei,” Mar turned to tell the senator, withdrawing from her with an exaggerated toss of his shoulders.  “I can’t guarantee the stability of the cart and you might be thrown overboard.”
“Oh, I think I will be fine!  This flying is exhilarating!”
Mar saw Lord Ghorn share a quick whispered word with Mhiskva and then rise.  The pirates and legionnaires lifted hands to steady him as he made his way carefully to the front of the cart, placing his feet gingerly to avoid stepping on any of them. 
“By your leave, my ladies,” the Prince-Commander said as he reached the seat, casting his voice to be heard over the wind, “I have need of the Lord Magician’s time.”
Making room on the seat but clearly not intending to abandon the young magician’s side, Telriy scooted closer to Mar.  Lady Rhavaelei simply eyed the prince with defiant disdain, her long hair forming a drifting ebon cloud about her.  She made no move to obey.
“Cuhlhin,” Lord Ghorn directed the nearest man, “assist the Senator to her seat.”
“Aye, sir!”  The legionnaire climbed swiftly to his feet, easily finding his balance on the vibrating deck, and took firm hold of Lady Rhavaelei’s arm. 
Awarding the prince a truly murderous glare, the senator allowed herself to be squeezed between Cuhlhin and a leering pirate.  She settled herself with an angry flounce, but watched intently as Lord Ghorn took a place beside Telriy.
“My lord Magician,” the prince began, bracing his good leg against the footboard and taking a firm hold on the rusting arm of the seat, “I think we are safe enough for the moment and I would very much like to discover the disposition of the North and West Redoubts.”
Mar steered the cart in a gentle banking curve toward the north.
“The Phaelle’n have already reached the Transverse,” he informed the prince.  “A full legion has taken the plaza.  Another marched from the east when I passed and it should have reached the intersection by now.  One more had moved west almost to the fortress there, but I dissuaded them.”
“Is the South holding?”
“No idea.  I didn’t go in that direction.”
“With the Monks to their rear, even if the militia makes a stand they will be crushed,” Lord Ghorn judged.
“Mewling peasants,” Lady Rhavaelei injected haughtily.  “They are nothing but cowards and ingrates.”
Mar’s opinion of the senator solidified.   
Lord Ghorn’s face grew red.  “Cuhlhin,” he grated, “if the lady says anything further, you are to gag her.”
“Sir!”
The senator gasped but spoke not another word.
Mar grinned at the woman’s discomfiture, glanced at Telriy and saw a mirror of his own expression.  As he banked left to line the cart up with the broad guide of the Transverse, Lord Ghorn shook his head.
“No need to go any farther north,” the prince told him, pointing at clumps of armsmen moving south along the avenue.  “Those are clearly Phaelle’n.  The North must be open as well.  The Monks have played their treachery well.”
Telriy nodded.  “They’ve had much practice at it.”
“They are not firing the buildings nor, apparently, attacking the populace,” the prince mused.
“They’ve taken the city.  Maybe they intend to keep it,” Mar suggested..
“Their original plan was to raid the city, burn the warehouses, and withdraw,” Telriy supplied.  “But their initial success encouraged them to lay a siege.”
“How do you know this?”  Lord Ghorn inquired sharply.
“Men tell women things.  Women talk,” the girl replied simply.
Lord Ghorn’s only comment was a noncommittal grumble.  The prince swept his head back and forth as Mar turned the cart to the west.
“There are men moving south along the Upper Reach of the Tertiary,” Mhiskva called from the back of the cart.
Lord Ghorn turned to look.  “I cannot make out their colors, but I doubt that they are Mhajhkaeirii.”
No one said anything further until the cart hovered above the western fortress.  Below, it was clear that the West Redoubt had not surrendered nor been betrayed.  Legionnaires in sea blue occupied the towers and catwalks.  Refugees thronged the open yards and spaces inside its walls.
“Set me down, if you please, my lord magician,” Lord Ghorn requested.  “I must speak with Lord Purhlea.”
After Mhiskva shouted down to identify themselves to the goggling sentries, Mar brought the cart down atop the highest of the square towers.  Within moments, the Knight-Commander of the West barreled out of the stairwell, leading a dozen well-armed guards.
When the stocky man recognized Lord Ghorn standing in front of the cart, he stopped short.
The Prince-Commander wasted no time with preliminaries.  “How do you stand, Knight-Commander?”
“I have withdrawn all of my men into the Redoubt, abandoning the Primary and Secondary walls,” Lord Purhlea reported.  “We had warning and closed the gates on the Upper Reach before the Monks could sneak through, but they have put rams on the gates and they will not hold for long.”
“Can you hold for a day?”
“Yes, surely, but to what purpose?  Do you expect the Monks to offer me terms?”
“No, but within perhaps a day the High-Captain will be able to fly your men out.”
“In that?”
“No, in a larger skyship that is being readied in the Old Keep.  It will move your entire command in fewer than a dozen trips.”
Lord Purhlea stiffened.  “What of the citizens?”
“How many?”
“Upwards of six thousand.  I had the interior gates sealed only when the Monks were in sight.”
Mar saw no reaction from the prince to the scope of the number and tried likewise to suppress his own shock.  Even with the larger skyship, it would be impossible to move so many before the Phaelle’n overcame the defenders.
Lord Ghorn studied the Knight-Commander.  “Will you fight to the last?”
Lord Purhlea’s face tightened.  “Yes, we will.  On my oath, we will fight to the last man.”
“Very well, then ready the citizens.  We will come for them as soon as we can.  No baggage and as much food and water as they can carry.  We will bring out as many as possible before the Monks overcome you.”
The Knight-Commander set his heels together and bowed.  When he raised his head, there was nothing but clear determination in his expression.
Nodding, Lord Ghorn regained his seat and Mar launched the cart back into the sky.
 



FORTY-THREE
 
Telriy clasped Mar’s arm tighter as the young man directed the cart away from the West Redoubt.  The wind washing over her was cool and the warmth where their bodies touched familiar and welcome.  More importantly, she knew full well the effect her closeness had upon him.  Gran had been right; men were subjugated thoroughly to their own flesh and thus easily manipulated.  Though he showed naiveté at the oddest times, she knew that she had captured his interest.  It would not be difficult to convince him that some emotional bond – she declined even to think of it as love -- existed between them.  With sufficient time, her hold on him would become strong enough that she would be able to make demands.
She found she had no difficulty accepting the dispassionate and mercenary nature of this entirely sexual manipulation, nor the personal sacrifice that such would involve, nor the obvious and predictable consequences of it for her.
Since the flight from the Phaelle’n ship, it had become undeniably clear that he was the key to her plans.  Gran’s faint glimpses of prophecy could only point to Mar; he was the greatest user of magic that the world had seen in thousands of years.  Without question, the amazing, raw power that he had displayed in just the last day demonstrated that.  Having read one of the hidden books, he not only could teach her what it contained but also facilitate her discovery of the others.  His knowledge and talent must be slaved to her will and she would do all that was necessary to accomplish that.
She turned her head and put it on his shoulder, snuggling contentedly.  Whatever she must do, she would become a wizard.
 



FORTY-FOUR
 
“What’s all this?”  Mar snapped, stopping short as he passed from the inner gatehouse tunnel into the main courtyard.  Telriy, who had grasped his hand to run alongside him, stopped as well, gazing about at the raucous activity in keen interest.  She had refused Lord Ghorn’s offer of a private room in the barbican, insisting that she would remain with Mar.
Berhl laid down a stylus on a standing desk and saluted.  The desk looked as if it had been knocked together quickly from cutoffs, with a brick chip placed under one of the crooked, mismatched legs to level it.  Scraps of paper covered in calculations and rough sketches piled its top. 
“Well, sir, Ulor was telling me how you thought you might need more skyships, so we’ve laid additional keels.”
Dozens upon dozens of workmen, mostly legionnaires and marines laboring with unceasing haste, crowded the courtyard, and at least four more skyships were in various stages of construction.  Timbers and planks were strewn all about, older men and boys carried burdens, and numerous teams worked saws.  Hardly a square armlength of the space remained unoccupied and a considerable noise echoed about.
“Where did you get all the wood?”  Mar asked absently, experiencing a moment of glorious relief.  Exuberant, he wanted to slap the fugleman on the back, but restrained this alien impulse.  The evacuation of the Old Keep, and perhaps even the West Redoubt, no longer seemed an utterly impossible task.
Berhl grinned.  “We’ve begun wrecking out the roof and the top floor of the Central Tower, sir.  Didn’t expect that we would need it much longer in any case.”
“What did you do with the women and children from the bailey and the tower?”
“Moved them to the cellars.  Likewise, I didn’t expect that they would have to be there long.
Mar made a noncommittal noise.  “Is the first one completed?”
“Aye, sir.  Both decks and the pilot platform, though we lapped hull planks only on the knife of the bow to shed the wind.  We used heavy cargo nets amidships and to the stern.  And there’s no proper roof for the upper deck.  Just what tarps we could scrounge.”
“Alright.  I’m going to take it up to prove it.”
“Would you like me to come along, sir?”  Berhl asked, his expression clearly indicating that he had much more important things to do.
“No, there’s no need of that.  How long till the other skyships are ready?”
“We’ll have another finished before supper and all of them done by midnight.  Will you be able to put all of them to flight?”
Mar shook his head.  “I don’t know.  I’m working on it.”
Berhl looked grave.  “We’re all hoping that you succeed, sir.”
“I’ll do my best, Berhl.”
“Aye, sir.  We know you will.”  Berhl pursed his lips, regarding Mar steadily.  “Sir?”
“What is it, Berhl?”
“Word is that the Monks have taken the East Redoubt.  Is that true?”
Mar saw no need to lie.  “From what we saw from the sky, the Phaelle’n legions have entered the Citadel from the North and East.  They are at the cross of the Transverse and Transept.  Lord Ghorn expects us to be under attack here within the hour.”
Berhl nodded determinedly and then saluted.
Feeling decidedly awkward but knowing that it was expected of him, Mar returned the fugleman’s salute and turned away, taking off at a brisk clip toward the east corner of the yard and the original skyship.  A half-finished keel swarmed by better than a score sweating men blocked the direct route, and he was made to detour, following its length along the aisle formed by it and the nearly complete adjacent skyship.
Telriy matched his pace.  “So you’ve built ships intended just to travel through the air?”
“Yes.”
“Only built of wood?”
“Yes.  Of all the things I’ve attempted to enchant, it seems to work best for the lifting and driving spells.”
“Will you teach me these spells?”
Mar had been considering doing just that.  Telriy was the only person available to him with magical talent.  Another magician, especially one who could learn to control a skyship, would be of great assistance in the evacuation.  “Can I trust you do to as I ask?”
Telriy laughed.  “Of course, I’m your wife after all.”
Mar shot her a pained look.  “We’re not married.”
“That’s just a matter of a civil seal on a piece of parchment and easily remedied.  I think it would be to my advantage to be legally recognized as the wife of the most powerful magician in the world.”
“Neither is likely to occur,” Mar scoffed, stopping to allow a line of men carrying lumber to pass.
Telriy faced him and smiled confidently.  “On the contrary, I’m certain that both will.”
The utter conviction in her tone gave Mar pause.  “What makes you say that?”
Telriy dropped her jesting manner.  As the slanting late afternoon sun made a golden halo in her hair, she stared steadfastly into his eyes.  “I told you before that it was my destiny to bear kings.  My grandmother, who had the gift of foresight, pronounced it at my birth and again just two winters ago the night she passed.  Your Waleck said the same.”
“Even if I did believe that, none of it has anything to do with me.”
“Not a master, not a servant, but a thief,” Telriy quoted.  “First An orphan, then a magician, and finally a king.”
“I remember you said part of that before in Khalar,” Mar told her intently.  The phrases were disturbingly similar to Marihe’s, seemed to confirm the visions of the Moon Pool, and sounded tailored to identify him specifically.  “What is it?  Where did it come from?”
“It’s a prophecy that has been handed down through my family for untold generations, its significance unknown, from mother to daughter back before history began.”
“That sounds like the drivel that the priests spout,” Mar countered.  “What does it mean, if anything?”
“My grandmother told me on her last day of life that that man was the man that I should seek.”
Mar shook his head uncomprehendingly.
Telriy sighed.  “To put it plainly, as much as I might prefer it to be otherwise, producing sons requires the cooperation of a father.”  She leaned in close, close enough so that he could feel her warm breath on his face.  “That would be you.”
Mar drew back.  “Don’t count on it.”
Telriy shrugged.  “No man can fight destiny.”
“I can and I will.”  Disgruntled, Mar moved on, rounding the end of the skyship keel, before the girl could reply.  The completed skyship was just beyond, near the outer wall, and Mar focused on it to diffuse his ire.
As Berhl had said, the craft was finished from stem to stern, with all braces removed and the thick rope netting secured under lathe spiked to the hull ribs.  Despite having been present when the keel had been laid out, the size of the skyship daunted him for a moment.  It was a good deal larger than he had originally envisioned, the rail of the second deck more than two manheight above his head.  This skyship would be of a greater size by a factor of five than any of his previous craft and with both decks full would outweigh even the solarium by more than a factor of two.  He bounced up a simple plank ramp through the door-sized opening – hatch, he supposed he should call it – into the shade of the lower deck.  The joists of the upper deck were only as far as he could reach above his head, but there was plenty of room for a person of average height to walk without ducking.  Studying the sheer mass of planks and timbers, he began to have serious doubts concerning his ability to raise it.
Telriy, following him up the ramp, looked about curiously then gave him a speculative look.  “How does the magic manifest?  Do you attach a focus to the ship?”
“Focus?”
“A container for the magic.  I don’t know what you might call it.  It would be a solid object, like a polished stone or jewel.  What do you use?”
Mar thought for a moment of asking her about the medallion that he had taken from the dead Phaelle’n, but decided to keep it hidden for now.
“That’s not how I do it.  The spell is contained within the skyship itself.”
“Is it a charm or a true spell like my Maiden’s Companion?”  She asked, flicking her wrist to display the magical blade and then dropping her arm to dismiss it.
“Probably,” he agreed, not exactly understanding the distinction she made.  He went forward and began climbing the ladder to the upper deck.  The girl followed.
As Berhl had said, the Mhajhkaeirii had stretched canvas over simple frames to shade the deck.  A small platform just a armlength deep and elevated only half a manheight occupied the bow.  A rough set of stairs with steps but no risers led up to it.  Mar vaulted up the stair and leaned on the bow rail next to the stubby bowsprit, gripping the roughly sawn wood tightly and closing his eyes.
“What are you doing?”  Telriy whispered, close by his side.
Without diverting his attention from the skyship or opening his eyes, he replied, “Testing the wood to see if it will hold the spell.  Be quiet for a moment, please.”
He found he had no trouble delving the entire length of the skyship.  Most of the frame was white oak, but other hardwoods had been used for non-structural timbers and many of the decking planks were pine.  The keel was strong, the ribs well braced.  Judging the main structure sturdy enough to support the full weight of the skyship, he decided to ignore the decking and use only the frame.  He poured muted browns into the heart of the oak and opened his eyes when he felt the deck rise beneath his boots.
The skyship moaned slightly as its weight came off the cradle, but there were no signs of weakness or twisting in the keel.  Carefully, he enhanced the brown and monitored the skyship as it rose to about three manheight, high enough for him to see over the outer wall, but not high enough for the bulk of the skyship to be seen from without.  He waved reassuringly at the sentries posted along the crenellated walkway and received tentative waves in return.  Detecting no problems, he let it settle back down so that it was barely aflight and turned to the girl.
Telriy had leaned over the rail to look down as the skyship rose, bending at the waist, with one of her legs slid back slightly for balance.  Mar could not keep himself from tracing the lines of her hips with his eyes.  She noticed his look and straightened.
“Do you like my new clothes?”  She twirled the skirt with her hand, flashing slim ankles and calves, and pirouetted half a turn to the left then to the right.  “Whurd’l borrowed them from one of his daughters.”
Mar glared at the girl.  “What kind of question is that?”
Telriy rolled her eyes.  “It’s the kind of question that a young woman asks a young man.”
“And what exactly does that mean?”
“You’re hopeless.”
“Probably, but we don’t have time to talk about dresses.  How well can you perceive ethereal flux?”
Telriy frowned.  “I don’t know what you mean.”
Mar waved his hand, swirling coils through the background gray.  His awareness of the natural flux currents continued to improve.  Some had grown so sharp in the last few hours that it took a dedicated effort to ignore them.
“Did you see that?”
Telriy’s eyes narrowed intently.  “What?  There’s nothing there.”
“Can you see a sort of gray noise hanging everywhere?”
“Gray noise?”
Mar tapped the stem post.  “Alright.  I couldn’t see the background flux at first.  Try this -- look into the wood.  The spell that I use to make it fly is a regularly punctuated brown, but it is currently very brightly loud.  It negates the harmonious red haze that binds everything to the world.  Do you see it?”
Telriy squinted.  “No, nothing.  How exactly am I supposed to look into wood?”
Mar thought a moment.  “Do you ever daydream?”
Telriy scowled at him.  The question seemed to irritate her.  “No.”
“Never?”
“Not since I was a little girl,” she begrudged.
“Can you try now?”
“No.”
Mar tried a different track.  “Well, how do you do your magic?”
“With charms and concoctions.”
It was Mar’s turn to shake his head.  “You’ll have to explain.”
“Charms are made with specific gestures and words that have to be memorized exactly.  Concoctions are admixtures of powders made from plants and herbs, minerals, or rare clays.  Each of these powders requires a lengthy refining process.  The blazes that I used were concoctions.”
“How do you add the magic?”
“The magic exists within the charms and concoctions themselves.  I don’t add it.”
“Can you show me one?”
“A charm?”
“Yes.”
“Alright.”  The girl made several quick gestures with her hands.  Watching the ether, Mar saw sharp barks of rose and weak hums of lime as her wrists and fingers danced through the air.  The rose flux appeared to emanate from the movement of her hands, as Mar had already seen with his own experiments, but the lime flux was a product of the minor turbulence of the air.  Telriy’s image blurred, fading slightly as a wash of skittering chartreuse formed in front of her.  The chartreuse, riding in the very air itself, seemed to filter out the image of the girl while passing a view of her surroundings.  Mar looked closer, refining his ethereal sense.  It seemed to him that random collisions of the lime hums and rose barks produced the chartreuse wave, not any direct action of the girl.  Most of the weak ethereal sparks generated by her movements simply withered.
“What was it supposed to do?”  Mar asked her.
“It’s a glamour.  It makes me unseen, though only from one direction and the effect does not move if I do.”
“I can still see you.”
“How well?”
“You’re only blurry.”
“Odd.  I’m sure I performed the charm properly.”
“Can you show me something stronger?”
“That’s the most powerful charm that I have been taught.”
“Can you do any spells at all?  Any magic that isn’t a charm?”
Frowning somewhat contritely, Telriy shook her head.  “No.  Such magic requires a focus and my grandmother was unable to teach me how to create one.”
Mar fell silent, realizing that he was wasting his time.  Telriy clearly had never manipulated flux directly and therefore would be unable to control his spells.  Whether it was possible to teach her how to do so was a question he did not have time to pursue at the moment.  He had to get the skyships flying and Lord Ghorn and his people out of the city.
“What are you doing now?”  Telriy prompted after a few moments when his silence lengthened.  “More magic?”
“No, I’m trying to figure a way to fly all the skyships at once.  With the Phaelle’n inside the walls, we don’t have any time left.  I’ve got to evacuate Lord Ghorn’s people in as few trips as possible.”
“I thought the skyships just flew?  Like a bird?  That’s how your cart seemed to fly.”
“No.  I can make them float and set them in motion – it’s actually two separate spells, but they have to be steered like a real ship or else they’ll just keep going in a straight line.  I might be able to pilot two of them, but they’re just too big for me to control all five at once.”
“They will float in the air without attention?”
Mar nodded.  “I increase or decrease the intensity of the lifting spell to make them go up and down.  Once I set it, the skyship will remain at a particular altitude until I adjust the spell.”
“Just tie them all together like a barge train and let the leading skyship pull the rest,” Telriy suggested.
“What’s a barge train?”
“It’s a toy.  When I was little, my Gran taught me how to make paper barges – I put flowers in them -- and sail them in a rain puddle.  You could tie them together with string and pull the first one.  The rest all followed along, making turns and swoops just like the lead boat.”
Mar blinked, thinking rapidly, then grinned. 
“I think that will work.”
He let the skyship come to rest with a slight bump and started for the ladder.
 



FORTY-FIVE
 
A large gathering waited around Berhl’s desk.  Lord Ghorn, Mhiskva and a legion officer who Mar took to be Commander Lhervhes stood nearest to the desk as if in discussion of Berhl’s notes.  The Plydyrii Aerlon, looking more vigorous than the last time Mar had seen him and obviously no longer a prisoner, was also present.  The former commander now wore a serviceable set of Mhajhkaeirii’n field armor, but had no devices of rank.  Phehlahm, Ulor, and several other marines Mar recognized clumped near the captain.  Lord Hhrahld, looking somewhat dazed, stood in the circle of the remaining corsairs.  Prince Davfydd and his keeper Ghesev stood next to the Lord-Protector.  Lady Rhavaelei, very unhappy and somewhat cowed, waited separately from the rest in the custody of a sturdy and unsmiling matron. 
The Prince-Commander broke off his conversation with Berhl when he saw Mar approaching.  Telriy slipped her arm through Mar’s and stayed close.
“My lord magician,” Lord Ghorn queried immediately, “any success?”
Mar nodded.  “We have a plan.  It will take some time to get the skyships set up, but I think we can use all of them at once.  We’ll need chains or heavy ropes to lash them together and I’ll need some men to help me.”
“Excellent.  How soon can you be ready to leave?”
“The first skyship is ready to go now.  Berhl said the others will be done by midnight.”
“An hour after dusk or sooner,” the Prince-Commander corrected.  “We have assigned more men to the task.  The Monks have fully surrounded the Keep and are massing at the end of the drawbridge.  When they bring up siege equipment, the battle will start in earnest.  If at all possible, you should begin the evacuation immediately with the completed skyship.”
Berhl pointed out into the courtyard.  “The second ship is near done, sir.”
“I can take those two on the first trip,” Mar confirmed.  “How far out from the city should I go?”
“My first thought was to move to my family’s estate in Pamplyea, but I no longer believe that we have the luxury of going that far.”
“How speedy is overland travel in a skyship, my lord magician?”  Mhiskva asked.
“I’m not sure, but I think that the new skyships can cover twenty leagues in an hour.”
“Remarkable!”  Commander Lhervhes commented, his eyes widening slightly.  “A galloping horse, if it could run for a full hour without its heart bursting, could not cover ten.”  All the others appeared likewise impressed.
“It would take a legion most of three days on good roads to cover that distance,” Mhiskva supplied.
“A cavalry squadron could do it in a day, but they would be sorely winded by the time they arrived,” Aerlon contributed.
“Are we all agreed them?”  Lord Ghorn asked, polling his fellow officers and Mar.  “Twenty leagues would put us beyond the reach of the Monks?  At least for now?”
Mar added his voice to the Mhajhkaeirii’n chorus of agreement.
“Very well, then.  Berhl, put water and rations for a day aboard each vessel -- even if you have to strap crates and casks to the outside -- and begin loading the dependents.  How many are there?  Do we have a census?”
Berhl consulted a scrap of paper on his desk.  “There are three thousand, eight hundred and thirteen non-combatants, sir.”
The Prince-Commander paused for a moment, clearly taken aback by the magnitude of the number.  “How many passengers can ride in each skyship?”
Berhl consulted another note.  “Just calculating by floor space, two hundred per deck in some comfort, three hundred if we stack them in like firewood.”
Mar blinked.  He had not expected so many to be able to ride the skyships.
“Stack them in, Berhl.  By all means, stack them in.  They will only be aboard for an hour and should survive any discomfort.  Start loading them now.  Keep the baggage to a minimum.”
Berhl saluted, gathered Ulor and Phehlahm with his eyes and the trio took off at a run toward the Central Tower.
The prince turned to Lhervhes.  “How many armsmen have we?”
“In round figures, eight hundred legionnaires and seven hundred and fifty marines plus a few odds and ends that wound up here somehow – militia, teamsters and the like.”
“Alright, we will follow this plan – all the remaining dependents will go in the second flight.  The final three skyships should be mostly completed in the three hours or so that the magician will be gone.  Five should give us sufficient carriage to evacuate the balance of the non-combatants.  The Defenders and the short marine brigade will hold the Keep until the skyships return.  It should be full dark by that time and we will withdraw into the skyships under cover of night.”
“We should send men with the first two skyships, my lord,” Mhiskva suggested.  “At least a file for each to organize the women and children and secure the landing.”
“Send marines,” the prince replied in quick agreement.  “They can do double duty as the lord magician’s crew.”
Mhiskva gave a quick order and another of the marines ran off after Berhl.
The Prince-Commander swung to address Lord Hhrahld.  “My lord, I also advise that you take Prince Davfydd and your retinue on the first flight.”
The pirate chieftain stirred, shaking his head as if to clear it, and stepped forward, shouldering aside his corsairs to peer down at the prince.  “No, Travertin, I’ll make my stand here.  Ghesev will take the boy.  The rest of my crew will go to protect him.”
Lord Ghorn nodded, his expression one of utter respect.  “As you wish, my lord.”
“As a member of the Senate,” Lady Rhavaelei interrupted forcefully, dodging the matron’s restraining hand to confront the Prince-Commander, “I demand passage on the first skyship!”
The prince glared at the woman in sheer exasperation, but nodded as well.  “Mother Peli, put the Senator on the ship.  Berhl will show you where.”
The matron bobbed her head.  “Aye, milord!”  She took a firm grip on Lady Rhavaelei’s upper arm and began dragging the angry woman into the court. 
Lord Hhrahld watched the two women depart.  “Go with them, Ghesev.  See that that siren causes no mischief.”
“Aye, sir!”  Ghesev picked up the boy prince and he and the other corsairs trailed Mother Peli and her charge.
Lord Ghorn rounded on Mar and stuck out his hand.  “Good luck, magician.”
Mar gripped the man’s hand after the barest hesitation.  “Luck to you also,” he replied, finding the sentiment less than familiar.
“Mhiskva, Lhervhes, Aerlon, Lord Hhrahld,” the prince commanded, “with me if you please.”
Mar turned as the officers, already discussing defensive positions and proposing stratagems, moved away.  Telriy kept her arm linked with his, having to hurry as he lengthened his stride to take them back to the first skyship.
“Will you be able to rescue them all?” the girl asked him quietly.  “There’s so many.”
“I don’t know.”
“Do you have to try?”
“Yes.”
When they reached the hatch of the first skyship, it was to find a queue of children, women, and injured men boarding, encouraged by several marines.  The line, whose members, including the infants, bore the strain of yet another retreat in exhausted silence, wound out from the steps of the Central Tower.  Already, marines had begun to divert some of the passengers to the second skyship. 
Ulor, at the hatch, passed small children from an anxious woman standing on the ground through to another marine behind him.
“Berhl’s on the other skyship, sir,” the marine offered, reaching to pull the anxious woman through the hatch.  “He’s planning to ride with that one and captain her.  I’ll be here as your second.”
“Your family?”
“They’ll make the next trip, sir,” Ulor explained calmly.  “Lord Ghorn will keep them safe.”
Mar nodded and squeezed through the hatch, with Telriy right behind him.  Much of the lower deck was already full.  Many of the people sat on bundles, talking quietly, but some were standing to look out through the rope netting.
At the bow, a marine busied himself lashing a cask to a ring hastily spiked to a rib.  Mar grabbed the fellow’s arm.  “Have them all sit.  And make sure those smaller children stay away from the sides.”
“Aye, sir.”  The man immediately began bawling at the passengers to secure themselves.
Mar had to wait till two young women boosted  a grandmother up the ladder before he could climb to the upper deck.  Phehlahm worked feverishly on the tiny foredeck, strapping down shields, crossbows, and other weapons.  A half dozen marines were scurried up and down a narrow cleared aisle, reassuring and arranging the passengers crowded beneath the canvas cover.  Far to the rear, a pair of wiry men waited at the stub of the stern post, next to a pile of thick rope.
Mar climbed up beside the young marine.  Telriy joined them.
“How long till all of them are aboard, Phehlahm?”  Mar asked, tilting his head toward the passengers.
“Just minutes, sir.  It’ll take a bit longer to load the other skyship, though.”
“Good.  We’ll take this one up first then I’ll move to the second and raise it behind the first.  I’ll need the ships tied together about a manheight apart.”
“Aye, sir.  I’ll let E’hve and Chaer know.”  Phehlahm hopped down to the deck and sped off toward the rear.
Mar looked out over the bailey, where the frantic construction continued unabated.  The upper deck of the second skyship, just thirty-five or so paces away, was already nearly full and a shallow crowd stirred along its side.  Marines had begun manhandling passengers directly into the belly of the skyship through the spaces between the ribs.  Others strung cables in place of the upper deck’s wooden rails and still more waited to complete the rope netting that would cover the open ribs.
A metallic rattle above him drew his attention to the walkway atop the curtain wall to his right.  A score legionnaires, bearing shields, crossbows, bundles of shafts, and long hook-bladed polearms, were deploying to reinforce the sentries.
Phehlahm returned, huffing lightly.  “E’hve and Chaer are ready.  Chaer’s got a good hand with a cast.”
“Good.”
“Sir?”
“What is it, Phehlahm?”
“What’s the name o’ the ship, sir?”
“What?  It doesn’t have a name.”
“Ah, pardon sir, but it’s unlucky to ride a ship with no name, sir.  The old sailors, they say that Ephtehg’rha will suck it right down to the bottom on its maiden voyage.”
“Ephtehg’rha?”
“That’d be the bastard son of Luftorh, God of the Oceans.  He was seduced by Myrae’n the Snake Goddess –“
“We’re not going over the water, Phehlahm.”
“All the same, sir, it’d be unlucky to go nameless.”
“Alright,” Mar acquiesced.  “This is Number One.  The other is Number Two.”
Phehlahm grimaced.  “Odd names, sir.  But I suppose that they’ll do.”
Mar snorted.
Ulor climbed up from the deck below.  “All aboard, sir, and ready to cast off.”
“Cast off what?”
Ulor raised his shoulders and stuck his hands out dramatically as if to acknowledge that he did in fact know that there were not any lines.  “Sorry, sir.  Nautical terms don’t exactly fit with the magical ships.  Should we say ‘raise ship?’”
“Fine.  Just tell everyone to get ready.”
Ulor nodded at Phehlahm and the younger marine surprised Mar by turning aft and yelling “Vessel of the City Number One, stand by to raise ship!”
Ignoring the stir that passed through the passengers, Mar rapidly lifted the skyship, easing back on the sighing browns when he judged their altitude at fifteen manheight.  Squeals and frightened murmuring began to rise from the non-combatants.  The deck marines moved about to quiet the hubbub.
“I’m going to bring up Number Two,” Mar told Telriy and his crew.  Without waiting for a response, he infused his brigandine and sailed off the deck and down toward the pilot deck of the other skyship.  Behind him, he heard the girl gasp.
As Mar settled onto the foredeck, Berhl saluted, acting for all the world as if a man flying down from the air was an absolutely commonplace occurrence.  In comparison, the marine crewmen waiting at the foot of the short stair stared openly and the passengers on the deck behind them reacted with choked screams and shouts.
“Ready to go?”  Mar demanded of the fugleman.
“Aye, sir.  As ready as we’ll ever be.”
Mar smoothly but quickly raised the skyship, shifting it slowly behind Number One, and then closed the gap between the two ships.  When Number Two came to a halt, one of the marines, presumably Chaer, climbed up to perch atop the rail while his mate steadied him, and began swinging a loop of heavy line.
“Rzef, Kheral, up here to make fast the line!”  Berhl ordered.
The two men did as bid and shortly a thick cable had been passed between the two skyships and secured to the stub of the bowsprit.
“Might better tie some lines off amidships just to be sure,” Berhl mused, studying the unbraced post.
“Whatever you think, Berhl,” Mar agreed.  “You need to make sure all the passengers stay seated.  Once we get up to speed, the wind will be pretty stiff.  The bow should deflect some of it, but it still may be rough.”
“We’ll keep them secure, sir, even if we have to lash some of them down.”
Feeling pressed for time, Mar launched himself upward without another word, passing above the heads of Chaer and E’hve and the tarps that shaded the passengers of the first skyship, and came down on the pilot deck where Ulor, Phehlahm and an apparently now annoyed Telriy awaited him.  Someone had rolled out a large hand-inked map on one side of the wedge shaped space, weighing it down with a brass naval compass, a sextant, and an external-spring clock in a mahogany box.
“Thought these might be useful, sir,” Ulor explained.
“Good idea,” Mar approved.  “Show me what you’ve got.”
Ulor bent over to point at the map.  “Pamplyea is here, east by north-east of Mhajhkaei.  The province of Llorhm lies between.”
Mar pointed to a snaking heavy line drawn a good distance north of the city.  “What’s this?”
“The Lower Gray.  It’s a large stream that empties into the Ice River at the barge landing at Old Marsh.”
 “How far is the Lower Gray from here?”
Ulor walked a stick compass across the map.  “About twelve leagues.”
Mar trailed his finger over the map in a direct line toward Pamplyea and stopped at a road crossing.  “So here would be about twenty leagues?”
“Aye, sir.  That north road is the one going to the town of Elboern.  The other goes from the ferry at Oak Point on the Ice to the border of the neighboring princedom of the City of Suhr.”  Ulor gestured off the right side of the map.
Mar made his decision.  “We’ll head for the crossroads.  Can you keep a heading with the compass?  I’ve never used one.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Make sure the men at the stern watch the stress in the tow cable and give a yell if it looks under too great a strain.”
“Already done, sir,” Phehlahm chimed in.
“Hang on,” Mar told the marines.  Moved by a stray thought, he offered Telriy a hand.  The girl made an exasperated face but took his hand all the same and then locked her arm with his, bracing her feet.  Though it bothered him that he found her close presence both comforting and exhilarating, he could not resist the allure of it.
Mar shook his head to throw off the distraction and began feeding a cool daisy tempo into the skyship.  Number One drifted forward, jarring only slightly when the short slack stretched from the stern cable.  He could sense the ethereal makeup of Number Two, or most of it, but resisted the temptation to add the driving spell to the second skyship.  He needed to test whether the barge train idea would actually work.  Gradually, he upped the brightness-loudness of the daisy tempo.  When Number Two followed faithfully with no apparent difficulty, Mar sighed in relief and increased his speed.
“Come to starboard a few degrees, sir,” Ulor requested.  When Mar had adjusted his spell slightly, the marine confirmed, “Hold that heading.”
“We’ve passed over the city wall,” Phehlahm announced.
As Mar drove the ship to greater speed, Telriy’s skirt began to snap in the wind and the tarps behind the pilot deck took up a rattle.  Ulor jumped to catch the chart when the clock tipped over, freeing one corner.  With Phehlahm’s assistance, the fugleman gathered up his gear and moved down to the upper deck where there was some shelter from the steady wind. 
Realizing he had no need of watching their route and urging the girl before him, Mar joined the marines, squatting down to be heard over the rush of the air.
“We need to go faster still,” he told Ulor.  “Are the tarps fastened well enough to take it?”
“Aye, sir.  We braced them to hold up in a gale.”
Mar ratcheted the skyship’s speed to what he thought its maximum, watching the canvas.  The rattle increased, but nothing broke loose.  Weary, he sank down and stretched out his legs, leaning his head back against the uneven edge of the foredeck planks.  Telriy took a place beside him.
Phehlahm offered her a canteen and she took a small sip then passed it to Mar.  He took a long, grateful swallow.
The rest of the flight was uneventful.  Mar reduced speed after forty-five minutes by the clock, and sighted the chosen crossroads only a few minutes later.  Planted fields and a multi-acre woodlot surrounded the intersection of the unpaved highways, but there were no farmhouses or other buildings immediately near by.
In just minutes, he had brought Number One down, transferred to Number Two and lowered it to rest as well.  A manic half-hour later, he raised ship again with only Telriy, Ulor, and Phehlahm aboard Number One, leaving Berhl and most of the marines the difficult task of constructing a temporary camp under the lengthening shadows of the lowering sun.
 



FORTY-SIX
 
Ulor handed Mar another slice of cheese.  “And you, my lady?”
Telriy shook her head.  “I’m done, thank you.”
Mar chewed the cheese, which was a little dry and had a strong flavor, followed it with the last of his bread, and then chased it all with a long swig of water.  His first and probably last meal of the day had been a simple fare served from Ulor’s pack as the skyships cruised back to Mhajhkaei.  The four of them sat on the wind sheltered forward end of the upper deck.  The gale crossing the pilot deck was too ferocious to be braved for long.  He had already made a mental note that the bow would have to be planked higher to completely deflect the wind, with perhaps stout glass windows to permit forward view.
“Show me the map again, Ulor,” he said, thinking.
The fugleman stowed the field rations back into his pack and set it to the side.  With Phehlahm’s aid, he unrolled the map on the deck between them.  Telriy held down one corner.
Mar placed a finger on the dot labeled OLD MARSH alongside the snaking blue course of the Ice.  “You said this is a barge landing?  River barges from Khalar?”
“Aye, sir.  The majority dock at Yhelbton but a few come down to Old Marsh.  They offload some timber, dark hardwoods mostly, for a mill back up this creek.”
“How many?”
“I don’t know,” Ulor replied apologetically.  “I’m just going by what I’ve heard.  I’ve never been there myself.”
“How far is it off our course?”
“Seven or eight leagues.”
“Can you give me a bearing?”
Ulor glanced at the clock.  “We’re come about half way, but I’d have to find a landmark or road to pinpoint our position.”
Mar brought Number One to a gradual stop.  Number Two slowed correspondingly.  Fortunately, as a side affect of his lifting spell, Number Two had a natural resistance to motion that counteracted its own speed as the pull from Number One lessened.  As he felt the skyship slow, Ulor went to the rail and began to examine the landscape below.
“What are you thinkin’, sir?”  Phehlahm asked.  “To put the barges to flight?”
“Yes.  We need more skyships.  Five aren’t enough.”  Mar laughed dryly.  “Fifty probably wouldn’t be enough.”
“Could you control fifty?”  Telriy asked seriously.
“Probably not, but if we pick up a barge or two, then we may be able to get everyone in one trip instead of two.  A slight delay now might save us hours later.”
“Lord Ghorn likely intends to reinforce the West Redoubt with his Defenders and the marine brigade and would expect you to transport his men there,” Ulor suggested over his shoulder.
Mar had not forgotten the refugees in the other fortress and had likewise come to the conclusion that the Prince-Commander would not leave the city while men under his orders continued to fight.
“There are twice as many civilians in the Redoubt,” Mar told the three steadily.  “If I can get them all out, then Lord Ghorn won’t have any reason to stay.”
“Aye,” Phehlahm agreed sadly.  “The city is lost.  What do you think will become o’ the other people in the Citadel, the ones that didn’t make it into the Redoubt?  Do you think many o’ them will escape?”
Mar shook his head.  “The Phaelle’n weren’t attacking the civilians from what we saw earlier.  It seems likely that now that they have conquered the city they will have no reason to destroy it.”
“They won’t destroy Mhajhkaei,” Telriy confirmed.  “Their original intention was only to strike at the merchant interests, the ships and the warehouses, to demonstrate the power of their magic and force the city to make accommodation with them.”
“Now that they control the city,” Ulor offered in a flat voice, “it would be self-destructive to do more damage or massacre the citizens.  The simple fact that The Greatest City in All the World has fallen to the Phaelle’n will almost certainly bully many of the other cities on the mainland into submission.”
“So there’s no stoppin’ the Monks?  They’ll rule the whole world?”  Phehlahm asked, shaking his head slightly as if he found the prospect unbelievable.
“Mar will stop them,” Telriy assured the young marine.  “His magic is stronger.”
“No,” Mar disagreed, a decision coalescing in his mind.  He hated the Phaelle’n, but his reasons for making war upon them no longer existed.  Telriy was free and he felt certain that he could protect her, now that she seemed inclined to remain with him.  The old man had chosen to align himself with the Brotherhood, for whatever mad reason, and as far as Mar was concerned that released him from all obligation.  Once he got Lord Ghorn and his Mhajhkaeirii to safety, Mar would be free to go and do – literally – wherever and whatever he chose.
He knew he wanted to study magic, to discover if he could achieve any other fantastical things, to explore the full extent of this newfound power he possessed.  And there was still the remainder of Oyraebos’ text to discover.  What other disciplines of magic would be revealed when he found the rest of the text?  Once Telriy disclosed the location of The Mother of the Seas, then he could follow the trail wherever it led, traveling to the other side of the world, if need be.
“No,” Mar repeated firmly.  “Once the evacuation is finished, I am done with the Brotherhood.”
“I will say it again,” Telriy insisted.  “You cannot fight your destiny, Mar.”
Not in a mood to argue, Mar shrugged and climbed to his feet.  He joined Ulor at the rail.  “Have you figured out where we are?”
“Aye, I believe so.”  Ulor pointed back beyond Number Two to a winding ribbon of glinting water about a league astern.  “That must be the Lower Gray.  The map shows no other waterway as large hereabouts.  Five degrees north of due west should bring us right to Old Marsh.”
“Good,” Mar approved, already turning Number One and accelerating into the face of a reddening sun.
The wide expanse of the Ice appeared ahead of them within moments, just beyond a line of worn hills.  The Lower Gray swept back and forth, carving a slow path through the hills, and dropped into the river’s flood plain.  Earthen levees and narrow canals defined the course of the stream through the lowlands and larger embankments restrained the Ice.  The eponymous marshlands at the confluence were now rice fields that stretched for leagues.
Mar climbed to the pilot deck and grabbed the bowsprit to brace himself against the wind.  Old Marsh was a small village of a score stone houses built on raised ground about a long wooden jetty.  From the air, they appeared arrayed in a crescent.  The dock extended into a broad bend of the river, with heavy pilings and bolsters along the upriver side to brace it.  A short stone dyke adjacent to the jetty kept a shallow inlet free of silt, and in this pool, moored side by side, waited three barges.  Two others had been hauled ashore on skids and were in the process of being disassembled.  The workers wrecking the barges and several fishermen on the jetty fled as Mar circled the skyships above the inlet.  A general uproar passed through the village as people poured from the houses to point and yell at the skyships floating above.
“I think the three floated barges will do,” Mar judged, “but the other two look too far gone.”
“Aye,” Ulor confirmed.  “They’ve already gotten most of the hull off those.”
“The keel of the one on the right has already been cut,” Phehlahm pointed out.
“We’ll take just the three then.  I’ll be back in just a second.”
“Be careful!”  Telriy cautioned, her mouth a thin line.
“I will.”
Mar dove overboard.  Spelling the brigandine had become second nature to him, and he hardly thought about the magic as he swooped down toward the jetty.  When he caught sight of a large rowboat tied to a tarred bollard, he decided to take it as well.  A smaller sky craft was sure to come in handy.
The rowboat rose from the water, dripping and stretching its tie as he spelled it.  The wood wasn’t oak, but responded well.  The pitch caulking and brass fittings had interesting properties when delved, but he dismissed further examination of them for the moment and landed on the jetty to untie the rope.  Swooping up from the weathered planks, he lighted on the forward seat of the rowboat and immediately guided it toward Number One.  As the rowboat climbed, he looked upriver and the flotsam and silt restrained behind the dyke came into view.  Along the edge of this long greening bar was a short stretch of recently laid reddish sand, sculpted into terraces by the receding river.
Telriy, Ulor, and Phehlahm stood watching from the rail when he brought the rowboat alongside.
“We’ll need to cut the hawsers on the barges before I can raise them,” he told the two marines.  “And I’m going to need some sand from the bar other side of the dyke.”
“Sand?”  Telriy questioned as the two men swung over to the rowboat.
“For weapons,” Mar told her, then stopped to consider the girl for a moment.  “And for Conjunction.”
Telriy raised her eyebrows curiously as the rowboat dropped slowly away.
Mar left Phehlahm with some appropriated buckets on the sandbar and returned to the jetty with Ulor.  It took the two of them just moments to cut free the hawsers and raise the barges.  All three had evidently been moored for some time and had taken on a considerable ballast of water.  They flew sluggishly and trailed drips and steams of water from the leaky seams.  By the time he had he boats secured in line behind Number Two, some of the villagers had grown bold enough to congregate into a small gawking crowd at the end of the jetty.
Mar let the rowboat hover nearer the shore and waved encouragingly at the murmuring group but received no response.
“We should leave a receipt, my lord,” Ulor suggested hesitantly.
Mar blinked uncomprehendingly.  “Receipt?”
“Aye, for the barges.  The owners will expect to be reimbursed.”
The necessity of accounting for the barges had not occurred to Mar.  He had taken it for granted that they would simply lift the barges and be on their way.  It was clear, now that he had become a magician, that the habits he possessed from his life as a thief would require reassessment.
“Well,” he asked the fugleman, “do you have any paper and ink?”
“Ah, no, sir.  Just the chart.”
“We can just tell the villagers that we are taking the barges for the Prince – would that do?”
Ulor grinned.  “Aye.  The price will have to be sorted later.”
Mar banked right and headed for the crowd.  Instantly, the women and children, as well as many of the men, scattered back toward the houses.  Seven or eight men, all of them armed, stood their ground.
“Best not put all the way down, sir,” Ulor advised.
“Right.”  After making sure that none of the group had bows or crossbows, Mar brought the rowboat within shouting distance, but stayed out above the shallows of the inlet.  The village men tensed as the boat closed, laying hands to weapons, but made no other hostile move.
“I am High-Captain Mar of the Mhajhkaeirii’n Skyship Fleet,” Mar called in a clear voice, choosing his words to sound as officious as possible.  “We are commandeering these barges in the name of the Prince.”
Various expressions of surprise and cursing drifted from the men.  One of them, with some encouragement from the others, stepped forward.  He was a tall man with a sparse red beard and wore a serviceable long sword hung from a plain leather baldric.
He bobbed his head respectfully, apprehensive but resolute, and shouted up, “I’m Elsdaen nh’ Elvraen, my lord, factor for the Whedstahn’s Mill.  The barges would be their property, sir.”
“A fair payment will be made once the present emergency is passed.”
“Emergency, sir?  We saw smoke to the south yesterday.  Is there fighting near Mhajhkaei?”
At first, Mar thought to lie but the man’s earnest look prevented him.  When no reassuring words came to him, he announced plainly, “The city is taken, Elsdaen.  You should prepare your village.”
Elsdaen’s eyes snapped wide in shock and the other men shouted in alarm.  “You can’t mean that Mhajhkaei is fallen, sir?” the factor demanded.  “This cannot be!”
“It is true!”  Ulor spoke up.  “The Citadel is taken and the Phaelle’n occupy the city.  Secure yourselves and be on watch!”
As Elsdaen and his men broke and began running back to the village, Mar whipped the boat around and raced across the inlet.  After retrieving Phehlahm and the sand, he landed the rowboat on Number One just behind the pilot deck.  He erased the driving spell but left the lifting spell in place to prevent the rowboat from tilting over on its side.
“Tie it off so it won’t shift in flight,” he ordered Phehlahm.  “Ulor, you can help me unload the sand.”
As Phehlahm stretched the line from the bow of the boat to the starboard rail, the other marine hefted two of the buckets.  “Where do you want it, sir?”
“Take one bucket below.  Put the rest out here.”  He set his own two buckets near the end of the pilot deck next to Ulor’s pack and the navigation instruments.
Telriy studied the squat buckets of coarse, slightly damp earthbone, obviously trying to discern their magical use.
“Is this something new that you’re going to show me?” the girl asked, watching as Mar took the handles of two more buckets.
“Not exactly.  Give me a moment to get us headed back toward Mhajhkaei and then I’ll explain.”
Once the train of skyships was firmly fixed on a direct course back to the fallen city, Mar, gesturing for the girl to accompany him and for the marines to remain above, climbed down the ladder to the deck below.
“What is this about?”  Telriy asked suspiciously, studying the bucket as if expecting it to undergo some incredible magical transformation.
“A test of magic,” Mar told her.  “I want you to bind the sand into a solid shape.”
“How am I supposed to do that?”
“I cannot say.  You must discover that on your own.”
“Do you mean only with magic?  I don’t think I can.”
“Try.”
“Can I touch the sand?”
“Yes.”
Telriy looked thoughtful for a moment and then planted her fists on her hips.  “This is silly.”
Mar frowned, but did not reply.
Telriy rolled her eyes.  “Alright, I’ll see what I can do.”
When Mar returned to the upper deck, he began, with the marines’ assistance, to enchant sun infused spheres from the remaining sand.  Phehlahm and Ulor watched the process intently, stowing the spheres with exaggerated care in the emptied buckets after he explained their use.  When he had converted all of the sand into spheres, the three of them climbed to the pilot deck and fought the wind in order to look forward toward Mhajhkaei.  The outer walls had just become visible in the distance when Ulor took Mar’s arm to catch his attention.
“My lord?” the fugleman wondered, shouting to be heard.  “Can you raise any wooden wagon, no matter how large?”
“Yes, I think so,” Mar shouted back.
“Look there, at the edge of that pasture.”
“What are those?”
“Hay wains, sir.  They’d hold almost a quarter troop of marines as likely as not.”
“Have we got any more rope?”
Ulor nodded.  “Enough, I’d imagine.”
The sun had finally reached the horizon and dusk had scattered deep shadows over the Citadel when the skyship train, with the five recently added hay wagons, finally returned. 
Mar, concerned with the lost time and intent on gaining the Old Keep and beginning the second phase of the evacuation, gave little thought to observing what the Phaelle’n might be doing.  He rushed across the city toward the fortress.  He had decided to spiral the train in a tight formation centered on the inner bailey and this objective compelled him to come in from a good bit to the west, rather than aiming for the keep directly.  The length of the train had grown to greater than five hundred armlengths and turning it took a lot of sky.
”Watch the tail end,” he told Phehlahm.  “This is going to be tricky.”
 



FORTY-SEVEN
Thirdday, Waxing, Second Springmoon, 1644 After the Founding of the Empire
 
As the big freight wagon rolled off the macadam onto the packed red soil of the detour, Trader Ghoelt, an unrepentant teller of tales, jerked his head to indicate the main road, which ran straight and disused into the forest.
“That, children, is the Cursed Battlefield of Ghraen and the Evil Lake of Terhselan, which finally swallowed the Imperial Highway some fifty years ago to this very month!” he announced.
One of his middle daughters, knitting socks while she nestled in a quilt, rolled her eyes.  “Yes, father, we know!  You tell us that every time we go north!”
Her legs dangling off the end, Telriy listened from her spot on the tailgate.  She leaned comfortably on a fold of canvas tarp and enjoyed the morning.  After lunch, she would have to take a turn driving the wagon, but now she need do nothing but ride.  She welcomed the middle-aged wagoner’s stories.  All were new to her, and they did help while away the time.
“Mhylan has not heard them yet, have you Mhylan?”
“No, sir,” Telriy replied.   
The broad hat and warm coat that she had stolen could not hide the fact that she was a woman, but the stout glamour that she recast each day did.  It convinced all that looked that her spare frame, unbearded face, and soft voice were actually the broad shoulders, thin whiskered cheeks, and baritone of the young workman from whom she had pilfered the clothes.  She had begun her disguise at the first hamlet she encountered along the Imperial Coastal Highway, had quickly learned to be circumspect with her toilet and subdued in her mannerisms, and had had no further difficulty in her journey to Mhajhkaei.  In the capital, an appearance as a nondescript man had provided anonymity in the crowded streets, and she had navigated the labyrinthine metropolis easily.  Finding work with the gregarious Ghoelt and his welcoming family, however, had simply been a stroke of luck. 
Ghoelt and his wife Selreyn, who drove the lead wagon with their oldest son and his wife, made their living and had raised their family on the long trading route from Mhajhkaei to Khalar.  They had no permanent abode in either city, but would settle in an inn in Mhajhkaei for two months through the worst of the winter weather, outfit new wagons, and join a train bound for Khalar as soon as the weather cleared.  Once the long journey to Khalar ended, they would spend a few fortnights in the Imperial City, and then ride a barge down the Ice to The Greatest City in All the World to begin the cycle again.
“The Battlefield of Grain?” she questioned, as the rutted detour jounced the wagon. 
“No, Ghraen,” Ghoelt corrected, his eyes and attention firmly fixed on the reins and the six draft horses that pulled the wagon.  Stacked high with cases of Bholsdskarii’n wine, the wagon moved ponderously but steadily, following the ten wagons ahead of it.
“When the Northern Highway was new, long ago in the early days of the old Empire, the battlefield was a farmer’s wheat field.  Now, it is an impassable swamp of doom!”
Telriy laughed.  Ghoelt’s daughter and her two brothers chuckled obediently, though the youngest made hidden faces at Telriy.
“What makes the land cursed?” she asked, temped to stick out her tongue at the boy, but knowing that a young man would not do such a thing.
“Oh, it is a sad and terrible tale!  The Lost Legion of Terhselan fought and died heroically there to a man.  It was during the invasion of the Great Khelmuldurii Horde of Archchieftan Khalmoshec.  The Horde had caught the Emperor Lloresfon and his army by surprise one evening just before dusk.  Khalmoshec’s Khelmuldurii tribesmen were demons when fighting at night, and the Emperor had no choice but to order a withdrawal.  It was clear to all that one legion must delay the Horde so that the Emperor and the army could regroup.  Terhselan, one of the most senior commanders, put the question to his legion and they one and all volunteered for the terrible duty!  As their comrades broke free of the fight, Terhselan and his legionnaires, outnumbered twenty to one, strove against the Khelmuldurii.  A terrific slaughter ensued!  Though they struck down five for each of their own, Terhselan’s men fell one by one to the bows and spears of the screaming wild men.  But not a one showed cowardice, true to the end to their honor and their oaths!  As the battle raged, the legionnaires became completely surrounded.  The foul beast, Khalmoshec, exhorting the Horde on his giant ebony warhorse Ahl’steraei, ordered that none should be given quarter.  The Imperial square continued to shrink through the night and into the morning, as legionnaire after legionnaire met his doom, till finally only Terhselan and ten Imperials remained alive.  Khalmoshec, his cold heart moved at last by the great heroism that he had witnessed from the legionnaires, called for a truce and personally offered to set Terhselan and his survivors free.  Terhselan refused, declaring that he had been told to hold the field until relieved.  This answer so enraged the fearsome chief that he ordered a final murderous charge!  The mounted tribesmen rolled over the legionnaires in an avalanche of hooves and the brave Imperials were seen no more.”
Knowing how such stories went, Telriy prompted, “And with his last breath Terhselan called down a curse from the Gods on his enemies?”
“No, no one knows.  The tale I tell is from one of the few survivors of the Horde who galloped to safety just as the curse fell.  He was captured and his account recorded by Imperial scribes.”
“Survivors?”  Now the story was getting good.
“Yes, the Great Horde and Khalmoshec were annihilated in a tremendous inferno that flared the moment a spear pierced the heart of Terhselan.  When the imperial army returned, they found only a huge, perfectly circular lake where the battlefield had been.  Thereafter, the tribesmen would never again ride against the Empire.”
Ghoelt’s jocular tone became hushed.  “It was as if, in the final moment of their hopeless glory, the sacrifice of the legion brought forth some immense, unearthly power that wreaked their terrible vengeance on the Khelmuldurii.”
 



FORTY-EIGHT
 
Senior Specialist Brother Whorlyr took stock of his cloister, checking their positions.  Most had hidden themselves well, but Recruit Brother Ehlereone, as usual, had chosen a concealment that was less than satisfactory.  Whorlyr signaled Veteran Brother Bh’sh, who crouched further down the wall with the reserve fire team.  The Veteran Brother rose to his feet, keeping his body bent at the waist to remain below the top of the low wall, and ran quietly to Whorlyr’s side.  As did the entire cloister, Bh’sh wore the traditional headband and stretched canvas robes of the K’hilb Clan hunter, but instead of the mottled greens of the upland forests, these had been dyed to match the whitewash and stone of Mhajhkaei.
“Recruit Brother Ehlereone requires instruction,” Whorlyr snapped.
Bh’sh grinned, his ancient olive face wrinkling.  “I’ll go sit on ‘im, my chieftain.”
Bh’sh was an old style K’hilb with the rapidly disappearing thick foresters’ accent and insisted upon using the traditional forms.  Whorlyr himself was full K’hilb as well, though educated in the Brotherhood school, but he made no objections to Bh’sh’s anachronisms.  The Veteran Brother was the best scout in the cloister and understood better than anyone how to shape raw recruits into disciplined fighting men.  He had trained Whorlyr himself.
As Bh’sh moved off to upbraid the negligent Ehlereone, Whorlyr checked the extra loads in his vest.  All showed the orange of fully recharged.  He then rechecked his bolt thrower, operating the mechanism to eject the jade load cube and then reinserting it.
Though he owed his rank to his lineage – for reasons not fully understood, only members of certain K’hilb families could operate the enervated bolt throwers that had been discovered in a strange wrecked conveyance deep within the forests of the K’hilbaeii’n plateau -- he fully intended to continue his advancement within the hierarchy of the Brotherhood.  Such advancement would require continued success in his current command and he was convinced that that success relied on his own single-minded focus on details.  Nothing must be left to chance.
Brother Zsii, seated with his back to the wall, spoke quietly into the handset of his far talking disk.  Zsii, dressed identically to Whorlyr but possessing the lighter skin of a lowlander, was of the College of Archivists and had been attached to Whorlyr’s cloister to ensure proper coordination with the dismounted weapon from the Holy Ship. 
“Brother Aehph reports that the impulse engine crew is ready, Specialist Brother,” Zsii supplied.  “He wishes to know if you desire him to fire a continuous stream or bursts."
“The difference being?”
“In continuous stream, he will expend all of his rounds in four minutes and thirteen seconds.  Using bursts, he should be able to supply supporting fire for upwards of fifteen minutes.”
“I thought he brought a full wagon load of the steel slugs?”
“Indeed he did, brother.  Twenty thousand rounds plus a full compliment in the feeding mechanism.  The impulse engine’s rate of fire is slightly more than five thousand rounds per minute.”
Whorlyr was impressed.  The loads for his own weapon would produce only ten bolts each and then required replacement.  At best – and he was certified as the best marksman in his cloister – he could launch only slightly more than fifty bolts in a single minute.
“Instruct him to use bursts, resorting to continuous fire only if I so direct or if it appears necessary in his opinion.”
“As you say, brother,” Zsii acknowledged and immediately began repeating Whorlyr’s orders into his handset.
When Zsii was done, Whorlyr asked, “Are the legions in position?”
“Indeed, brother.  All are in readiness and awaiting your command.”
A low, warbling whistle brought Whorlyr’s head around.  It was a fair imitation of a carnivorous Poengt’’h lizard, flagrantly out of place here in the urbanity of Mhajhkaei, but a signal that Bh’sh wanted his attention.  Whorlyr craned his neck to seek out the second floor window of the less than proficient Ehlereone.  His trained eyes detected Bh’sh in the interior shadow, hidden safely out of line of sight from the fortress held by the Mhajhkaeirii.  The Veteran Brother’s hands danced repeatedly in the K’hilbaeii’n hunter sign Prey in the trees!
Whorlyr dropped to his belly and crawled rapidly to the partly open wall gate.  Peering through the gap, he looked across the street and the adjacent wide defensive ditch to the fortress.  Above it, turning slowly into a close cluster, were the linked flying boats of the apostate.
Whorlyr jerked his head to hiss at Zsii, “Tell Brother Aehph to fire immediately upon the flying boats!  We must destroy the Mhajhkaeirii sorcerer!”
 



FORTY-NINE
 
The steel slugs, flying up from an alley south of the barbican, tore into the last hay wain in line, ripping through the light frame and cutting it practically in half.  One large wheel sprang from its axle and vaulted upwards, almost as if it were trying to escape, before being dragged back down by the merciless pull of the earth to disintegrate in a burst of black fire.  A bare moment later, several individual components of the lifting spell in the forward section ruptured, demolishing the remains and casting smoking fragments in all directions.  The tracing black that marked the path of the slugs shifted quickly to the next wagon and began chewing it into splinters.
Ulor and Phehlahm dove for cover as slugs and flame sprayed through the air above their heads.
Mar grabbed a bucket handle and took a running dive into the rowboat.  He sent the boat soaring before he landed.  The antics of the boat jostled him about as he smashed into the rough wood of the interior.  His head smacked painfully against a bench and he skidded into an irregular heap against the starboard gunnel.  The bucket landed on a corner and tipped, spilling the sand cylinders into the bilge.
The line fastened to the bow snapped taught, spinning the rowboat and nearly flipping it.  The sudden stop wretched him violently around again and forced him to throw out his arms to catch himself.  Cursing Cyhalis’ts’psqo, he struggled to sit up and yelled at the two marines, “Cut the rope!”
Ulor ran across the deck and swung his sword.  The rowboat sprang free with a lurch, and Mar rolled into the bottom again as it transcribed a looping arc away from the train and the Phaelle’n magic.
Grabbing the edge of a seat to steady himself, he arched upward to look.  Hardly before he had raised his head, the second hay wain disintegrated, the wreckage, much of it still attached by the heavy rope, dragging down on the next wagon in line. 
He knew he had to do something immediately.  The Phaelle’n weapon would destroy the remainder of the train in seconds.  He drove the rowboat back toward his skyships and began leaching chirping lime from the air while flapping his arms madly to generate a flood of tinkling rose.  He wove a huge yodeling chartreuse curtain in front of the skyship train as wide as the Old Keep.  He heard-saw the curtain take shape, his expansion of Telriy’s charm stymieing the image of the skyships and hopefully showing the Phaelle’n only empty sky.
Within seconds the stream of steel slugs ceased, but almost as quickly began again, depressing to rake the outer bailey gatehouse and then attack the main gate.
Bringing the rowboat to a halt, he snatched up two spheres, one in each hand, and stood up.  The steel slugs continued to spew from the mouth of the alley, no longer in a constant stream but in regulated blasts.  The weapon itself remained hidden, not visible in the deep shadows cast by the adjacent buildings.  Aiming for the alley, he hurled the cylinders, the second immediately after the first.  He quickly enchanted the missiles as they left his hands with a driving spell, adjusting their path until they passed beyond his range, so that they slammed together at speed into the pavement of the alley mouth.  The explosion was satisfyingly dramatic, with the thunderclap echoing flatly from the walls of the Old Keep and the outrush of air fluttering his clothes and hair.  A three-storey brick villa on the eastern side of the alley slumped into a double manheight mound feathered with timbers and planks, and roiled a large cloud of dust upward to obscure the scene.
 Mar waited long enough to make sure that the black fire and steel would not erupt again, and then swung the rowboat back to Number One.  Ulor and Phehlahm rushed to the rail as he hovered alongside.  Telriy scrambled up through the lower deck hatch and joined them.
“What’s happening?” the girl demanded.
“We’re under attack,” Mar told her shortly.  He swung quickly to face Phehlahm.  “Can you make it back to the hay wagons?  I need you to cut the smashed one loose.”
“Aye, sir!”  Phehlahm immediately took off astern.
“Sir!”  Ulor urged.  “We must evacuate the rest of the women and children immediately!”
“That’s what I’m trying to do,” Mar assured the man.  “The inner bailey isn’t big enough to bring all the skyships down at once and we’re not going to have time to load them one at a time.  I’m going bring the train around in a sloping circle like stairs.  I’ll need you to get the passengers into the skyships.  Could you bridge the ships with some kind of gang plank?”
The fugleman nodded quickly.  “We can rig something, even if we just pass them across hand to hand.”
“As soon as we are down, get to it,” Mar told him, swinging the rowboat away from Number One.
“Wait!”  Telriy cried, motioning him back.
“What is it?” he demanded sharply, drifting nearer.
The girl extended her hand toward him, hesitantly opening it to display an object no larger than a hen’s egg.
As he realized what it was, Mar felt a broad grin spring to his face.  In Telriy’s hand lay a sand sphere, its magic weak and threatening to fade, but a clear success nonetheless.
“Great!” he congratulated her eagerly.  “We’ll talk when we have time!”
Telriy smiled back, her eyes following him as he dashed away.  In moments, he had the train arranged, with Number One floating alongside the curiously empty walk of the eastern wall, its hatch level with the platform.  The bow of Number Two was slightly above the stern of the first vessel, with its length pointed off at an angle.  The remainder of the skyships followed the pattern, locked in position by his lifting and driving spells.  The huge glamour remained in place, hopefully continuing to conceal the train from view.
Mar landed the rowboat back on Number One, gave Phehlahm a quick order to secure it, stopped briefly to share another congratulatory grin with Telriy, and then he and Ulor bounded down the ladder to the lower deck and jumped to the parapet walkway.  They both ran north to the corner where the wall met the Central Tower.
Hurtling down the stairs there two at a time, with Ulor close behind, Mar discovered that the marines and legionnaires working on the last three skyships had thrown down tools to snatch up weapons.  As he reached the bottom of the stairs, the vast majority of the men began to run toward the gate.  Ulor did not pause, but made immediately for the Central Tower and the non-combatants.
Thinking instantly that the outer gate had fallen and worrying about the consequence of that disaster, Mar sprinted across the cluttered courtyard, dodging piles of lumber and vaulting the abandoned stones of the cradle of Number One, and plunged into the gatehouse tunnel.  Ahead of him, the Mhajhkaeirii were flooding through to the outer bailey.
With a curse, he skidded to a halt in sudden remembrance.  He had forgotten to enchant the remaining skyships!  Dashing back into the inner bailey, he rapidly spelled the craft by turn, carefully directing them upward to hover alongside the last surviving hay wagon.  Without a wasted second, he aligned his ships in a formation that would allow Ulor, hopefully, to quickly get the passengers aboard.  That done, he bolted back into the tunnel and finally reached the outer courtyard.  Breathing heavily, he slowed for a moment.
The outer gate was indeed gone, destroyed by the Monk’s steel slugs.  Its remains and that of the iron-reinforced portcullis lay scattered in splinters and shards in the shadow of the barbican.  Beyond, the rapidly advancing Phaelle’n legionnaires had already reached the midpoint of the drawbridge, their interlocked shields forming a protective shell to the front, sides, and above. 
The Mhajhkaeirii’n defenders had established a shield line facing the destroyed gate, fuglemen, both marine and legionnaire, shouted hoarse orders and curses as they pushed and shoved men into their places.  The tall forms of Captain Mhiskva and Lord Hhrahld held prominent places in the center of the line and both men had their weapons at the ready.  Lord Ghorn, sword drawn, stood just behind the marine officer, directing pikemen into a supportive square.  Commander Aerlon, now evidently fully converted to the Mhajhkaeirii’n cause, supervised a block of legionnaire crossbowmen as they settled into staggered ranks.  Other crossbowmen and armsmen lined the machicolations to either side of the gatehouse, already firing, with apparent little effect, out at the approaching Phaelle’n.  The workers from the inner bailey, many of them without armor, were urgently forming a second line behind Lord Ghorn’s shield line.
Mar made to rush toward the Prince.
Without warning, pinpoints of light winked brightly in the fading light from beyond the ranks of the attacking legion.  Green magical lances passed over the Phaelle’n legionnaires and blazed through the outer gatehouse tunnel in a concentrated mass, chewing into the Mhajhkaeirii.  Like wheat before a scythe, the marines and legionnaires began to fall in blistered, bleeding rows.  Mhiskva, Lord Hhrahld, and Lord Ghorn died almost instantly.  Aerlon collapsed in a heap without a sound, decapitated.  Within seconds, the ethereal bolts scythed a huge gap in the shield wall and the unprepared men behind began to join their comrades in death.  The bolts continued unabated and, as the ranks of the defenders thinned, many flew on unobstructed toward the inner gatehouse.
Without conscious decision, Mar threw up his ethereal defense, deflecting the flux lances that struck towards him. 
For a moment, he could not think, overcome with horror. 
Then, with a sudden chilled clarity, he realized that he must hum.  The interaction of the sound sent a wave through the ether that bounced off itself, reflecting in cyclic variation and generating a globe of vibrating silver that shielded him from the outwelling fountain of whistling teal that was the passage of time.  Around him all motion ceased, the world frozen in comic pause, and the carnage of the outer bailey vanished as his sight dimmed.  Only the shadowy sound-images formed by the drift of the background flux remained in his awareness.
He had been only a minute late.  Just a single Gods cursed minute!  If he had gotten to the outer bailey only sixty seconds earlier, he could have saved his friends.
He had to admit that.  Lord Ghorn, a man to whom duty was life, and Mhiskva, whose loyalty knew no bounds – and Berhl, Ulor, and the rest as well -- were indeed his friends.  Or, at least, they were as close to friends as he had ever had.  And they had died because he had not arrived in time. 
But what was time?
There were numerous names for the varieties of it -- now, then, soon, early, late, today, tomorrow, yesterday.  Innumerable variations of words existed to describe a changing of time, a progression from past, to present, and on into the future.  On some level, there was an awareness, at least in the language, that time moved.
He could hear-see it almost clearly now.  Time was ethereal, there was no question.  He could shield himself from it, could stop it in its tracks.  He had done so to save Ulor and had perhaps also accomplished the magic, unawares, many times previously in his life when danger threatened.  The high-pitched teal was both behind and under the background ether, but an integral part of it in some way that he could not precisely decipher.  But it also had a direction, a flow, an intent, blossoming outward from everything and to everything.
His unreliable warning sense – which had once again failed him – must operate by allowing the future state of the world to be known in the present, passed backwards on modulations of flux.  The clear visions of the Moon Pool were sights of the future conveyed back to the present and had to have moved in reverse against the normal progress of time.
If warnings and visions could move backward in time, why couldn’t he?
He only needed a minute.
He did not know how long he worked against the whistling teal, as that concept had no meaning in his current state.  He was separate from time altogether and measurements of the passage of time were no longer relevant.  Subjectively, the interlude seemed lengthy, but he was not sure.  Eventually, he did find a way to manipulate the flux of time by bombarding it with a black basal avalanche of pure flux, forcing a gap between it and the ether.  With a great surge of effort, he expanded the gap to a hole wide enough to admit him and then recklessly cast himself through the hole into some strange place in between.
Instantly, his body became transfixed, immobile in this undertime place, and he did not breathe.  It appeared that the process of his life was now suspended.
The flow of time, now fully realized, immediately assaulted him, as if he once again swam in a mighty river, but the current in this river of time moved in all directions at once.  It clashed with his warbling silver barrier, flaring in bursts of multi-tonal light that gave off heat, pressure, erratic forces, and stunning bolts of flux.  The direction of the past was only a subjective mental concept, a sense of greatest resistance.  Using only his awareness of flux, he began to move against the resistance, forcing the sound-colors of time to part -- literally swimming upstream.  His shield collapsed against his body under the increasingly violent clash of the natural flux against the artificial.  The random products of the interaction began to batter him and he sensed pain, though it seemed not directly through his nerves, but as minute triggers of screeching cerulean flux.  He was being hurt, but did not truly know how badly.
He pressed on, trying to guess how far he must move to erase the last disastrous minute.  He began to feel the drain of his effort and knew that whatever strength supplied his control of magic was fading.  Finally, realizing that he could go no further and feeling as if he had already traveled leagues, he allowed the current to spit him out.  In a different present, he dropped his barrier and was again subject to normal time.
Stumbling on leaden feet, he almost fell, his entire body a single mass of pain and ache, as if he had been beaten to within an inch of his life.  He felt wetness on his lips and raised his hand to find blood dripping from his nose.
“Boy, what manner of witchery was that?”
Mar looked up to find Lord Hhrahld, standing alone near the center of the outer courtyard, staring at him.  The Lord-Protector leaned unperturbed on his great sword.  Beyond him, at the closed main gate, several marines idled.
Mar took a step and sagged in agony, his knees buckling.  He must have made it farther than his single minute.  The Phaelle’n had not yet attacked.  But how far had he come?
“I have never seen a man step out of the heart of the air,” the old pirate mused, not really talking to the young magician at all.  His eyes danced about as if following uncooperative, dodging thoughts.  “And how can you be here and up there at the same time?”  Lord Hhrahld pointed over Mar’s head toward the inner bailey.
Mar felt panic.  He must have moved at least a dozen minutes, to a point in the past just after he had arrived!  Could he warn himself somehow?  He tried to turn, tripped over his own uncooperative legs and fell heavily, landing bruisingly on his arms.
Running steps sounded across the yard and Mhiskva knelt to steady him as he tried to sit up.  Other marines crowded around.  “My lord, are you hurt?  Have you fallen from a skyship?”
The distinct flat thrapping sound of the Phaelle’n slugs cutting through the air sounded high above.  The captain’s eyes flared in surprise and he craned his head upwards.
“Get everyone from in front of the gate,” Mar croaked, trying to stand.
Mhiskva twisted his head back around, deep concern on his face.  “You are injured, my lord magician.  You have blood coming from your ears and nose and you must be broken inside.  You must be still.  I have seen men take high falls before.  It would be dangerous for you to move.  I will send for a surgeon.”
“He did not fall from the sky, he fell out of the air,” Lord Hhrahld said to no one in particular.  Mhiskva did not respond, and it seemed that the Lord-Protector’s actual meaning did not register with the marine officer.  The ancient corsair went on, his voice dropping down to an awed whisper.  “He has great magic.”
Mar rolled onto his back, resting for a moment while his vision swam in circles.  “The Phaelle’n are about to attack the main gate with magical weapons,” he told Mhiskva urgently.  A sudden fit of coughing forced him to pause.  “The gate will be destroyed.  You have to get everyone away from it.”
Mhiskva signaled a marine, who took off at a run.  “Errhls,” he told another quickly, “bring Lord Ghorn from the barbican and tell Surgeon Ehgtaehr that I want him immediately.”
Mar must have blacked out for a moment.  When he came to, a white haired man with a scarred face – the surgeon?  -- leaned over him, mumbling worriedly.  The sounds of the slugs slashing the hay wagons to pieces echoed from above.
“The drawbridge, I have to raise it,” Mar told the indistinct faces surrounding him.  “Take me there, now!”
“Do as he commands,” Lord’s Ghorn’s voice ordered.
The next few moments were a blur.  Mar felt himself raised and carried,  and jogged up steps, with each movement extracting excruciating pain..
“We are at the gatehouse,” the Prince-Commander told him.
Somehow, Mar exerted himself, reaching beyond his weakness to find power in a soundless-colorless place.  He sought and delved the drawbridge, its ancient timbers reassuringly solid, and then wrenched it from its age-bound seats just as the Monks turned their weapon on the gate.
And then, Mar knew nothing.
 



FIFTY
 
With a curse, Mar skidded to a halt in sudden remembrance.  He had forgotten to enchant the remaining skyships!  Dashing back into the inner bailey, he rapidly spelled the craft by turn, carefully directing them upward to hover alongside the last surviving hay wagon.  Without a wasted second, he aligned his ships in a formation that would allow Ulor, hopefully, to quickly get the passengers aboard.  That done, he bolted back into the tunnel and finally reached the outer courtyard.  Breathing heavily, he slowed for a moment.
A great burst of magic filled the tunnel.  It was a sound-color that he had never before seen.  The magic seemed akin to his own slowing of time, but far stronger.  A man appeared.
Mar froze.  “You’re me.”
The future Mar of the Moon Pool shrugged.  “I am a version of you from forty years from this present, yes.  From your perspective, it remains to be seen whether one of you will become me.”
“What does that mean?”
“Tel and I have often debated that very question, but I cannot honestly say that I have a complete answer.  Regardless, nothing I might say on this subject now will improve your understanding and I have resolved therefore to simply be enigmatic.”
Mar cursed.  “Are you a vision?’
“No, I have made a journey through time to speak to you directly so that there will be less confusion.”
Mar stared at his older self.  “Why have you come now?  Why haven’t you appeared to me before?”
“Because now there are two of you.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I will try to be brief.  To attempt to prevent a great disaster, you – that is, a future, relative to this moment, version of you from a sequence of events that no longer exists -- have moved backwards in time.  This other version has succeeded in changing events.  However, in doing so he has created a present in which two copies of you exist.  Each has an identical history up to this present instant, but from here their experiences diverge.”
Mar considered.  It seemed possible.  “So?”
“Magic will always seek equilibrium.  Having two copies of an individual who are not sufficiently temporally distinct -- such as you and I are, for instance -- results in an imbalance of matter, energy, and flux.  The background flux will attempt to remedy this imbalance.”
“What will happen?”
“I have no idea.  The two of you could simply continue to exist as separate and distinct individuals with only a significant exchange of flux potential.  Alternatively, some type of merging could ensue, with the result being a unified being.  Or, as Tel believes, the forces released by the rebalancing could have a catastrophic effect, such as the destruction of Mhajhkaei, a large part of the continent, or the entire planet.  There are innumerable other possibilities, but all are simply conjectures.”
“Tel is your wife, Telriy?”
The older Mar smiled.  “Of course.”
“What can be done?”
The other explained at length. 
Mar argued, contradicted, shouted, raged, and cursed, but in the end, he agreed.
The older Mar waved his hand and a portal appeared.  “Good luck.”
Mar took a deep breath and stepped through.
 



FIFTY-ONE
 
“The assault on the interior fortress has succeeded,” the Chief Skryer declared with no emotion.  Then, uncharacteristically, the man shook his head, appearing somewhat confused.  “No, that is incorrect.  My pardon, Preeminence, there are unusual shadows in the glass.”
Traeleon allowed a frown to show.  “What is the status of the attack, then?”
The Chief Skryer studied his instrument.  “The 13th legion has failed to cross the moat.”
“Lhevatr, get clarification of the situation.”
The Martial Director turned and murmured a quiet question to the operator of the far talking disk.  The Novitiate Third relayed the question and then listened for some moments, scribbling a long note and passing it to Lhevatr.
“Brother Aehph reports,” Lhevatr read, “that the drawbridge rose – apparently by magical means -- while the forward elements of the 13th were on it.  There were many serious casualties.  Before the impulse engine could do sufficient damage to cut through the shielding structure of the bridge to fire upon the gate, the apostate attacked its position with enchanted vessels.  Flying debris slightly damaged the feeding mechanism.  The brother operating the engine was also killed.”
“The Work,” Traeleon intoned automatically.
“The Duty,” Lhevatr answered.
“The Restoration,” droned the entire Conclave.
“Brother Whorlyr has begun firing on the ramparts,” the Martial Director continued as if there had been no interruption, “but to little effect."
The Archdeacon considered Bhrucherra with disapproving eyes.  “Your decision to use the dismounted weapon from the Work appears to have been in error.”
“If you recall, my lord,” the First Inquisitor responded calmly, “I did indicate that there was some risk.”
Traeleon locked eyes with his fellow Salient for a tense moment, then turned back to Lhevatr.  “Order Brother Aehph to withdraw and begin repairs immediately.  We have trebuchets in reserve?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Have them moved into position to reduce the fortress.”
“As you say, Preeminence.”  As the Martial Director turned, the novitiate handed him another note.
“Commander-of-Legions Lazssri of the Third Battle Group requests instructions.  He has merged with the remnants of Second Battle Group and has surrounded the western strong point.  Approximately three thousand prisoners from the surrender of the northern strongpoint are under his control, and a huge number of Mhajhkaeirii are trapped up in the northwest quadrant of the Citadel.”  Lhevatr bent his head to read directly from the note, “He craves enlightenment on the disposition of these non-believers.”
“Brother Lazssri is a Brohivii?”
“Yes, Preeminence.”
“How was such an important position assigned to a brother with his particular inclinations?”
“He is very capable, my lord,” the First Inquisitor explained.  “He has achieved numerous victories in smaller campaigns.”
“In future,” Traeleon directed stiffly, “all high level assignments will be submitted to me in advance.  This shall henceforth be known to be the Duty of all men.”  The last stipulation made his pronouncement a rule of doctrine, and a violation of it would be considered blasphemy.
Vice-Deacon Kleghaier leaned forward eagerly.  “Preeminence, perhaps it would be useful to order a good number of the Mhajhkaeirii put to public Scrutiny in order to insure the submission of the remainder.”
“This would be unwise,” Bhrucherra commented.  “Such would be as likely to arouse subversive elements.  Experience has shown that subject populations – which Mhajhkaei will presently be – must be managed with care to avoid rebellion against the Duty.”
“The thoughts of the First Inquisitor mirror mine,” Traeleon agreed.  “Brother Lazssri is to announce that all civilians have been granted clemency and are issued parole to return to their homes.  He should have them escorted from the Citadel as quickly as possible.”
Brother Kleghaier frowned but quickly adopted a neutral expression.
“Also instruct Brother Lazssri that he is to watch the western strongpoint carefully, but is not to attack it until he receives a direct command.  He is to prepare an offer of terms and convey it to the Mhajhkaeirii commander.  If they surrender by morning, they will be pardoned and allowed to labor in the service of the Duty.  If they refuse, each and every one of the armsmen that survives the siege will be castrated, blinded, and expelled from the city.”
Lhevatr bowed his head.  Execution would have been kinder.  “As you say, Preeminence.”
 



FIFTY-TWO
 
Truhsg settled beside Eishtren and offered a pressed grain cake taken from a sack slung on his shoulder.  “This is all I could get, sir.”
Eishtren opened his eyes and raised an arm that shook slightly to take the ration.  “Thank you, Fugleman.  There is enough for all of us?”
“Yes, sir.  I’ve already distributed rations to the men and Aael and his Auxiliaries.” 
When they had finally marched through the gates of the fortress, most of the refugees had wandered on into the crowds.  Aael, his grandson, and the probable orphans had stayed close.
A Vice-Commander, trying to organize the chaos at the gate, had directed Eishtren and his pitiful command to the North Courtyard, but had tried to wave the children and the amputee along the aisle toward the Central Courtyard with the throngs of other non-combatants.
“We’re medical Auxiliaries, Vice-Commander,” the retiree had objected genially, surrounded by the closely bunched, staring children.  “We’ve been assigned to Quaestor Eishtren and regulations require us to remain with him until reassigned.”
The officer, tired, harried, and covered with the dust stirred by the thousands that had fled through the fortress gates, had neither smiled nor frowned.  “Explain.”
“We are stretcher bearers and water runners, sir, enlisted for the emergency.”
The Vice-Commander had looked at Eishtren.
Eishtren saluted.  “Sir, it was necessary to enlist the Auxiliaries in order to transport the wounded during the withdrawal.”
The Vice-Commander had shaken his head and thrown up his hands.  “Move your group, Auxiliaries and all, to the North Courtyard, Quaestor.  You will be given duty assignments later.”
“Sir, my men and I can be assigned to a combatant section.  We stand ready to serve.”
The Vice-Commander had looked from the exhausted Eishtren, to the bloodied Kyamhyn leaning against the steady Truhsg, to the stoic Dhem, and finally to the ragged militiamen, Taelmhon, Scahll, and Bear.
“I would imagine that a reserve will be organized from remnant units in the next day or so.  Now, move your group.”
Eishtren had saluted again and marched away.
A section of the high outer wall and several towers formed part of the border of the North Courtyard; lower, interior curtain walls and three gates made up the rest.  No shelter had been provided in the packed space.  Most of half a thousand armsmen -- legionnaires, marines, and militiamen, many of them wounded -- occupied the flagstoned yard.  Eishtren had used his rank to claim an out-of-the-way stretch of the outer wall nearest the largest tower.  He and his men leaned against the rough stone or reclined nearby.  Aael had the children camped in a tight clutch, resting in borrowed cloaks, in the relatively sheltered nook where the wall met the tower.
Eishtren chewed the dry grain methodically.  “Is there any water?”
Truhsg gave the quaestor a small bottle of wine.  “The legate told me that barrels will be brought around in an hour.”
Eishtren took a tiny sip.  The wine was sweet.  He gave it back.  “Make sure you save the bottle.  Fill it with water when the barrels come around.  I want you to go back around to the quartermasters after things settle and see if you can secure us gear.”
“Packs and canteens?”
“Yes.  Field rations, blankets, and such like.  And see if you can fill out everyone’s kit.  I expect that we will be ordered to replace men on the walls in the next day or two.”
“Yes, sir.”
As the light began to fade, the armsmen, and the Auxiliaries as well, began to lie down to sleep on the bare flagstones.   
Eishtren closed his eyes.
He grabbed his bow and surged to his feet when Truhsg shook him awake.  It was full dark, but torches lit parts of the courtyard.  Most of the armsmen were already standing and shuffling toward the large tower.
“Sir, a marine captain just announced that we’re to be evacuated.  The Monks have breached a gate on the Upper Reach.”
“Have the men stand to their weapons.  We will assist in the defense.”
“There is no defense, sir!  The civilians are all gone and the garrison is preparing to withdraw.”
“Withdraw?  How?  Where?”
The fugleman pointed upwards.  Lanterns floated above the tower attached to and illuminating what looked to be large boats strung in a line. 
“In the Magician’s skyships, sir.”
 



FIFTY-THREE
 
Mar groaned and opened his eyes.
“My lord!”  Phehlahm exclaimed.  “You live!”
“Quiet, marine,” Berhl groused.  “Go fetch the surgeon.”
Fighting a paralytic weakness, Mar struggled to sit up as Phehlahm dashed off through the trampled undergrowth.  He lay in a canvas hammock hung between the trunks of two white oaks.  A small fire burned not far away with a pot simmering above it.  Beyond the small blaze numerous other fires surrounded by groups of stirring marines were scattered among the larger trees of an extensive grove.  The day appeared fresh, the light slowly filtering through the trees diffuse and golden.
“Berhl – this is the encampment?”
“Aye, sir.”
“How did I get here?”  Mar asked, rubbing his forehead as a searing pain blazed through it.
“You were brought with the others from the Old Keep in the skyships.  You’ve been in a stupor for the better part of a night and another full day.”
Mar swung his feet out of the hammock and stood up, swaying slightly from lightheadedness.  “Who flew the skyship train?”
“The Lady Telriy, sir,” Berhl told him.  “She doesn’t manage it with your skill and her best speed is much lower than yours, but she does well enough for a new pilot, as I see it.  She’s had some trouble with the landings, but we’ve managed to get everyone off without mishap.  It appeared to me, sir, that the effort has caused her great distress.”
“Where is she now?”
Berhl pointed across a crowded field toward the crossroads.  A light ground fog hovered over the field, backlit by a reddened, cloud-shrouded sun that was just beginning to rise over the distant shadow of a barn.  The fog did not reach all the way to the ground, but held itself in a thick band as if disdaining the trampled hay and hundreds of sleeping people.  At the meeting of the two roads, the skyship train, stretched back in a lazy curve to the east, stood docked at a makeshift four-manheight tower built of rough sawn logs. 
“She’s just brought the train back,” the fugleman informed him matter-of-factly.
Ignoring his dizziness and aches, Mar started anxiously across the field, finding a path that had been worn amongst the sleeping Mhajhkaeirii and their smoldering fires.  Berhl, giving indication that he thought Mar might keel over at any moment, stayed close beside the younger man.
“How many trips did she make?”  Mar asked over his shoulder.
“This would be her sixth, sir.  It should be the last.” 
The marine gestured beyond the crossroads.  Thousands were camped in the fields and it seemed clear that all the civilian refugees trapped in both fortresses had been evacuated. 
“Trip before this, she brought out the last of the civilians, the wounded, and a large part of the garrison, but there was no room most of a legion.  They stayed as a rear guard to hold the North Courtyard and the North Main Tower.”
“Lord Ghorn and Mhiskva stayed with the legionnaires?”
“Aye, sir.”
“Idiots.”
“Sir?”
“Nothing.”
Mar and Berhl arrived at the foot of the tower as Ulor and two legionnaires, all blackened from soot, carried an injured man in a litter down the steep switch-back ramps.  More marines and legionnaires, likewise filthy and many bandaged, limping, or carried, followed.  A large group of men, including some civilians, a few militia, and two that Mar took to be surgeons, waited to assist the new arrivals.
Mar held his peace until Ulor had given over his burden to the surgeons and then caught the man’s eye.  “Where’s Telriy?”
“She’s still aboard Number One, sir,” the marine answered tiredly.  “Steering the skyships is a great strain on her, especially in the dark.  My wife and Legate Rhel are with her.”
“She’s alright?”
“Aye, sir, just exhausted.”
“Where’s Lord Ghorn?”
“They didn’t make it, sir,” Ulor replied stiffly.
“What?  What do you mean?”
“The Monks had all of the Redoubt by the time we returned but the North Main Tower.  The Prince-Commander and Mhiskva were holding the stairs with a file from the Defenders and refused to board until everyone else had been loaded.  When we were almost done, the Monks began throwing burning pitch at the train with a catapult that they had assembled in the bailey.  Number Four caught fire and we had to cut it loose.”  Ulor paused and took a deep breath, as if reluctant to speak what he had to say next.  “Lord Ghorn ordered us away to keep the rest of the train from being destroyed.”
Mar stood silent for a long time.  Then, “Did you see them die?”
“No, sir.  We lost sight of them in the dark.”
“How many were left behind?”
“I’m not sure.  Lord Ghorn, Captain Mhiskva, Lord Purhlea, Commander Aerlon and maybe four or five others.”
“Not Lord Hhrahld?”
“No, he’s around here somewhere,” Ulor said, grimacing.  “I think he’s been stuck by one of his humours.  He ran off yelling something about ‘seeking his king’ or some such after he got off the skyship.”
Mar shook his head dismissively.  “Where’s the rowboat?”
“Still on Number One.”
“Sir,” Berhl interrupted, “they couldn’t have held out.”
“That’s true,” Ulor agreed sadly.  “That’s been four hours ago.  Lady Telriy can’t manage but half your speed.”
Mar ignored them, spelling his brigandine to loft himself up to Number One.  He heard Berhl curse loudly and then the two marines began crowding their way up the ramps, climbing over and around the men making their way down. 
A long charred streak marred the bow of the skyship and as Mar rose above the upper deck, he immediately saw that the awnings were missing, with the blackened support poles hacked away to stubs.  The long deck was vacant, save for the three people near the bow.
Landing beside the still stowed rowboat, he found Telriy covered with a light blanket and soundly asleep on a pallet.  The girl’s face was worn, smudged with ash, and her hair lay in a snarl, but she did not appear hurt.
A stoutly handsome, flaxen-haired woman of about Ulor’s age sat watchfully beside her.  With her hair tied up under a scarf, the woman had dressed for travel, wearing a plain heavy wool skirt and an oiled calfskin jacket, though both were grimed with soot as well.  The woman’s eyes widened as she saw Mar settle on the deck, but she otherwise accepted his appearance without comment.  She had a thoroughly no-nonsense attitude about her and her expression was uncompromising as she blatantly examined him. 
Rhel was also dozing, seated leaning back against the pilot deck, with his head sagging above his crossed arms.  The young legate was a patchwork of bandages, but none of his wounds appeared life threatening. 
“You’re Ulor’s wife?”  Mar asked the woman brusquely.
The woman signed for him to lower his voice and then replied in a quiet tone, “Yes, my lord.  I’m Yhejia.”  She examined his face and answered his next question before he could ask it.  “Your wife is well.  She is spent, poor thing, and needs to sleep, so I’d be adverse to you disturbing her.”
“She isn’t my wife.”
Yhejia cocked her head disapprovingly.  “You’re a little young to be making on old husband’s lies,” she scolded.
Mar took a deep breath, held it, then let it out slowly.  “Never mind.  You’re going to stay with her?”
“Yes, my lord.  It’s the least I can do.”
Mar nodded.  “Good.”  He turned away and crossed the deck to the rowboat.  If his abruptness offended Yhejia, she gave no sign of it.
Berhl and Ulor appeared from the hatch and rushed to the rowboat as Mar climbed aboard.
“Neither Lord Ghorn nor the Captain would want you to come back for them when there’s no hope,” Berhl insisted, stopping to catch his breath.
“There’s nothing you can do for them, sir,” Ulor urged. 
“Cut the rope loose,” Mar told them, checking the buckets of sand cylinders, which someone had had the forethought to store in the rowboat.
“Sir,” Berhl argued, “I don’t think –“
Mar stared hard at the two men.  “Shut up and do as you’re told.”
Both reflexively snapped to attention and saluted, chorusing a precise “Aye, sir!”
Ulor, shaking his head, obviously at the hardheadedness of officers, pulled a knife from his belt and sliced the line at the bow of the rowboat.  The boat bobbled slightly and then rose as Mar fed flux into the enchantment.
“Sir, you’re the highest-ranking non-wounded officer,” Berhl snapped formally as Mar started to pull away.  “What are your orders?”
“Where’s Commander Lhervhes?”  Mar asked exasperatedly, halting the rowboat.
“Near dead, sir,” Ulor supplied.  “He took an arrow through the throat.  Can’t say that he’s going to make it.”
Mar pointed at Berhl, and then Ulor in turn.  “You’re a captain.  You’re a legate.  Do what needs to be done.”
Mar left the two agape as he sent the rowboat driving for the sky.
He dared not attempt to move backward in time again – the first attempt had nearly killed him and he had no idea why or how he had recovered.  Even if he could survive another such journey, a span of four or more hours seemed impossible.  He would simply have to hope that the indomitable will of Lord Ghorn and the immovable mass of Mhiskva had kept the men alive.
He raced back to Mhajhkaei at a speed that shook the rowboat mercilessly, popping seams and making the wood groan in complaint, and the thunderous wind forced him to hug the bilge.  He raised his head only occasionally to find landmarks and reached the edge of the city in what he thought was less than half an hour.  As he sought the Western Redoubt, he slowed and gained altitude to give him some protection against the weapons of the Phaelle’n.
Much to his relief, he almost immediately spotted Mhiskva’s huge form among a small group of men on the unroofed upper platform of a tall tower – evidently Ulor’s North Main Tower -- at the upper end of the narrowed diamond of the fortress.  He brought the rowboat down vertically, dropping so fast that the bottom of the craft struck the deck of the platform jarringly before bouncing back up to about an armlength.
The Captain and the Prince were the only two Mhajhkaeirii still standing, and were fighting to hold down the solid roof hatch against the efforts of men below to raise it.  Both men were planted atop the hatch, jostling every count of five as the attackers rammed upwards against it.  There were several bodies scattered in twisted positions across the platform, and while most had the maroon and gray markings of the Brotherhood, some wore the sea blue of Mhajhkaei.  Lord Purhlea lay propped against a parapet, grasping a bloody crossbow bolt that pierced his right shoulder.  Commander Aerlon knelt near him, awkwardly wrapping a cloth around his mangled sword hand.  He also had a long gash across his bare forehead and blood dripped unheeded into his eyes. 
Mar swept the rowboat near the two wounded men, and reached down to grab Aerlon’s shoulder.  “Come on!”
The Plydyrii raised his head blearily, blinked against the blood, and then grinned.  “Help me get him up!” he shouted, pulling Purhlea to his feet.
Mar vaulted down to the platform to grab the Knight-Commander’s other arm.  The man gasped in pain as they raised him aboard, but gripped Mar’s arm fiercely and laughed. 
“Mhiskva said you would come.”
As soon as he had boosted Aerlon into the center seat alongside Purhlea, Mar shoved the boat over to the roof hatch.
Lord Ghorn nodded calmly.  “Glad to see you up and about again, my lord magician.”
Mhiskva, smiling lopsidedly, asked, “Pleasant morning for flying, my lord?”
Mar added his weight on top of the hatch as the Phaelle’n rattled it again.  “Can we talk later and just leave?”
“Mhiskva,” Lord Ghorn began, “You get aboard, and I’ll –“
The Captain, standing slightly behind the Prince, swung quickly and smote Lord Ghorn sharply on the back of the helmet with the butt of his axe.  The armor rang with a startling flat tone.  The Prince-Commander collapsed instantly, but Mhiskva caught him before he fell completely to the floor.
“He would not have gone otherwise, my lord,” the big marine replied to Mar’s aghast expression.  “If you will take his feet, I think we can be off before the Monks know we are gone.”
“Do not worry, my lord,” Mhiskva admonished cheerily from the stern as the rowboat climbed away, “I have had much practice rounding up drunken sailors and marines.  I know just how hard to strike a man to make him cooperative without addling his brains.”
They had laid the Prince-Commander atop the buckets of sand spheres, with his head on the forward seat alongside Mar and the man’s feet resting on the center seat between Aerlon and Purhlea.
“Should we rouse him?”  Lord Purhlea wondered.
“I think it better to let him revive in his own time,” the Captain opined.  “I suspect that he will not be pleased when he awakes.”
“He could use the rest anyway,” Aerlon offered.  “He has not slept any in the last two days.”
“None of us have,” Lord Purhlea judged.
“It was a hard battle,” Aerlon agreed.  “But at least some of us have won free.”
“Better to have died,” the Knight-Commander grated, leaning over the side to watch as Mhajhkaei passed from beneath.  When the man raised his head, he fixed his gaze stonily forward, his single eye betraying not one shred of emotion. 
Only Mhiskva turned about to look as The Greatest City in All the World, defeated and abandoned, disappeared rapidly astern.
 



FIFTY-FOUR
1631 After the Founding of the Empire
 
The little boy woke, but did not open his eyes.  If the old woman knew that he was awake, she would make him get up.  He wanted to laze for as long as possible in the nest of old rags that was his bed.  Winter was coming and the mornings had already cooled.  The little boy hated winter.  He hated the cold.
His stomach was empty, but he was used to that.  Better to be warm and hungry than cold and hungry.  There would be no breakfast, anyway.  He knew that the first thing the old woman would want to do was rush out into the cold morning to dig for rags in trash piles.  The papermakers would buy rags not fouled with oil or spirits, but it took an awful lot of them to earn even the single coin necessary to buy half a loaf of yesterday’s bread.  They would not get anything to eat until much later in the day.  Feeling a breath of chill air across his toes, he twisted his feet deeper into the scrap of a threadbare blanket.
After a few more minutes, unable to remain still any longer, he rolled his head and peeked at the old woman, wondering if she were trying to catch him dawdling.
She lay on her back not far from him, next to the stack of barrels that shielded them from the street and the eyes of the Guard.  Her eyes were open and staring up at nothing.  The wrinkled brown flesh of her face had gone gray and she was perfectly still.   
He jumped up in sudden fright, scattering his rags, and reached out to touch her cheek.  There was no warmth.  Her skin was as cold as the morning air.
He knew what dying was.  He had had a dog, a skinny starving mongrel, the year before.  An older boy had smashed its head into pulp because it had bitten him.
Tears started running down his face.  The old woman would have smacked him for crying, as she always had, but she would never do that again.  She had never hugged him, never kissed him, but he had loved her all the same.
She had always called him “baby,” but she had said often that she was not his mother and had never let him call her that.
Like the other little children he saw in the street, he did have a name.  He had always known what his name was, but he had never tried to tell it to the old woman.  She had a quick hand if she thought he was talking back.
Mar turned away, crying but making no sound, and left her where she lay.
 



FIFTY-FIVE
 
Mar climbed from the rowboat, reaching to help Aerlon and Mhiskva raise Lord Ghorn into the hands of the legionnaires and marines who anxiously crowded around.  Some of Lord Purhlea’s own Stalwarts took charge of the wounded Knight-Commander and bore him away.
“Gently!”  Berhl snapped at his fellow Mhajhkaeirii, supporting the prince’s head.  Ulor and Phehlahm took Ghorn’s boots and Rhel his shoulders.  Others, Borlhoir, Cuhlhin, dozens who Mar recognized but whose names he did not know, reached in hands to bear the weight.  The dirt of the crossroads had been trampled into a fine powder and the dust rose as the men laid the Prince-Commander on a blanket.  Neither the strain nor the exhaustion which filled many of the armsmen’s faces hid the worry and fear that Lord Ghorn’s still form generated.
“He’s alive,” Mar reassured them wearily, leaning heavily against the rowboat.  “He was stunned, but now I think he only sleeps.  Let him stay that way.  He needs the rest.”
Grins were passed around, and word relayed to those behind as the crowd continued to grow.  Many gathered near, mostly armsmen, but also some curious refugees from the tents and camps in the fields and the woodlot.
Mhiskva eased from the stern of the rowboat, favoring an injured shoulder.  The others shifted back to allow him passage as he approached Mar.  As Mar knew he would, the mountain saluted.
“Have you orders, High-Captain?”
Mar simply did not know what to tell the man.  All the Mhajhkaeirii were watching very closely and Aerlon had a distinctly odd look on his face.
Mar shook his head.  “I don’t know.  What’s normally done?”
“I would suggest, sir, that the order of the camp be checked, that watches and sentries be maintained.  Provisions should be secured, and muster taken.  Later, a full officer’s council should be assembled –“
“Fine.  Do all that.  Whatever you think is necessary.”
“Aye, sir.”  Mhiskva saluted again but did not depart.
The crowd stirred and then parted, and the bulk of Lord Hhrahld appeared, followed by his surviving corsairs.  He advanced rapidly toward Mar, who settled forward onto the balls of his feet cautiously, but the Lord-Protector stopped several paces away from the younger man.  Mhiskva appeared ready to interpose himself between Mar and the ancient pirate, but remained in his place when Lord Hhrahld made no hostile move.
Lord Hhrahld’s eyes were clear of madness and his look steady as he confronted Mar. 
“You are the salvation of my sons,” the old man pronounced, as if acknowledging a debt, his voice resounding with a lucid clarity across the crossroads that quieted a growing murmur.  “Before there were emperors, the Gods touched men and raised them up to rule.  You are such a man!”
Slowly the Lord-Protector, now the focus of the entire crowd, brought his sword from its sheath, swinging the great blade in a regal flourish so that the sun flashed from its burnished spine.  Taking the hilt in both hands, he raised it high above his head and with a swift strike drove half its length into the roadbed.
Mar’s unease began screaming in frantic warning and his heart raced in sudden panic.  He knew what was about to happen as clearly as if he had already witnessed it.
Dropping to both knees, Hhrahld extended the heel of his fist and drew it lightly down the glinting edge of his blade, leaving a line of red both upon the razor edge and upon his grimed hand.  Slowly he raised his fist and clenched it tighter, so that a large drop of blood formed at the bottom.
“Stop,” Mar insisted, his voice strangling in fear.
Hhrahld did not seem to hear, his sight locked upon the drop.  With a strong and rising voice, he began to repeat the ancient and outlawed form, “With steel and blood.”
Mar took an angry step toward the pirate, shaking.  “No!” he shouted at the top of his voice.
The other corsairs had fallen to their knees as well and began pulling knives and swords, mimicking their chieftain.  Blood was drawn.  Their few voices joined together in a rasping bass chorus, “With steel and blood.”
 The drop of Hhrahld’s blood fell to make a gray splash in the dust of the road.  “Bound into the earth.”
“Bound into the earth!”
Hhrahld bowed his head, the snow of his hair hanging down to his chest.  “I pledge my life to thee!”
“We pledge our lives to thee!”
“Wait!”  Mar cried. 
Unbeknownst to all but him, powerful strands of flux were being woven, not by the men themselves, but by the essential force of these ancient words.  He could hear-see them, vibrant blazing tones leaping between the blood, the metal, and the dust, between Hhrahld and the corsairs.  These powerful sound-colors lashed out, snaring Mar, binding him inexorably to the pirates.  He fought the ties, but they refused to respond to his magical efforts.  He could neither deflect them nor shield himself from them.  This pledge of loyalty was no mere oath, but a spell of terrible power.
Hhrahld raised his head once more to gaze unblinkingly at the young magician.  “My King!”
“Our King!”
A motion made Mar turn.  Aerlon had gone to his knees likewise.  He turned a bloody palm, his good hand, so that all could see.  His words were not spoken loudly, but carried.
“The Brotherhood is a blight upon the world,” he announced haltingly, speaking carefully as if his words came by small measure to his mind.  “If they are not stopped, they will spend an entire generation of young men’s blood to return an ancient evil to this modern world.”
The Plydyrii was quiet for a short moment and when he spoke again his voice was stronger, irrefutable.  “There are none in this entire world but you, my lord Mar, with the strength to destroy them.”
Aerlon had cut deeply.  The water of his life flowed down his arm and into the dirt.  His vow came out in a defiant rush.
“With steel and blood, bound into the earth, I pledge my life to thee and name you my king.”
His unease trumpeting its final warning, Mar spun to face Mhiskva.  The Captain’s keen eyes had taken in all, and whatever thoughts and arguments might have formed behind those orbs were resolved in a single calm blink.  When Mhiskva drew his great axe and knelt, Mar knew he was lost, utterly and completely condemned.
Settling the butt of the axe reverently onto the road, the big captain added his blood, and even greater shackles of magic, to those of the corsairs and Aerlon.  His visage was fierce as he boomed, “With steel and blood, bound forever into the earth, I pledge my life and the lives of all my line to thee!  I, Mhiskva nh’Khadreva of the house of Kael’n, hereditary chieftain of clan Earalae and overlord of Bhrisnia surrender my life to your service and name you my king!”
All about the rowboat, in every direction, the men and women of Mhajhkaei began to kneel.
 



FIFTY-SIX
745 Before the Founding of the Empire
 
The narrow dock appeared slowly from the mist.  The much repaired wooden structure listed twenty degrees to port and gave every indication that it was simply waiting for the next gale to sweep it away.
The young man rowing the skiff rested his oars and let it drift the last few armlengths.  Nimbly, he leapt up to catch a rope dangling from a bollard, arresting the small boat’s motion.   
“There you are, Master Vlaskec!  Tihmphre Village!” the rower exclaimed.
The emaciated and pale man who had given his name as Vlaskec rose unsteadily from his bench.  It was a league of mostly open water from the small island where the Dhugekc Royal Mail sloop had dropped him off and he had grown chilled.
“You have done well .  .  .”  He trailed off, realizing that he had forgotten his rower’s name.
“Gheven, sir,” the young man reminded patiently.  “You said a silver, sir, for the trip?”
“Yes, yes, that I did.”  Vlaskec – that name was as good as any -- reached into his oilcloth overcoat and brought out two small silver coins.  Dropping one into the eagerly outstretched hand of Gheven, he held the other back so the rower could see it.
“If you will come over to bring me the news after every ship comes in there in Oumthrehn, I will pay you a silver each trip.”
Gheven began nodding before the old man had finished.  A silver was a lot of money in Oumthrehn.
Vlaskec handed him the second coin.
Gheven’s eyes gleamed.  “What should I do if we have two ships put in one month?  That happens sometimes.  There’s a merchanter that comes for the whale bone three or four times a year.”
“Each and every time you see a ship,” Vlaskec emphasized, “bring me the news.  I will pay you a silver each time.  Now, help me up to the dock.”
Grinning in anticipation of his future windfall, Gheven steadied the skiff against a piling with one hand and used the other to boost the old man onto the weathered planks of the dock.
“You have family here, Master Vlaskec?”  Gheven asked chattily, passing up the small bundle that was the old man’s only baggage.
“No, no family.”  The old man paused.  “I have none left anywhere.”
“Sorry to hear that, sir.  Well, how long might you be thinking of staying in Tihmphre?”
Vlaskec’s eyes grew distant.  “A year or more, I would imagine.”
Gheven’s smile broadened as he calculated his potential earnings.
“Good luck on the crossing, Gheven.”
“Yes, sir.  Thank you, sir!  I’ll be seeing you in around a fortnight and a half!”  As Gheven bent his back to the oars, the skiff disappeared into the rising mist.
Tihmphre had no inn, but an early risen blacksmith stoking his forge directed him along a cart track dusty with crumbled white rock.  The solidly build stone manor with a walled yard was just a ten minute walk from the village.  The well-maintained gate was closed tightly, but there was a large brass bell.  Vlaskec rang it once, not insistently.
After a wait of less than five minutes, a dark-haired boy of about fifteen popped a look-see hatch on the right side of the gate and peered out, rubbing sleep from drooping eyelids.  When the youth saw Vlaskec, his eyes widened slightly.  Strangers were a scarce commodity in Tihmphre. 
“Yes, sir?  Can I be of service?”
“The blacksmith down the way said you have rooms to let?”  Vlaskec asked politely.
The boy visibly brightened, then moved abruptly from view.  Boarders were probably few and far between on seldom-visited Tihmphre.  Vlaskec heard the bar being raised and the gates swung wide to admit him.
“And you are, sir?” the boy asked, taking Vlaskec’s bundle
“Vlaskec of…well, many places, none of them for long.  I have come to explore the old ruins.”
The boy quickly nodded.  “We have had scholars here before, from time to time.  Are you a scholar, sir?”
“Yes, of a sort.  What are you called lad?”
The boy straightened.  This obviously was a matter of great pride.  “Named after my father, Faell, sir, who perished with his ship in the Great Storm.  My name is Faellaen.”
“I am honored to meet you, Faell.  About the room?”
“Yes, sir.  Will you have your meals with us as well?  My mother is a fine cook, sir.”
“That should be fine.”
“I would imagine that you will be staying more than a few days, sir?  There is a better rate by the fortnight and the month.”
“I am not sure of the length of my stay.  That depends on my success in the ruins, but I would think that I should be here at least a month.”
“Excellent, sir!  And if you have need of a guide, I have tramped through them for my entire life and would be happy to assist you!”
Vlaskec examined the boy carefully.  “You find them interesting, do you?”
“Yes, sir.  It is a wonderful place.  The old stones have strange feel to them, but I have always liked it there.”
 
*************
740 Before the Founding of the Empire
 
Apprentice Scholar Faellaen, born on Tihmphre but for the last five years a vagabond following his nomadic master across the world in search of lost ruins and hidden scraps of knowledge, placed his latest find from their current dig on the table.
Vlaskec picked up the slagged object and examined it.  The odd look that meant he was almost remembering came over his face.  “It is a .  .  .  wrist com.”  The old man’s fingers played familiarly across the frozen studs, taping out a code.  He shook his head.  “Dead.  But it would not matter if it functioned, as there is no one to answer – “ 
The humour faded and Vlaskec stared at the object incomprehensibly, as if he had no knowledge of it.  The old scholar realized he must have had a lapse, and looked to his apprentice for a nod of confirmation.
“Did I say anything this time?”
“Yes, sir.”  Faellaen proceeded to quote his master’s words precisely.  He had an unusual knack for recollection.  He could remember perfectly everything that had ever been spoken in his presence.
Vlaskec shook his head reluctantly, but resignedly.  “Meaningless.”
“It will not always be so, master,” Faellaen encouraged.
Vlaskec clasped his apprentice and adoptive son on the shoulder, and smiled.  “The light is fading.  Let’s find our supper.”
 
*************
715 Before the Founding of the Empire
 
“We have a duty, Faellaen,” Vlaskec reiterated as he sat quietly before their fire, the night oppressive and the sound of crashing waves distant, “to work to restore magic to the world.  Remember that.  Always.”
Faellaen, who had spent thirty years of his life searching ruins and following his master across half the world, responded fervently, “Aye, master, I shall!”
 



FIFTY-SEVEN
 
Traeleon leaned back, interlaced his hands on his chest, and observed.
The throne room of the Mhajhkaeirii’n palace was full.  Many of the old accoutrements had been removed, including the throne -- in whose place he now sat with his simple table and sturdy chair -- and the gallery chairs and desks of the Senate.  Every symbol of the old order – banners, tapestries, sculptures -- had been erased from the hall.  Until workmen could remove it, the Great Seal on the doors had been covered with a stretch of canvas.  All signs of battle had been cleansed or hidden.  Many Mhajhkaeirii were present, some eagerly but most hesitantly, some at the summons of the Brotherhood, but others presenting themselves to make demands or seek boons.  Numerous scribes and couriers, postulants and novitiates, awaited his bidding on the steps below.  Others flitted through the queues and gatherings, bearing messages and parcels.  Many brothers with skills in the merchant trades, tasked to serve as the city’s new bureaucracy, worked in the galleries, taking accountings and readying the merchants and citizens of The Greatest City in All the World to be taxed.
Not surprisingly, the line of those who had come seeking admission to the fraternity of Great Phaelle was lengthy and growing.
The apostate, the child Prince, perhaps four thousand armsmen, and some of the nobles had escaped, but they could be dealt with later.  Even with the aid of the apostate’s magic, such a small force would not present a great threat.  The victory was complete and the city was his.  With the resources of Mhajhkaei now at his disposal, the Ascension of the Brotherhood would increase in pace many fold.
Junior Ascertainer Plehvis, the Archdeacon’s personal scribe and a member of his own Order approached.  Plehvis, like many of the other brethren present, had arrived with the Second Fleet.  “Preeminence, Brother Zheltraw wishes to speak to you.”
The Archdeacon frowned.  The First Promulgator had served his penance, but Traeleon had expected the zealot to keep his distance for at least another fortnight.
“Send him away.”
Plehvis bowed.  “Yes, my lord.  However, Brother Zheltraw requested, should your schedule not permit time for him to be seen, that I convey his report.”
“Which is?”
“His exact words were, ‘Progress has been made with the special convert.’”
Traeleon straightened.  This was welcome news.  “Admit him.”
Plehvis bowed again and signaled a neophyte, who departed for the anteroom.  In seconds, Zheltraw appeared through the great doors and scurried down the long aisle.
To Traeleon’s utter disgust, the zealot immediately prostrated himself at the foot of the dais steps.
Aware that many of the brethren had taken note of Zheltraw’s arrival and were watching with discreet interest, and recognizing the moment as a strategic opportunity to demonstrate his beneficence, the Archdeacon rose and beckoned. 
“Rise First Promulgator, penance is passed.  We are all equal in the labor of the Restoration.”
As Traeleon sank back to his seat, Zheltraw advanced up the steps, his expression guarded.
“Thank you, Preeminence, for receiving me.  One again I wish to affirm my --“
Traeleon spoke quickly to interrupt the cretin’s fawning.  “You told Brother Plehvis that progress had been made with the special convert?”
“Yes, my lord.  As instructed, we have submitted him to the full brunt of Scrutiny.”
“What did his Ability measure?”
“Nothing, my lord.  We --.”
Traeleon’s eyes narrowed.  “That is not possible.  He shot enervated bolts from his hands, First Promulgator.  I witnessed this myself.”
Zheltraw shrank back slightly.  “Your pardon, my lord, I misspoke.  We have thus far been unable to measure his Ability accurately.  There are indications of magical constructions within his body, but we have been unable to precisely identify them.  Perhaps these constructions allowed him to fire the bolts.”
“Can these constructions be removed?”
“We do not believe so, Preeminence.  They appear not to have a physical existence.”
“They are composed entirely of flux?  Intriguing.  Did you have the convert demonstrate the use of these constructions?  Surely much can be learned from observing this operation.”
Zheltraw hesitated.
“Speak,” Traeleon commanded.
“The convert was unable, even under severe compulsion, to produce any magical effect whatsoever.  The Chief Skryer verified that the convert does not possess knowledge of the operation of the constructions and is unaware of them on any level that he can discern.”
Traeleon waited, allowing his impatience to show.
“Our Elder Brother believes,” Zheltraw continued hurriedly, “that the convert has suffered some type of head injury that has left his mind disrupted.  This would explain his inability to use the constructions consciously.  Also, the natural flow of his flux is disrupted in indecipherable ways.”
“And what exactly does that mean?” the Archdeacon demanded sharply.
Zheltraw winced at the tone and then answered cautiously, as if anticipating a rebuke.  “Some of his readings resemble those of a corpse, Preeminence.”
Traeleon took a moment to consider this.  The First Promulgator, exceeding the Archdeacon’s expectations, realized that he should remain silent.  The Archdeacon meditated at length, matching facts and conjectures.
“How did he fare on the Examinations?” he asked at last.
“Poorly, my lord, in all save the last.”
“He has foresight?”  Foresight was the rarest of all magical talents; no member of the Brotherhood had shown any skill in reading future events in more than two centuries.
“Yes, Preeminence, of the highest magnitude.  While in a stupor of drink and herbs, he was able to predict indeterminate events with complete accuracy.”
Traeleon leaned forward interestedly.  “To what measure?”
“Ten minutes.”
“No further?”
“Unfortunately not, Preeminence.”  The Brohivii hunched his shoulders, as if expecting the convert’s inadequacy to be assigned to him as a personal failure.
Traeleon frowned in disappointment.  “Hardly useful.  Very well, First Promulgator, you may proceed with the Scrutiny.  Learn all that may be learned from the convert, even unto the rendering of his life in the Work, so that the Restoration may come nigh.”
The Archdeacon waved a dismissal.
Zheltraw did not immediately withdraw.
“Yes, what else First Promulgator?”
“Preeminence, while in the prophetic state, the convert has produced writings.”
“Yes?”
The Brohivii pulled a small scrap of paper from a pocket.  “They appear to be in some variant of Old Irhfeii’n, but none of the junior brethren have been able to translate them successfully.  They indicate that they are stymied by an unknown diphthong transposition and irregularities in grammatical structure.”
Traeleon had an acknowledged flair for ancient languages and had researched them extensively as a novitiate.  He had continued his studies after he had achieved full fraternity, though his induction into the Salient Order had steered his main focus to other pursuits.  He gestured for the scrap and studied the wandering handwritten letters.
“It is not Old Irhfeii’n,” he announced absently as he read, “but an older script that may have its roots in Forebearer’s Script.  Only one example of this exists in our archives, a death poem from a tomb in eastern Aehrfhaen.”
“Shall I direct the junior brothers to study that document, Preeminence?”
“No,” Traeleon countered quickly.  “I will undertake the study of this writing myself.  In the hope that these prophecies may prove useful to the Work, I direct that the convert be not subjected to further Scrutiny.  Maintain him constantly in the prophetic state and bring any other writings he produces directly to me.”
Zheltraw looked surprised, but nodded eagerly.  “As you say, Preeminence.”
“First Promulgator, you have demonstrated a diligence in this matter that, I am sure, will progress the Work.”  As expected, Zheltraw’s eyes gleamed at the praise.  As the zealot gave every indication that he was about to fall on his knees in prayer, Traeleon continued immediately, “Go now to your Duty, brother.”
Zheltraw bowed deeply, his face shinning, and marched away.  Before he had departed the throne room, he began singing hymns to the glory of Great Phaelle.
Traeleon watched the First Promulgator depart.  He had considered having Zheltraw poisoned, either discretely or through the normal channels, but now realized that to do so would be a ridiculous waste of such an easily manipulated fool.  Better to wait until the man’s life could be expended to some significant purpose.  Several of the philosophers of the Mhajhkaeirii’n Senate had proven intransigent.  Perhaps Zheltraw could be used to supervise their execution and then betrayed to the philosophers’ followers.  The subsequent suppression of these rebels would facilitate the removal of other suspect brethren as well as numerous uncooperative Mhajhkaeirii.
The Archdeacon turned his eyes back to the paper.  It had been he who had translated the Aehrfhaenii’n death poem and he had no trouble translating the convert’s words.
 
“He is the Key.”
“Do not destroy the Key.”
“He will restore magic to the world.”
“He is of the pure blood.”
“He will breed sons and daughters of the pure blood.”
“Do not destroy the Key.”
“He will unlock magic.”
“He will loose the future.”
“His name is Mar.”
“Mar is the Key.”
 
 
 
END BOOK TWO
 
The Key to Magic continues in Book Three: King.
 



ADDENDUM
 
An incomplete accounting of The Forty-Nine (give or take) Gods
 
Awandrehachor, God of Poems and Sonnets
Alosth, Sublime Half-Quarter-Goddess of the Rapine of Civilization
Bhalrgam, Mystical Lord of the Fleet of Foot
Bhenthiabuka, God of Condiments
Bhurghrah, God of Waste, Sewage, and Refuse
Cyhalis’ts’psqo, God of Boats, ships, rafts, and buckets of all sorts
Ephtehg’rha, Lord of Shipwrecks
Gwolth, Invisible Ultimate Priestess of the Arcane Rites of Sand
Gz’l, God of Heretics
Knorthrha the Night God
Luftorh, God of the Oceans
Mhokh, God of Death
Mehl-shzu, God of Nautical Trades
Myrae’n the Snake Goddess
Nhal-bhy-chu, Goddess Mother of Chance Events
Nhish, Goddess of Grain
Oahkthegk, God-Regent of mountains and deserts (and all ancillary terrain, inhabitants, and conditions)
Pernaphrhan, Overseer of Trickery
Plegh, The Unknowing God
Ptem-ko-ah, God of the Outerworld
Phrusht, Guardian of the Drowned
Rwalkahn, Demigod of Righteous Vengeance
Rwalkahn, in his rival persona as 32nd Avatar of Pernaphrhan
Shurzha, God of Purity
Soohlmed, God of Idiocy
Trhoozh, Master of Luck
W’aerliq, God of Forests, Meadows, and Trees in general.  In some cultures, also the God of the Hunt.
Zsnigh-mhi, Demigod of Tile roofs, Sheds, and Cisterns
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