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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 Third Wintermoon.  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.
 



PROLOGUE
Thirteenthday, Waxing, Third Wintermoon, the year 1643 After the Founding of the Empire
 
Mar lurched forward with another desperate stroke, then gasped as his knee struck something beneath the water.  The force and the pain of the collision broke the rhythm of his strokes and he flailed exhaustedly and began to sink.  Frigid water filled his mouth, but a desperate kick brought his head back above the surface.  Choking, he sucked air hoarsely as the current pushed him along.  His arms were leaden, his legs and feet numb.  Blearily, he searched through the dark ahead.  He could not tell where the bank was, could not guess how much farther he had to go.
Only the great bridge downstream, lit with the torches of the searchers, was certain.  He was nearer it by half since his last look.  Too weary for an overhand stroke, he sculled his arms in a steady crawl.  He had no strength left but the cold river offered no rest. 
Within but a few armlengths, he began to fight the water, splashing more than swimming and swallowing more water than air.  He lost forward momentum again, realized his legs were unresponsive, and felt the water closing over him.
It came as something of a shock when his feet settled into the sandy mud of the river bottom.  He fell forward into a crouch and struggled further into the shallows.  He began to shake, gasped as exhaustion tremors seized his body, and buried his hands in the mud to hold himself upright.  The spasms continued for an unknown length of time but finally subsided to an occasional vagrant shake.
When he could raise his head, he looked downriver.  The Red Ice Bridge was only a little more than a hundred armlengths distant.  Too close for his liking but not close enough to reveal him to the Imperials guarding it.
The water of the perennially cool Ice River was flush with snowmelt from the uplands and its numbing effect was almost seductive, a balm that vanquished pain in unfeeling.  The swirls and spirals of the current pushed and tugged at his limbs as it coursed around him, threatening to pull him back into its deadly embrace, and that danger goaded him to action.  He gasped once more, a ragged, rasping breath, and then stood, weaving to find his footing on the fluid mud as streams of water cascaded from his body. 
He stood there for a single relieved moment, swaying weakly, and then waded forward through the thigh-deep water.  Instantly, the wind passing with the current bit at his flesh, sending shivers racing across his naked skin, and he clenched his teeth to silence a spastic chatter.  Though only the night and the river saw it, this forced grin was hideous, stretching the weary lines of his face to reveal all the panic that ate at his heart.
Pausing once more, he stared intently at the black, irregular bank rising before him.  The light scattering from the bridge was more of a hindrance than an aid, but fortunately the bank on this side of the Ice was much lower than that from which he had come.  Nothing moved in the deep shadows up and down the rubble scattered clay bank, nor above it on the top of the low brick-faced levee.  Beyond the Lower City was only a gray silhouette against the night sky. 
With what stealth he could muster from his wracked muscles, he waded the last few steps to the bank and started to climb up through the riprap and reeds.  The broken masonry and building stone scraped his knees and hands, but he managed to avoid most of the sharp-edged rushes.  When he was beyond the raw bank, he lowered himself to his belly and slithered up the sloping brick.  Hiding his torso below the crown of the embankment, he raised his head to peer along the street beyond. 
Underneath the few sputtering oil lamps left alight by the Imperials, the bleached wooden stalls of Khalar's infamous fish market were empty and quiet.  Likewise, the faded brick fronts of the shop buildings across the way.  Shouts carrying faintly from across the river lent unexpected strength to his wavering legs, and he rose to his feet, wincing as cramps began to attack his legs and shoulders.  Crossing over the levee and down to the street, he began a steady trot north.  He had no plan; his choice was by default.  North led away from his pursuers.
 
*************
 
The alley smelled of rotting fish, butcher’s offal, and things much worse.  It was also as dark as a moonless, overcast night could make it, which well suited Waleck’s purpose.  He stood still, perhaps unnaturally so.  The horses and mules behind him were equally still, not an ear flicking or a tail swishing.  They were well trained, but they were only this still when Waleck needed them to be.  A mere feeling had brought him here to wait.  It had been hours; he had not bothered to count them. 
With interest, he watched the young man – hardly grown, really, and still just a youth by some measures -- slink from the river.  The greater part of an hour had passed since Waleck had heard the first alarm.  He considered the fugitive’s appearance here somewhat noteworthy. 
His best guess was that the alarm had gone up from near the Viceroy’s New Palace, considering the route that the franticly screeching drill pipes had taken as they relayed “Alert All Stations” across the city.  That meant that the youth had needed to cross half a league of treacherous rooftops, leap from a ten-manheight bluff, and swim more than a thousand armlengths through bitterly cold water.  Truth to be told, the deed was, on the face of it, nigh impossible. 
Or, at least, the boy's pursuers were of such a mind.  The Imperials appeared to be concentrating their search in the Old City.  Their torches and lanterns danced in crazy profusion even now above the bluffs of the distant shore.  As yet, the Imperials had not extended their patrols to the Lower City, but it could not be long before the Viceroy’s Personal Guard would suspect that this quarry had escaped them.
One of the ponies behind him shifted its hooves, its iron shoes making a startling clacking sound on the cobbles of the alley, and raised its head to tug on the lead rope resting loosely in Waleck's hand.
"So you think so, too, hmmm, Rhovma?”  Waleck murmured to his mount without turning.  "Time to be going?"
In sudden decision, Waleck strode forward.  A firm tug on the lead rope brought Rhovma and the other pony, and then the mules in succession, plodding noisily after him.  The line emerged so abruptly from the utter blackness of the alley that the boy, moving silently along the center of the street, almost collided with Waleck.
As both took a wary step back, a thin-bladed knife gleamed suddenly between them.  From whence it had come was an utter mystery, as the boy was naked but for a simple wrapping about his midsection.  Even though shivers vibrated the skin of his forearm, the boy gripped the hilt unwaveringly.
"You want a job?"  Waleck asked without preamble or explanation.  The first was inefficient and the second would come if necessary.
 
*************
 
Mar showed no surprise at this development.  If asked, and if moved by some vagrant whim to answer, he would have said that, at that moment, nothing could surprise him.  A man with no expectations whatsoever cannot be surprised.  He gave the horse line a calculating glance.  The ponies and mules were Waste crosses, small but tough.  There were a brace of large water casks on one of the mules and the handles of shovels poking from the packs on the others.
"You the scrapper?" he inquired with a studied casualness, though the shiver in his breath tended to spoil the performance.  “I’d heard that there was one left.”
Only one, a Gods cursed madman or a Gods blessed fanatic, depending on the teller of the tale.
Waleck nodded slightly.  “I am Waleck of Gh’emhoa.”
“Never heard of the place.”
“Few have.”
"How much do you pay?'
"A tenth share."
Mar laughed.  Even to his own ears, the sound was full of harsh and strained tones.  He chopped the laugh off cleanly and made a sharp, negative gesture with his knife. 
"A tenth of nothing is nothing!" he derided caustically.  "I prefer wages."
The scrapper straightened himself with a half-shrug, and made as if to continue on his way.
Mar laughed again, genuine amusement in his voice this time.  He had no options.  "A deal, Master Scrapper!  A deal!"
Waleck pivoted on the ball of one booted foot, seemed to consider Mar for a long moment, and then grunted as if it made no difference.  He faced the younger man formally and stuck out his hand.  Business had always been done that way in the Lower City.  Scribes and factors cost money that could siphon all profit from a bargain.  For most, just a single handshake had to do.
Mar hesitated suspiciously for a moment – it was an ingrained habit -- and then tucked his knife back into his smallclothes before gripping the hard-skinned palm with his own.  The scrapper’s grip was solid and strong and his dark eyes locked with Mar’s for a brief instant.
The scrapper had turned away and raised his boot to the stirrup of the lead pony before he spoke again.  "What are you called?"
Mar considered the question at length before replying.  What name should he give?  He had several aliases that he could play without lapse, at least two with complex and well-developed backgrounds that would withstand even the closest scrutiny.  But did it truly matter, in the midst of this current debacle, what the scrapper called him?  Eventually, not sure why he did, he gave his own true name.
"Mar," Waleck echoed thoughtfully, the name sounding somehow more significant than its single mean syllable, oddly impressive in the quiet darkness.  “No family name?  No patrimony?  No Guild?”
Mar grunted negatively.
The scrapper shrugged.  "Then mount, Mar of no kin, no father, and no trade.  I would like to be to the foothills by morning."
Mar threw a quick glance down the street to the south.  Some blocks away the glow of torchlight and the tramp of cheap Guard issue boots signaled the approach of the Imperials.
"I couldn't agree more," he said, half under his breath, as he leapt to the saddle of the second horse. 
When his buttocks slapped the hard leather, the animal trotted complacently after the scrapper's without urging, which could have been nothing less than a blessing from the Forty-Nine Gods, as Mar had never been on a horse before in his life.



ONE
 
The sun, a blinding flare centered in a cloudless azure sky, poured blistering heat down into the ruins.  It scorched the already white-baked earth and heated the stone rubble of the shattered buildings to a temperature that would burn an ill-placed hand.  What little wind there had been to moderate the heat had died with the fullness of dawn, and the air hung heavy and stifling.
Once more, Mar slid his shovel into the achingly dry sand with a practiced stomp of his boot.  In one movement, he wrestled it free and then catapulted its burden over his shoulder with a quick jerk.  Early on, he had learned that he had to be quick -- else the fine-grained material would dribble away before he finished his toss, or, worse, rain down upon him in a noxious, eye-watering shower.
His gaze – and his thoughts – wandered as his body took over the repetitious motions of digging. 
The fallen temple of a forgotten god formed one side of the small canyon in which he worked.  Or, at least, that was what the old man had said it was.  For his part, Mar thought it looked like a scrub covered hillock of broken stone and windblown sand identical to a thousand others that squatted here on this arid, God's cursed plain.  West of the temple and its vanished glories, across what had once been a broad avenue -- but was now only a dusty track at the bottom of a rain-carved gully -- lay another tumbled building complex of great size, its purpose or purposes vanished in centuries of decay and collapse.  Here he labored, twenty slogging steps up the rock-strewn slope.  He was -- of all things -- digging a hole.
He had submitted himself to many tasks to earn his meals, not the least among them occupations most would consider undignified or abhorrent, but nothing as yet that he thought as totally without merit as what he did now. 
Not, in all honestly, that his opinion of this work would lead him to malinger.  Foolhardy he was not.  Digging earned him the food he ate each day, his share of the precious water, and the blankets he slept in at night.  For as long as he could remember, he alone had been responsible for his own wellbeing.  That independence had taught him some hard lessons.  Foremost among those was that, if food was to be had, only the proud or stupid starve, and he was neither of those.
Regardless, he was somewhat accustomed to it all now -- to the oppressive heat, the constant thirst, the blinding glare of the bleached landscape, the little varying routine of long days of backbreaking labor and short nights of restless sleep -- and was, if not satisfied, then at least content with his lot.  He knew the fate that would have been his had he not taken Waleck’s service.  He had witnessed Khalarii justice often enough.
If fortune had smiled and the magistrate had been feeling particularly merciful, Mar would have died on the Viceroy's gallows, strangling at the end of a rope.  The Patriarchs considered this a humane execution.  If fortune had turned her face away from him, the Guard would have gutted him like a fish and left him to bleed his life away in the gutter.  If both fortune and mercy had been lacking, he would have been condemned to a Fete and tortured slowly in a public festival.  Though at the time he had been utterly ignorant of the hardships he would encounter in the Waste, no thoughts of regret for his choice had ever crossed his mind.
But beyond the utter necessity of his situation, he had come to realize that he was, though he would not have admitted it aloud, pleased with his current circumstance.  Some nights ago, as he lay awake watching the constellations pinwheel slowly above his pallet, he had finally recognized the cause of this unfamiliar sentiment.
The Waste City fascinated him.
For some odd reason, he had become enthralled by its desolation.  He had always known, in an offhand way, of the fabled metropolis of the Great Waste, having heard people speak of the vast ruin for all of his life.  Like the weather, the blasted city was a common option of casual conversation in Khalar.  But not until he had seen it with his own eyes had he ever wondered.
The Waste City was an enigma, one that had perplexed the scholars and seekers of untold generations.  The much-belabored questions were legion.  Why was it sited in the middle of a dry and broken wasteland that had always been there, too many leagues from the nearest water?  Why had it died as it had in a cataclysmic doom that had blasted every structure to the ground, leaving not one line of columns or length of wall whole?  How had this destruction, whose mechanics and forces appeared so far superior to those of any natural upheaval known to modern philosophy that they could not be guessed at, come upon it?  Perhaps the most demanding question: Who had been the people who had played, bargained, loved, argued, striven, and finally -- there seemed little doubt -- died there?  No hint of this people, no statues or paintings, no writings or other recordings, nothing that could provide clues as to their manner of living, had ever been found.  Even the name that the city's inhabitants had known it by had been lost with them.  That which it had now had been bestowed upon it not through any conscious decision by the scrappers who had crossed the dunes to strip of its metal wealth, but through the gradual acceptance of a simple descriptive term.
Sometimes Mar would find himself frozen in place, halted in the middle of some mind-numbing chore, his eyes fixed upon the skeletal remains of an archway, its supports smashed and broken, the building it had long ago given entrance to gone but for a few insignificant traces.  Gripped by a burst of speculation, he would try to picture what it had looked like when old men had settled within its shade to discuss the matters old men discuss.  His imagination would then shake free of its rigid confines to roam dream-reborn streets, viewing in awe the one-time splendor of the city, greeting its resurrected people, and speculating about the fabulous stories they would tell if only they could.  Frequently, when he thought Waleck's attention elsewhere, he would stare for a few stolen moments at some bit of metal he had just unearthed, thinking of the hands that had held it before him.
At such times, he would laugh derisively at himself as he stirred back to work.  Often enough back in Khalar he had been contemptuous of such activity in others; fanciful daydreams were a luxury that the denizens of the Lower City could ill afford.  He was no less contemptuous of himself now when he succumbed to the temptations of his own fancy.
He straightened to toss a melon-sized fragment of masonry down the broken hillside behind him.  It skipped and rolled in spiraling arcs to the bottom, adding itself to the considerable collection of similar detritus already there.  Pausing distractedly to watch it, he rubbed the aching muscles of his mid-back.  Trying to ease the soreness that grew there with every swing of the pick had become a daily ritual.  Already this morning he had performed the rite with much greater frequency than was his custom.
When he had first gazed upon the crumbling hillside, he had known that it would not be easy to dig into the unstable talus.  But it had proven vastly more difficult than he had anticipated, with every spade of sand or block removed triggering a slide that swiftly erased any progress previously made.
Mar had protested fiercely when Waleck had directed him to this spot for the day's work.  Nevertheless, the old man had remained adamant that this was where Mar would dig today, and no amount of argument had been able to dissuade him from that certainty.  At length, Mar had yielded to Waleck's decision.  Once the Wasteminer's mind was made up, nothing short of an act of the eternally bickering Forty-Nine Gods in concert would change it.  For Mar, the most galling aspect of the entire episode was that the old man's judgment had, yet again, been vindicated.  After digging but for the scant space of an hour, Mar had found a door.
In this city of ancient destruction, the door, set tightly in the buried remnant of a quarried granite wall, was an almost unbelievable find.  Its rarity lay not solely in the fact that it existed, but in that it remained intact, where it should have been sundered into fragments as had been nearly every other large metal object in the Waste City.  Doubly rare was the metal of which it had been cast.  Bronze fetched a high price from the Khalarii smiths.  The sounding metal, prized for use in the wind chimes that graced every merchant's villa, was in great demand, but perennially in short supply because of the scarcity of the component metal tin.  Calamine was easy to come by and so yellow brass common, but, so far as Mar knew, tin had never been plentiful in Khalar or anywhere in the northern highlands.  The numerous mines in the high mountain range that sheltered Khalar and the upland valleys from the Waste produced none.  What tin there was available in the Imperial City came only in small quantities up the long wagon route that paralleled the Ice from the far off seaport of Mhajhkaei and thence only the Forty-Nine Gods knew from where.  In times of scarcity, the usual condition, tin traded near par with silver.
It struck Mar as extremely curious that this door existed at all.  According to Waleck, decades of mining had shown that bronze was just as uncommon in the Waste City as it was in Khalar.  That such a great cost had been paid to construct this plain panel made no sense at all.  There were no decorations or superfluous marks, as there should have been had the intent been the flaunting of the owner's wealth to passersby.  If it had only been that its builders had desired greater strength than that of wood, steel would have served much better and required the expenditure of much less gold.
There was no sense to the door -- unless it identified some privileged dwelling or noteworthy merchant's shop.  The Tavern of the Bronze Door, or possibly The Bronze Door Metal Traders, or even The Treasury of the Bronze Door?  Such things were done in Khalar.  Perhaps it simply indicated that the owner held some title or office -- The Palace of the Grand Prince of This Whatever Place.
Mar shrugged.  This was but one more strange and unanswerable question to add to a great long list of such.
He had dug several test holes farther up the hill after he had uncovered the door, and those seemed to indicate that a chamber of some sort survived unbreached behind it.  The door itself was a near priceless find, bound to bring a healthy sum from the smiths of Khalar and their wealthy clients.  But if this were actually the Treasury of the Bronze Door, and a miser's hoard concealed behind it, then Waleck's talent would be proven true to Mar's satisfaction once and for all.
The old man’s talent., the uncanny ability to peruse a field of rock and sand and then without reservation state whether metal lay buried beneath it, continued to amaze Mar.  After what seemed no more than a casual inspection, Waleck would blithely indicate a spot that to Mar's eyes was no different from any other.  This outrageously haphazard procedure had drawn very vocal skepticism from him at first, but this reaction had faded rapidly as the old man had been proven right time and again.  Even his silent disbelief had become frayed as the store of their finds grew: piles of battered bits of copper cooking pots, collections of twisted and sheared sword blades pitted but not eaten away beneath the parched sand, sacks of bits of metal, brass and alloys, too mangled to name for a specific purpose. 
Yet, for all of this, Mar was only half-convinced.  There was not the merest shred of inclination in him to accept anything that he could not examine with his eyes or hold in his hands, anything that could not be defined or explained with hard, impersonal facts.  Any parts of his character that might have longed to believe in fanciful possibilities had perished in the cold realities of an orphan's childhood.  Even so, he was wise enough to keep his doubts to himself, and he put them firmly away while he worked.
Without Waleck's talent, Mar knew -- if it was truly a talent, and not just the skill won by a lifetime of experience -- they would in all likelihood have found nothing at all.  The Waste City had been the goal of salvage expeditions from Khalar for near as long as that latter city had existed, and the days were vanished a century or more when wagons were strained across the Waste to gather the metal that lay scattered about like pebbles in a streambed.  Pits and tunnels of all sorts scarred every mound and ravine of the City.  Some of the low hills had been displaced entirely, stone by stone and bucket of earth by bucket of earth.  What little scrap remained was widely scattered, in smaller pieces, and often deeply buried; a normal day's effort seldom produced more than a few thay worth of metal.  Waleck, by his own word, was the very last of the independent miners who had struggled to glean a living from the ruins.  The great companies that had been organized to exploit the City were all dead and bankrupt decades before Mar was born, and independent scrappers such as Waleck were now known to most only in the proud boasts of grandfather's tales.
Mar skimmed a stream of sweat from his forehead with the edge of his hand and flicked the drops of moisture into the dust.  He took a moment to adjust the white cloth tied about his head as a sunshade, lifting the broad tail to allow a bit of air to waft across his neck, and stooped to retrieve his shovel.  He had already removed most of the large blocks of masonry that had tumbled from the wall above the door in the long ago wreck of the building, and the balance of the work now appeared less daunting. 
With a large section of undamaged wall around the door free, he now had only to fight subsidence from the two sides of the excavation, and he began to make headway against the persistent sand.  By the time the sun had climbed to within a fingerbreadth of noon, he was scrapping the last of the gravel and detritus from the flagged pavement that abutted the door.
He stood back and sagged on the handle of his shovel.  While he was half-heartedly wondering if he should go look for Waleck, the wasteminer’s shout drew him to the gully.
Almost from their first meeting, Mar had thought of Waleck as old.  This perception derived not from any blatant physical evidence, for Waleck's lean, compact body displayed none of the common signs of great age.  His dusty-black hair, worn unfashionably long, and his stiff brush of a mustache were flecked with gray, but not overly so.  No lines marked his broad face aside from the deep indentations that accented his almost purple eyes, and these but what one might earn from a life filled with laughter.  He was spare of body, but the spareness was not the wasted thinness of an exhausted life.  His firm, purposeful stride as he climbed the hill was proof enough that the scrapper possessed the robust vitality of a man little advanced of Mar's own age.
Rather, the scrapper's words betrayed the broad span of his years.  When he talked of something other than the digging, which was not often – usually far into the evening when Mar had already retired to his pallet and the old man seemed mainly to be speaking to himself -- he rambled of events long since passed -- history, from Mar's point of view.  His phrases were strewn with the names of men who Mar knew, in the case of those of patrician birth, only from the inscriptions of civil monuments or, in the case of those of common origin, not at all.  Waleck often punctuated his comments with references to the reigns of Viceroys generations removed from the present ruler of Khalar.  These thoughts were related as mere commentary on contemporary happenings, or simple recollections of the news of a previous season.  When he spoke thus, in quiet moods of reminiscence, a weariness would invariably creep into the jovial tone he affected.  A weariness that spoke of a life so long that everything of import, major and minor, had been seen or heard or done.  A weariness that suggested that all that remained was a ponderous wait for the inevitable end.
The scrapper raised his left hand to wave.  In his other, he carried a parcel.  It looked to be a small sack, but from this distance, Mar could not be sure.  Waleck had mentioned an intention to examine the two other sites he had marked on the previous day and the thought occurred to Mar that perhaps Waleck had chanced upon something of more than normal value.  No more than curious, however, he started down to meet the old man.  Predictably, Waleck brought only Mar’s lunch and his own curiosity as to the younger man's progress.
As Waleck caught sight of the door, his eyes widened in keen interest.  He stepped closer to examine the panel.  “Bronze of the best grade.  I think this side is cast.”  The old man tapped the door with the butt of his belt knife.  “Hollow, but even if the other side is some other material, this side has to be at least twenty or thirty weights.  That might be forty thal if the price is up.”
The old man turned his head and grinned gleefully.  “You have done well, Mar!  This will add nicely to our profits this season.”
Mar, sitting in the meager shade provided by the side of the excavation to eat his simple meal -- a half loaf of meal bread, a thick slice of pungent cheese, and a corked bottle filled with his noon ration of water – shrugged.  Forty thal was a lot of money, but his share would only be four silver if the old man remained true to his bargain.  Four thal might keep him going for a fortnight or so, even as much as a month if he stretched it.  It was no pittance, but it certainly would not change his life.
“Perhaps" the old man suggested, a quirky smile springing to his lips, "we will find our treasure behind this extraordinary door.  What do you think, Mar?"
Mar only grunted, without even the courtesy of a shrug, concentrating on chewing the tough, grainy bread.  It would not do to encourage Waleck.  On many dark evenings the old man had enthused of a mythical once-in-a-lifetime strike, a hidden cache of tremendous wealth rumored almost from the discovery of the city to lie somewhere beneath its scorched sands.  Mar, unrepentantly, had often been guilty of abetting the old man’s flights of fancy, responding to the inevitable “What will you do with your share?” with irresponsible prattle of villas, sumptuous households, exquisite food, and fine clothes.
But in the broad light of day, he found he had little desire to play accomplice to the old man’s profitless speculation.  The violent street life of Khalar had proved to him early and often that to hope for anything from life but a hard, unending struggle simply to survive was one certain way to insure a quick and painful end to that life.
Only in tavern tales did riches miraculously fall into the hands of the lowly inhabitant of the slums. 
Only in tavern tales did the people on the bottom of life find justice. 
Only in tavern tales did thieves open the secret panel to find the miraculous hidden trove.
Not, as it were, that Mar would fail to be pleased if they found something of value behind this door of bronze, but he never allowed himself the luxury of disappointment.
Waleck slipped a small spade-shaped tool from a belt sheath and squatted to pick carefully at an encrusted plate on the left side of the door.
"The handle is missing.  Twisted off, it appears," Waleck commented after a moment of effort.  He braced his shoulder against the bronze panel experimentally.  It did not budge.
"The lock and hinges are likely seized after all this time, in any event.  We shall be forced to break it down."  The old scrapper got to his feet.
"We will need the long bars and the big hammer," he continued, eyeing the stone casing thoughtfully.  He waved his hands as Mar made to rise.  "No, Mar, finish your lunch and rest a bit.  You have already done a full day's work this morning.  I will return to the camp and fetch what tools we require."
Mar nodded, then popped the last bit of cheese into his mouth, as Waleck ascended the lip of the excavation and dropped out of sight.  He did not argue with Waleck when it came to the division of their labor; the old man drove him tirelessly, but was scrupulously fair.  Waleck never ordered Mar to do more in one day than the scrapper set for himself.  This did not mean that Mar felt any compulsion to volunteer for more than his appointed share.  He performed his tasks ably enough and with steady determination, but he had no enthusiasm for them.  With no shame, he made careful use of every chance for rest.
Even so, he did not remain sitting for long after the old scrapper had gone.  He quickly finished the scraps of his lunch, took a long pull from his water bottle, and got to his feet.
As a thief, Mar found the challenge of this unknown locked door impossible to resist.



TWO
 
Mar crossed to the door and knelt to examine the lock plate.  He drew his knife (his only true possession -- the clothes and boots he wore were Waleck's castoffs) from the sheath he had sewn into the inseam of his right boot and dug at the verdigris-fused sand that fouled the keyhole.
Mar was a thief.  Not a cutpurse – or, at least, not often – but a true outlaw denizen of the rooftops.  He stole from the rich, and often from the not so rich, and even from the poor if he was hungry enough.  Although he labored now in Waleck’s service and had likewise done labor of many sorts in the past, in his soul and in his mind he remained nothing more nor nothing less than a thief.
One of his earliest memories was of a days-empty belly and the choice between putrid garbage and an apple from a vendor's cart to fill it.  Mar had snatched the fruit and fled as fast as his short legs would carry him, biting and gulping even as he ran.  He had gotten away, but maybe the vendor had not tried too very hard to catch him.  It was just possible that the hard-faced man had had a trace of pity in his heart for a fair-haired boy with the tracks of tears like permanent brands on his grimed cheeks.
From that initiation, Mar had studied his chosen trade with all the dedication he could muster.  He had had the best of teachers -- beatings, knife wounds, the lash, chases so long and hard that his chest had burned till he cried and caused him to spit blood for days.  The near loss of a hand had inspired him to depend more upon the sharpness of his wits than upon the swiftness of his feet, and from thence onward, he had experienced prosperity of a sort.  He had eaten more often than not, and had always had somewhere to sleep, if it was only the wind-sheltered nook of a tavern's roof.  With perfect humility, he knew that he had achieved the highest level of success possible in his craft, the only one that actually mattered at all -- he was still alive.
Mar could pick any lock used in Khalar, new or old, simple or complex.  As a boy, he had ransacked locksmiths’ shops in the dead of night, stealing heavy padlocks, tiny jewelry box latches, and intricate door bolts for no other purpose than to learn how to open them without keys.  In recent years, he had had little opportunity to utilize his skill, having developed a preference for bypassing locks altogether.  High windows and roof hatches were safer and easier entry points for his purposes.  The former because these were located in little used and seldom watched spaces and the latter because most Khalarii’n citizens were under the mistaken impression that anything more than two manheight above the ground was inaccessible and therefore did not bother to lock them in the first place.  Still, he had dutifully mastered each new mechanism and had conscientiously eased the occasional lock for no other reason than to hone his ability.  If the bronze door's lock would function at all, he was fully confident that he could persuade it to open.
The point of his blade broke through the veneer of corrosion, and presently he had cleared the keyhole, which was a simple, if unexpectedly large, rectangular opening.  He held his blade between the fingers and thumb of his right hand and gently inserted the ground-down tip into the hole.  The blade penetrated almost a half fingerlength before it bumped an obstruction.  Carefully, he explored the mechanism of the lock through this sightless connection.  After a moment, he leaned back and grinned.
The lock was ridiculously, almost outrageously, simple, and reflected either an utterly honest populace or a deplorable drought of competent locksmiths.  There were no wards to block access to the three vertical pins that held the bolt in the locked position, and no intricate series of levers, cams, and latches to impede improper operation.  Drop the pins and the bolt would be free to slip back; there seemed to be no more to it than that.  Even in the absence of the specialized tools that he had lost in the Blue Ice River it should be no problem.  Once again, he inserted the tip of his knife into the keyhole.
The first pin slipped with surprising ease, falling complacently back into its groove, as did the second, but the last flexed the length of his blade without a perceptible sign of movement.
Undaunted, he struck the lock plate several times with the edge of his hand and tried again.  Still, the last pin refused to move.  Rising, he drew back and flat kicked the door for all he was worth, making dust jump from the inset stone casing and sending a stinging jar up his leg.  This time the pin jumped half its length, lodged with a protesting squeal, and finally gave when he bore down on his knife, bowing the blade till it threatened to snap.  The bolt yielded to his prying grudgingly, almost as if it resented being forced to surrender its age long duty.  When he stood to attempt to push the door open, the rustle of sliding gravel warned him of Waleck's return, and he went to assist the old man up the hill with his burden of tools.   
"We may not have to break the door down, after all.”  Mar informed Waleck matter-of-factly as he relieved him of a large sledge and settled it upon his own shoulder.  "I managed to slide the bolt free with my knife."
Waleck nodded, displaying no surprise.  Mar suspected that his trade was no secret to the old scrapper and this seemed another minor bit of confirmation.
Waleck gestured.”  Have at it then.”
As Mar moved to the door Waleck warned in afterthought, "Be ready to flee.  Such sealed rooms as this are said to hold dead air, and tales are told of overly eager men who perished when they rushed in too quickly.  Stand away after you have broken the seal and let fresh air purge the foul."
Nodding absently and working to suppress his own childish eagerness, Mar placed his hands above the lock and applied pressure tentatively.  The door did not budge.  Bunching his shoulders, he pushed more strongly.  Again, it refused to move.  Bracing his feet, he applied all of his weight to the recalcitrant panel, but still without effect.
Wordlessly, Waleck handed him a long iron bar.  Mar jammed the pointed end of the bar into the thin crack between the door and its casing, worked it back and forth till he had a third of a fingerlength of the bar wedged into the crack, and then pulled back against it.
For several long breaths, it appeared that this tactic would prove equally fruitless, but then with cruel slowness the crack began to widen.  The glue of centuries of disuse fought Mar's efforts as the door crept inward, but the strain of his back and shoulders proved stronger.  Without warning, all resistance failed and the door slammed inward, throwing Mar over backward and pitching the heavy bar into the side of a cracked keystone.  As a sudden rush of rotten air boiled outward from the dark opening, Waleck snatched him to his feet and dragged him bodily away.  They waited at some distance along the side of the hill until Waleck judged it safe to return, and then edged cautiously forward to peer inside. 
The shaft of sunlight admitted by the doorway illuminated the room within poorly, and it took several moments for Mar's eyes to adjust to the gloom.  Once they had, however, there was little to see.  The room was small, no more than ten paces to a side, and the walls were devoid of other openings.  The room was a barrel vault, with a high ceiling formed by heavy arches that rose from the granite cap beam atop walls to a tight central peak.  This construction explained the survival of the room; the inherent strength of the design had allowed the room to support the many thousandweights of rubble that rested upon it, despite the settling and ground movements of centuries.
However, that strength had been utterly wasted, for there was no treasure, or anything else for that matter, within the room.  Only mortared cracks stared back at them from the walls, and the floor supported naught but a thick layer of fine, powdery dust.
Waleck gave a broad, unconcerned shrug and turned his attention to the door once more.  He swung it back to examine the rear face.  “All bronze,” he mused.  “At least the exterior is.  I am certain that this prize will yield fifty weights or better.  I might have to hold some of it back to get a good price.  Sell it a few weights at a time.”
Mar made no comment, knowing the old man expected none.  He turned back to the room.  He was habitually suspicious and tended to reject the apparent.  He allowed his eyes to roam repeatedly from one side of the dim vault to the other.  Thievery had taught him that a first glance always missed something.
"I think there’s something there, Waleck," he said quietly, trying to determine the nature of the small dark blot low against the floor in the far corner.
Waleck, bending down to pick up the sledge, glanced curiously back to the doorway.  "Well, fetch it, so that we may see what it is," he encouraged, straightening.
Mar ducked his head and entered, leaving deep, fragile tracks in the dust as he crossed the room.  Though the air sighing through the doorway was furnace hot, the interior retained a welcome chill, and he paused after a few steps to enjoy the refreshing respite.  His eyes adapted fully as he did so, and it became immediately apparent that his discovery was a small box or chest of some kind.  He quickly crossed the room and knelt before it.  Fearful that it would crumble at his first touch, he gingerly placed his hands upon it.  The wood was smooth and rough textured, but dry to his hands.  It proved also hard and firm as he applied pressure to cradle it in his arms.  It was no bigger than half an armlength to a side, and light -- much too light, he realized with a mental shrug, to contain anything of any significance. 
As Mar exited the vault, Waleck’s face brightened.  Almost reverently, Mar carried the chest into the open and set it down on the approximately level surface of a stone block embedded in the side of the excavation.  Waleck joined him, his quick eyes studying the find. 
Made of unfinished planks, now blackened with age, some ancient had nailed the chest in the form of a simple box.  No joiner had made it; a skilled craftsman would have accomplished a tighter fit.  Hand hammered brass strips the color of river bottom mud had been tacked on, almost haphazardly, to reinforce the corners and served as the sole ornamentation.  There was no latch or lock visible.
“The dryness has preserved it,” the old man commented almost in awe.  “I have never seen its like here or even heard of anyone finding such before.  A pity that it is not better made.  We might have sold it as a curiosity were it of better quality.”
Waleck grinned.  “Still, what might it contain?  Open it, Mar.  Let us see what treasure you have discovered.”
Calmly, Mar reached down, caught the protruding lip with his fingers, and tipped the lid back.
"Ha!  Nothing!"  Waleck exclaimed with a chuckle.  He sobered abruptly, as if struck by a thought.  "But there was this chest -- there may be something more that we have overlooked.  It might pay to examine the room more closely."
Mar moved to accompany him.
Waleck waved him back.  "No, there is no need to waste your time as well.  I will have a look.  You study how we might get the door down and cut into pieces.  I would like to have it down by sunset."
Mar settled back without bothering to acknowledge the order as the old man disappeared into the dark opening, but he did not immediately turn to comply with the old man’s instructions.  Instead, he let his eyes fall back upon the chest, pondering.
It did seem more than passing strange that this one worthless item should he left in a room built to withstand even the ravages of time.  The room and this chest had survived the terrible catastrophe that had ended the city's life so completely, and it was easy to fantasize that someone had prepared the vault for just such an eventually.  After all, in the dramas there was always some wise individual with the foresight to escape disaster, preferably with his wealth (but not, necessarily, his kin) intact.  Why could not such be the case now?
Because the dramas, Mar’s rational self replied, had nothing to do with reality.  It was clear that someone had removed whatever valuables had resided in the strongroom in the far distant past and had left the chest simply because it was not worth carrying off.
But still...
Mar leaned over the chest and allowed his eyes to catalogue every seam and splinter, every knothole and highlight, every raised grain and irregular cut of the interior space.  He had trained his eye to seek out hidden compartments -- the rich attempted to secure things in the most obvious of places -- but he still felt a quick surge of delight when he recognized the discrepancy.
The interior depth did not match the exterior dimension, lacking a fourth more than a full fingerlength, and he knew from carrying it that the bottom was not recessed.  A false bottom was a common, if somewhat foolish, method of hiding valuables in Khalar; it was a wonder that the tactic had not gone out of fashion, so often had he himself profited from such. 
Now, how to open it?  He ran his fingers across the top lip, then down inside.  Midway down the front, he detected a tiny, rectangular protrusion that gave slightly when his hands passed over it.  He pushed this, heard a barely audible metallic CLICK!, and saw the bottom jump fractionally.  He pried the thin panel up with his fingernails and lifted it out.  Thin slats of wood segregated the revealed space into compartments of various sizes, but all were empty save the largest.  This contained a cylinder of brilliantly untarnished brass about two and a half fingerlengths long and one wide.  He picked it up.
The cylinder was smooth and unmarked, the burnished brass apparently unsullied by time.  So keen was the workmanship, that Mar could not detect a seam along its length, nor hammer or roller marks anywhere upon it.  One end was closed and also seamless, but a plain overlapping cap tightly sealed the other.  He had his hand upon his knife, with his mind set upon opening the thing, when Waleck abruptly returned.
"I found nothing more --” the old man began, stopping when his eyes caught sight of the cylinder.  "What have you found?" he questioned eagerly.
Mar handed Waleck the cylinder.  "Only this.  It was hidden beneath a false bottom in the chest.  What do you think it is?" 
Waleck took the cylinder and turned it slowly in his hands.  "Something once valuable, surely, to have been concealed in such a manner, but not necessarily of any value now.  It is too light to hold coin."  He held it out and indicated the knife in Mar's hand.  "Open it and we shall see."
Mar braced the closed end of the cylinder against his thigh and levered at the cap with the point of the knife.  With a slight popping sound, it sprung from the cylinder and skipped across the ground.  Instantly, pale green smoke began to crawl in lazy tendrils from the opened end.
With a lightning swift movement, Waleck struck the cylinder from Mar's hands and pulled him away, rescuing him from an unsure danger for the second time that afternoon.  The smoke, however, dissipated quickly, leaving no odor, and appeared to have been as harmless as had the earlier effluence. 
Somewhat irked by the unsolicited and unneeded aid, Mar retrieved the cylinder without waiting for the old scrapper's approval.
It proved to contain a tightly packed roll of paper.  Mar slid the crisp, pristine roll from the cylinder, and, battling the curl of the pages, spread it wide.  Waleck looked on from a pace away, his eyes burning with a bright intensity. 
"There's writing on it,” Mar told the old man.
“Hmmm.  What script – can you tell?”
“Well, it looks like Old Formal, but it’s different.  The angle of the capitals is stronger and some of the letters have odd embellishments.  Some of them even look as if they are written backwards.  I can recognize most of the words, but the spelling is off.”
Waleck eyed him uncertainly.  "You can read?"
Mar accepted the question without offense.  What little Waleck knew of him would not indicate a scholarly bent.  Formal education was a prerogative of the Patriarchs and the wealthy, but Mar had had an occasional tutor when he was much younger, a scholar or a sot depending upon the time of day.  Later he had consumed every book he had managed to steal.  In answer, he flattened the thick sheaf and began to read aloud the lines scrawled in a sloppy, barely legible hand.   
 
"Here be the first,
Be it enough to excite your Thirst?
This is one of thirteen,
And there is much more to be Gleaned.
Say it be so,
That more, of all things Magical, you must Know.
Then find the keys.
Seek ye foremost the Mother of the Seas.
OYRAEBOS
 
It was not a poem, just a sloppy bit of rhyme without reason.  Mar had some difficulty pronouncing the name printed exactingly at the bottom of the page, but Waleck, displaying an impatience that was unlike him, corrected his garbled syllables with a surety born of familiarity.
"What else?"  the old man demanded with a strange edge to his voice.
Mar slipped the sheet aside and scanned the next.  It was clearly distinct from the cryptic note, being made of a finer bond of paper.  The ragged left edge and archaic block printing that covered it testified that it had once been a portion of a larger work, a bound book most like, apparently ripped out in some haste.  His eyes traced the print down the page.  The style was different, perhaps a much older version of the script of the note.
"READ IT!”  Waleck urged stridently.
Mar licked suddenly dry lips once and began, stumbling over unfamiliar words.  "Magic:  A guidebook to Theory and Techniques -- there's a dark blot where something, has been marked out -- Chapter One:  General Introduction -- The Foundation Discipline, ENCHANTMENT..."
An inarticulate outburst from Waleck halted Mar.  Turning questioning eyes to the old man, he was astonished to discover the other's normally subdued expression twisted by an agonized look that was an incredible combination of anger and … fear. 
With a savage yell, Waleck sprang forward with a speed that Mar would have thought impossible of him and clawed the cylinder and its contents from his grasp.  Before Mar could utter a word of protest, the old scrapper spun about, vaulted the edge of the hole, and leapt down the hill, sending a growing wave of soil and stones ahead of him as he skidded on the loose material of the slope.  Waleck paid no head to Mar's belated shouts -- gave no sign, in fact, that he even heard them -- and broke into a run when he reached the track.
Confounded, Mar stared at the old man's retreating back.  His immediate impulse was to chase Waleck, but he hesitated, unsure, and by the time he had finally made up his mind to do so, the old scrapper was already out of sight.  Mar decided, after a moment of bemused thought, that it was probably wiser to remain where he was.  If the old man wanted the cylinder that badly, let him keep it. 
Yet, as he stood there staring pointlessly down the gully, he could not help wondering why Waleck had reacted as he had. 
It was not long before it occurred to him that the wasteminer, astonishingly, had gone insane.



THREE
Eighthday, Waning, Second Autumnmoon, 1642 After the Founding of the Empire
 
Four days after burying her grandmother, Telriy walked down out of the hills, trudging through the dust of the late autumn.  The trail was no more than a goat-track; few of the people thereabouts had need of wagons.  She reached the town of Gh’emhoa an hour before dusk.
The town, surrounding a sheltered cove, was not large but it squatted on the coastal road and so there was an inn.  A pair of potted ferns blocked open the tall double doors of the common room.  Telriy stepped through and paused to allow her eyes to adjust to the dim light.
“Gods blessing on your day!” the voice was pleasant, matronly.  The same description could be applied to the large woman who offered the greeting.  “You can lean your staff in the corner, if you like.”
Telriy’s grip tightened slightly on the browned hickory.  “I should hold on to it.”
The woman shrugged.  “You’ll be wanting something to eat?”
Telriy swept a swift glance through the room before answering.  Gran had beaten care into her.  There were six large tables and a head high fireplace with a banked fire.  A matched pair of rocking chairs book-ended the fireplace.  Doors at the back led into the kitchen and a narrow stairway at left presumably gave access to the rooms.  Three men – farmers and not sailors by their dress and speech – chatted over cups at one table.  A family of a husband, wife, and three small quiet children were occupied with a meal.  Nothing struck Telriy as obviously dangerous.
“Yes,” Telriy answered.  “How much is it?”
The woman smiled a professional welcoming smile.  “It’s a brass tupence for the squash and cabbage.  Beans and bread are a penny extra.  A portion of baked fish goes for ten pence.  Water is free and wild grape wine is twenty pence a glass.  If all you’ve got is iron pennies, double all the prices.  What can I get you?”
“Cabbage and squash and water, please.”
The woman smiled patiently.
Telriy took her small purse from her belt pouch.  She opened it and fished out a small brass coin.  “This do?”
The woman took the coin and eyeballed it.  “Haven’t seen one of these in a while.  It’s one of those old Aehrfhaen coins, isn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“Well, I know an old coot who’ll pay a silver for it.  Tell you what, you can have anything on the menu, within reason, a room with a door that locks from the inside, and breakfast in the morning.  That’s worth most of a silver.  What do you say?”
Telriy nodded.  The woman’s honesty, though welcome, surprised her.  She had planned to sleep in a field as she had the last two nights.  She had had no idea what her coins would buy and knew that she had to make her small purse last as long as possible.  She could not guess how long her journey would be. 
The woman smiled again.  Smiles came easy to the innkeeper’s face, but seemed genuine.  “Good!  Welcome to the Seaside Inn.  I’m Syhle.  My children and I run the place.  Find a seat and I’ll fetch your supper.”
When Syhle returned, she brought two heaping plates and was accompanied by a grown daughter bearing two glasses, assorted silverware, a tray with bread, and a pitcher of water.
Telriy had taken a seat at one of the empty tables nearest to the fireplace and farthest from the other patrons.  Syhle adroitly placed one plate before Telriy, landed the other on the opposite side of the table, and then sat down on the bench on that side.  With no wasted motion, the daughter set the remainder of the table and departed.
“Not had my supper, yet,” Syhle explained.  The innkeeper dug into her own plate with marked gusto and somewhat surprised Telriy by not speaking again until the girl had finished eating.
“Where are you from, child?”
Telriy edged backwards slightly from the table.  “What do you mean?”  Her hand slid down to where her staff leaned against the table.
“Well, you’re not from the town.  I know everybody and half of them are kin of one sort or other.”  She gestured at Telriy’s attire. 
“Even if I didn’t know everyone here abouts, I don’t often see women or girls in walking boots and trousers.  That alone’d tell me you’ve come from somewhere else.  Travelers on the coast road come by coach or horse and one of my grandsons watches for potential customers.  I’d have known ahead of time it you had come by the road.”
Without rising, Syhle began tidying the table.  She raked the scraps, what little there was, onto one plate, slid it onto the other, and then stacked the silverware on top.  She pulled a soiled cloth from a pocket of her apron and wiped the tabletop.  It was clear that she was not pressing the question.
Telriy named a village five leagues from her home.  “Orhel.”
The kindly woman’s eyes widened slightly.  “Eh.  That’s a good walk.  You running to a man or from one?”
“Neither.”
Syhle shrugged.  “None of my business.  But I’ll say this – the world’s a lot rougher place than you might be used to.  A young woman alone is a target, now that’s just the plain truth.  Whatever problems you have back home won’t be nothing compared to those you’re likely to find.  I’d suggest you head back to your family.”
Telriy believed that the woman meant well, but telling the truth was not an option.  She showed a bit of hesitation then said, “I’ve no family to return to.  My husband’s land reverted to his family when he died.”  Telriy paused, knowing it fit well with the next lie.  “I’m barren and there’s no other man that would take me.”
Telriy saw the sympathy cross the other woman’s face and knew she had judged rightly.
Syhle put down her rag and reached across the table to pat her hand.  “I’m sorry to hear that, child.  Sorrier still to say that I’ve heard the same tale or one like it often enough.  The Clans have made land pass through the male line for the last thousand years and I doubt even this new Prince and his new laws can change that.”
Syhle sat back and regarded Telriy for a moment.  “But I’ll stick to what I said.  Traveling alone, you’ll be robbed or worse.  Where are you headed?  If you’re going around to Pyrmh, I can probably find someone in town that’s going that way that will take you along.  Like I said, most folks in town are kin to me, or owe me, or both.  There’ll be someone who can get you there safely.”
Telriy thought quickly.  She needed information and this seemed an opportunity to gain it with little risk.
“No, I’m leaving Gh’emhoa.  I’ve a letter and a Surety Note from a factor in Mhajhkaei.  It’s an old Note – something my grandmother had – but it has a Prince’s seal and everybody says that the Principate will guarantee it.”
Telriy stopped and watched as Syhle’s imagination filled in the rest. 
“Well,” Syhle offered, “they say that those Mhajhkaeirii merchants are always good for their debts.  You’ve a letter you say?  I’ll not ask what’s in it.  I can guess well enough.  It’s not often you see men do right for their stray get – no offense intended.”
Telriy smiled slightly to show that she was not offended.  The innkeeper had readily picked up the implication that Telriy was the offspring of some merchant sailor’s dalliance.  Many children grew up on Gh’emhoa with the pitch-black hair of the fishers of the High Fiords or the maroon eyes of the coastal Irhfeii. 
“That’s better than five hundred leagues, child.  Gods only know what possessed a --“Syhle shook her head.  “Not that it matters.  I should know well enough that men and women will manage to get together regardless of how unlikely it may be.  I know that right well myself.”  Syhle sighed.
“But five hundred leagues is still a long way to go to make a claim on a man that’s likely dead.”
“It’s all that I have left,” Telriy told Syhle earnestly.  Lying came easily.  She had had plenty of practice.
Syhle shook her head but said, “Yes, I can see that.  Doesn’t make it any safer.”  The innkeeper stood abruptly and began gathering the dirty dishes. 
“Do you know if there’s a ship that sails from here to Mhajhkaei?”  Telriy asked.  It seemed unlikely, but it might be possible.
“Not from here.  We get fishing boats and little trading sloops.  The prince has a galley that makes a turn once a year.  That’s all.”  Syhle paused in thought.
 “You’ll need to talk to my uncle,” she pronounced, balancing the pitcher and classes in one hand and moving toward the kitchen.  “He was a seaman.  Been everywhere and done everything, or so he’s glad to tell anyone that will sit still, listening or not.  He can tell you the best way to get to Mhajhkaei.  Wait here.  He’ll be around before lights out.”
With that, Syhle spun away, swept by the table with the family to drop a smile and a quick word, and then vanished into the kitchen.
Shortly after that, the place became busy.  The family and the farmers departed, but their place was taken by several bands of younger men, fishermen and farmhands, who talked and jested a great deal but drank barely enough to keep a keen-eyed Syhle from evicting them.
Telriy retreated to a rocking chair by the fireplace as the evening crowd settled in.  The chair would not accommodate her satchel, so she slipped the strap from her shoulders and placed it on the floor beside her feet.  She leaned the staff against the mantle within easy reach.  Her hand drifted to it from time to time, gripped it a moment, and then released it.
Not more than half an hour later, an old man with a shaved head and a thin white chin-beard strolled through the double entry.  He walked with a casual saunter and hardly awarded Telriy a glance as he passed by her, but something in his attitude told her that he had been summoned.  Another daughter appeared and handed him a brimming mug as he settled into the chair facing Telriy’s.
The man took a long drink and then eyed Telriy speculatively.  “Hard for a young girl to be traveling the Silver Sea alone.  You’d better find you something here on Gh’emhoa.”  The man had a thin, reedy voice with a slightly irritating quality.
“You’re Syhle’s uncle?”  Telriy asked squarely, deflecting the unwanted advice.  She did not need this man’s sympathy, just his knowledge.
“Aye.”  He took another drink and waited.
“She told me you could tell me how to get to Mhajhkaei.”
“As far as I know, there’re no ships that go directly.  Most of the trade hereabouts is southward board.  Down to Aehrfhaen and back along the coast towards Bhelaen, Kh’ordhif, and the Lh’aefhii Gulf.  To find northbound traffic, you’ll have to make your way over to Peld –I’ve a nephew that sails a sloop that makes that run -- and from there to Ghaefh.  I’ve heard that northbound trade passes through there.  They cut scented woods from the deep jungles and ship it to Plydyre.  From there you can work up the Archipelago to the mainland and pick up a coaster out of Mhevyr or Zlhahv that will bring you west to The Greatest City in All the World.”
Telriy listened intently, memorizing the names.  Except for Mhajhkaei and Aehrfhaen, she had never heard of any of them.
Then, because her need for the information was great, she asked a question that she knew would sound out of place.  “The Empire had a library at Mhajhkaei.  Have they maintained it?”
Syhle’s uncle frowned over his mug.  He looked at her oddly.  “Library?  I’d imagine they have one, but if you’re asking if its got books from the old Empire, then the answer to that’d be no.”
Telriy tried to keep the disappointment from her face, but realized from the man’s expression that she had not fully succeeded. 
The uncle took another drink.  “Now, if it’s an imperial library that you’re looking for, then you’ll have to go up to Khalar.”
“Where’s that and why should I go there?”
“I only know myself because I lost a bet in a tavern on – but that’s another story.  They call Khalar the Imperial City.  Still bow to the old emperor and all that.  Sounds like they’re all addled to me.  Khalar’s out in the middle of nowhere, way north of Mhajhkaei.  They still have an imperial library there, never stopped having one.  Odd as it sounds, they have the largest store of books in the entire world.”



FOUR
 
Mar sat on the highest vantage in all the Waste City, a tiny ledge at the top of a section of broken stair that was no more than a double manheight off the ground, and stared out into the starlit dark.  The hummocks and hills of the city spread out before him in the twilight, scarred here and there by the irregular shadows thrust out by forsaken piles of excavated stone.  His eyes were centered on a pinpoint of light in the middle distance that was Waleck's fire. 
 When he had first climbed to the top of the stair and settled on the sheared-off landing, that yellow, earth-bound star had been visible only as a rose-tinted column of gray smoke climbing through the angled rays of the setting sun.  His eyes had strayed from it seldom during the hour or so he had been seated here.
The people of Khalar called it Sun Sickness.  The nomadic tribes of the western slopes of the Mheckel Mountains called it something unpronounceable that translated as "sand warped."  Both were speaking of the same ailment, that tendency of men too long in the Waste to lose their senses without prior warning -- one moment to all outward appearances normal, the next struck by a dreadful malady of the mind that left them wild-eyed and reasonless.
Mar shifted slightly on his perch, shivering from the chill of a night breeze, and tucked himself deeper into the scant shelter of a decapitated balustrade. 
He had never seen the sickness himself, only heard of its effects.  The stories were commonly touted and disputed, certain to surface in any idle tavern conversation.  Details of the more popular tales varied, but generally all agreed upon the nature of the symptoms: irrationality, incoherence, and erratic behavior of an increasingly violent character.
Waleck had certainly been irrational, more than a little incoherent, and not exactly peaceful.
But Mar could not – would not -- accept that.  The thought that the old man had lost his reason struck him as no less than absurd.  In these past months, Waleck had impressed him as a man whose grip on sanity was as unshakable as the purported will of the Forty-Nine Gods.  No adversity or mishap unsettled him.  No mistake or accident angered him.  His reactions were always subdued and his comments thoughtful.  He seldom raised his voice, offered harsh criticism, or expressed himself in less than utter clarity.  Through all his temper remained even and his ingenuity sure.
But why had the old man bolted?  And what was the real significance of the text?
Mar had tied possibilities and conjectures together in tail-swallowing strings for hours, but had found no rational explanation.  He had hidden here, unwilling to return to the camp, avoiding what he believed to be an inevitable confrontation.  But he could not escape the one single fact that he was sure of – if he wanted answers, he would have to face Waleck and demand them. 
And this was something that he most decidedly did not want to do.
Mar had followed Waleck into the Great Waste in Waxing Fortnight, Third Wintermoon, some five months gone.  What had begun as a cold association of necessity had thawed in a few short fortnights – to Mar’s complete amazement -- into a comfortable camaraderie.
That was not to say that he and Waleck were friends.  Mar had no friends.  He knew many people in Khalar: other thieves and street people with whom he did business of a sort, patrons of taverns he frequented with whom he had a nodding acquaintance, and sellers in the markets from whom he frequently bought meals or other necessities.  But none of these people had been close to him in any way and he had trusted none of them.  Most of them knew him only by a false name or none at all. 
Even Sihmal had not been his friend.  Mar had been acquainted with the thin, nervous pickpocket most of seven years, had grown up with him on the streets, had fled the Guard with him, and only Sihmal had known both his true name and his profession.  But Mar would not have trusted Sihmal with a single iron penny.  Sihmal had been clumsy and careless and Mar had avoided him at every opportunity. 
And Sihmal was dead at the hands of the Guard these many months.
Yet Mar now found himself subject to a strange and alien emotion: loyalty.  The old scrapper, whether he fully realized it or not, had rescued him from almost certain capture and execution.  This feeling of obligation was contrary to every tenet of his personal survival code, and though he felt disgusted with himself, he was unable, for some reason he could not divine, to leave the old man’s service until Waleck gave him leave to do so.
Mar was a good thief – he knew he should run.  It would be easy to slip his pony from the shed behind their camp, and he remembered the trail well enough, he was sure, to return to Khalar without mishap.  By morning, he could put too many leagues behind him for Waleck to catch him.
But he could not leave.  Not yet. 
Stretching stiff limbs, he rose from the cold stone and turned to negotiate the precarious climb down the crumbling steps.  He could think of no reason to delay any longer and circumstances compelled him to return to the camp.  The only food, water, and transport within many leagues lay there.  No matter the outcome of his next meeting with the old man, he could not flee without provisions and a horse.
He pulled his toe from the last scrap of a step, skipped down a small dune, and stooped to gather the tools he had leaned against the ruptured curb of a twisted fountain.  He took a moment to arrange them carefully across his shoulders.  Silence was his way of life; even in the middle of nowhere, an inadvertent clang of shovel against pick was unacceptable.  Then, with the lightest of treads, he began to pick his way through the maze of fractured walls, buckled streets, and encroaching sand.
Their camp lay in a sunken field on the western periphery of the Waste City, the remnant of a long ago plaza altered by the sediments of centuries into a bowl-shaped basin.  In places, the huge paving blocks were still visible amongst the patches of hardy weeds that clung to a pitiful life on the dry soil, but the majority of it looked little different from similar shallow depressions scattered across the Waste -- sand and splintered rock and more of the same.  Nevertheless, it was an ideal campsite, sheltered by squat knolls on its rim from the desert winds and their burdens of cutting sand.  In decades past, salvage company caravans had sometimes fought over it.  In years past, Waleck had shared it more or less peacefully with other recalcitrant loners such as himself.  Now it was his alone.
The idle hours from hundreds of annual expeditions had been turned to the improving of it.  Most of the structures built for whatever purpose were succumbing to the wastefulness of abandonment, but the small section claimed by Waleck remained comfortably habitable.  Roughly a hundred paces square, it was bounded on the north by a manheight company compound wall of intricate dry stonework, on the south by heaps of waste stone, and open to both east and west.  At the west end, Waleck had constructed two sheds, one for men and one for animals, using brick and stone salvaged from the City and poles and slate trekked from Khalar.  The sheds were of a construction peculiar to the Waste, after the example of the tribes who haunted the fringes of the region along the foothills of the Mheckel Range.  With sand packed between an inner and outer layer of brick, the walls formed a buffer against the heat more than an armlength thick.  Additionally, berms of sand stabilized with rubble had been piled midway up each exterior side and the floors dug three steps below the surrounding ground.  The high peaked roofs had been fashioned with extensive overhangs so that the sun struck the exposed upper half of the walls for only a fraction of the day.  In the late afternoon, while not precisely cool, the sheds did provide shelter from the merciless heat.  Behind the sheds, the old man had dug a large cistern and a painstaking network of ditches and embankments to catch the priceless water dropped by the infrequent winter storms.  A work area with stone benches and a large fire pit sunk deep through the paving stones lay in the small common area in front of the sheds.
A line of columns, all of which had been melted or seared off at the same height above their bases by some titanic fire, guarded the eastern approach.  It was full dark now, and as Mar's path led him from the shadow of these, the wavering glow of the fire splashed against him.  The contrast near blinded him, but he hesitated only a moment before marching down the gentle grade toward the leaping flames.
The fire was a dozen times larger than their normal rationed blaze, and Waleck must have used most all of their carefully hoarded stock of wood to fuel it.  The fire threw wild, darting shadows across the ancient square, making it a confused landscape of flickering visions.  Mar failed to see the old man sitting at his accustomed place to the side of the fire pit until he was almost upon him.
Startled, but determined, Mar rounded the fire, the outrush of heat blushing his night-cooled skin, without breaking his stride or glancing at the old man.  He entered the larger shed and methodically racked the tools he carried, successfully overcoming an urge to simply cast them down in a heap.  Waleck, cradling the cylinder almost reverently in his hands as he sat on his wicker campstool, remained mute.
When he finished, Mar returned to the fire without pause, dropping warily into his own place, an equally battered stool.  As he scanned the common area furtively, to assure himself that the old man had not prepared some sort of trap or attack (the tales described those with Sun Sickness as doing such things) he saw his bowl sitting on the warming stone beside the fire.  Their almost daily diet of thin stew filled it.
Mar had a simple rule concerning food – eat when it was available, regardless.  Rising again, he fetched his spoon from the shelf where he kept his meager store of loaned possessions.  The spoon was a rustless wonder of white metal, neither silver nor brass, unearthed in the City a dozen years before and retained because no smith or founder could smelt it.  Taking his bowl, he sat a second time and began to eat, wondering if this would be the last such meal he ate.
Only then did Waleck raise his eyes from the cylinder and finally speak.  The old man’s voice was hard, determined.  "Trust, Mar.  A partnership of trust.  That is what me must have."
Mar's response was automatic.  "No, old man.  No more deals."
The violent reaction Mar anticipated did not occur.  Waleck glowered, his hands clenched so tightly about the cylinder that his fingers had gone nearly white, but uttered nothing further.  Silence prevailed till Mar, eating with careful precision, had scooped the last morsel from his bowl and set it aside.
Waleck's eyes bored unblinkingly into his.  "I must trust you, Mar.  I have no other choice.  You know far too much already."
Mar shed his facade of unconcern.  This last was almost a threat.  He straightened himself, drawing his legs up beneath him, ready to leap away.
"Say what you will, old man."
Some of the tension visibly eased from Waleck's face, but he remained deadly earnest.
"First, Mar, secrecy.  This is essential.  Do not speak to anyone of the cylinder.  Never, under any circumstances, reveal its contents.  An unguarded word in the wrong ears could bring doom upon us both."
Mar stared at the old scrapper for a moment, then slowly nodded.  "I‘m listening."
Waleck raised the cylinder to catch Mar's eye.  The firelight, waning now as the fire slowly settled into coals, gleamed redly off its curved surface in sparkles and flashes.
"This is something that will change our lives forever, Mar.  This discovery will make an irrevocable and unstoppable change in the entire world!  These few pages will open a door that has been closed for millennia and unleash forces that have been hidden from the sight of most men for untold generations!"
Waleck paused then, pensive, his eyes straying into the dark, focused upon what, Mar could not guess.  The pause lengthened to such an extent that Mar almost spoke sharply, but Waleck at last, with apparent reluctance, returned to the here and now.
"This cylinder holds a text, the premier chapter of a comprehensive book authored by the ancient Sorcerer Oyraebos!"  The old man's voice rose as he continued, cresting at a near shout.  "A book of MAGIC!"
Mar would have laughed, but feared the old man's reaction.  As it was, he had difficulty retaining control of his expression.  For the most part, he was confused.  Beggars did magic, tricks of the hand and eye to earn a few coppers.  The better of them left the streets and performed in taverns, an adjunct to the women and the wine.  He had on occasion overheard fishwives and slatterns gossip of evil magic, curses, visitations, ruined milk, and other such nonsense.  Both were no more than entertainment, a cheap way to pass time.  How could tricks or superstition change the world?
And Oyraebos, the name was familiar now that the old man had pronounced it a second time.  Tales of the Evil and Ancient Oyraebos, sometimes Yrobos, Wizard and fiend with a propensity for child flesh, kept small children in at night.  And then he was but one of a vast pantheon of nightmarish specters summoned out of the dark: Kahmmre the Dreaded, Hkeelheaele the Destroyer, Bhelacsh the Sorcerer, Myragtar Bane of the Gods, a dozen or so others.
"You must believe, Mar!”  Waleck insisted, as if he recognized that Mar found his pronouncement ludicrous.  "Oyraebos was no fable!  He and his magic, and all the others -- the sorcerers, the wizards, the enchanters -- were alive in an age when magic was supreme, when the artisans of magic ruled our world!"
The old man paused again, seemed to take hold of himself.  "I know that the genuine power of magic is hard for you to accept, with the open practice of the art vanished, forgotten or suppressed to little more than myth, but you must.  Magic exists – is totally, utterly, and undisputedly real – and its potency is undiminished.  All the wonders and miracles that were accomplished in the ancient past can still be brought forth.  The only thing that we lack in this modern age are the mechanics of magic -- the fundamental knowledge of its use, the methods, the tools, and the processes that were lost in the long ago!"
"Can you not see, Mar?”  Waleck exclaimed, jumping to his feet.  "This is exactly what we have found – a book that will reveal those mechanics to us!  This text and the others that follow it can teach us how take control of our own destinies, to alter the very world around us, to overcome any obstacle!  We have discovered a key that will unlock powers sealed for thousands of years!"
Waleck rushed on before Mar could interrupt.  "You must realize why we have no choice but to keep the text a secret, never speak to anyone of its existence?  There are a few who still practice magic of a sort, though with nothing approaching the skill of Oyraebos or the other ancient masters.  These skulkers would instantly recognize the text and understand the fantastic potential of its possession.  Many of them would kill a dozen times over to obtain what we now hold.  Should they hear the slightest whisper that a text of Oyraebos has been found, then our lives would hardly be worth the price of watered wine!"
Mar shook his head.  He was not sure what he felt: not sad really, a bit amused perhaps, suspicious most certainly.
"No, old man," he told Waleck firmly.  "I won’t help you chase fables."
The old scrapper darkened ominously.  "Your disbelief matters not at all.  What does is that you know I have the text, and that knowledge represents a danger to me."
Mar dropped his hand to the top of his boot.  His knife was there, and this Waleck knew.  The warning was clear.
The old man frowned and some of his intensity faded, so that he seemed more the Waleck Mar had known. 
"No, Mar, you've no need of that.  I do not intend to purchase your silence with violence, but with gold."  The old man set the cylinder at his feet and opened the large pouch that always hung from his belt.  Pulling out a drawstring purse that filled his fist, he tossed it toward Mar.
Mar reached out and snared the purse left handed, grunting as his arm folded from the unexpected weight.  Gold, Waleck had said.  Without removing his eyes from the scrapper, Mar used both hands to open the purse, spilling the fat yellow coins onto his palm.  Twenty thalars, with a dozen different chiseled profiles, one or two newly minted, most decades old.
By Edict of the Emperor Rhajkhanghr, dead five centuries, a full gold thalar of standard weight could be exchanged for fifty silver thal or five hundred copper thay.  Two thay would buy a filling meal in Khalar, ten thal a good horse, and one thalar an important man's throat cut.  Twenty thalars did not make a man rich, but many a craftsman in the Imperial City saw hardly ten thalars for a good year's labor. 
Thievery had never earned him more than a few dozen silver thal at any particular time.  Merchants were the only ones in Khalar with ready cash, and they kept the bulk of their money in strongboxes at the Guild, under constant watch.  The most coin that he had ever stolen was five thal, forgotten in a stored cabinet.  The resellers in the markets would pay no more than half value for the trinkets that he normally lifted, sometimes nothing if the item was known sought by the Guard.  He had never found himself with a sum great enough to require its conversion to gold.  A thalar or two in silver and copper at best, but most often no more than a few thal.  At the moment, he owned not even a single iron penny.
"That is yours," Waleck offered, "if you will stay with me.  I will add a hundred more to it when we are done.  You need only to heed my orders as you have done these many fortnights, watch my back, and follow where I lead.  We have the first text and a clue to the rest.  We must search them out, and that journey will surely take us far beyond Khalar.  There is danger and hardship ahead, but I will gladly share the knowledge that we uncover, and I can predict that you will consider that sum a mere pittance beside the wealth that will be yours.  What say you, Mar?"
A score of thalars would buy a junior commission in the Viceroy's Guard, and it was said that a vote in the Assembly of the Patriarchs had been had for less.  Was it enough to cause a thief to trail a half-mad scrapper and his delusion across the world?
Mar slowly dropped the gold back into the purse.  Twenty thalars: several years in comfort or one in moderate splendor.  No fear of the Guard, no midnight swims, no hunger or threadbare clothes.  Time and money, all that anyone ever needed.
"Yes, old man.  For the gold I will follow you.  For the gold."
Waleck's face burst into a triumphant smile, not the warm grin that Mar had seen so often, but a cold, almost savage, flash of teeth.
The old man rose quickly.  "We leave for Khalar as soon as we load the mules."
Mar tucked the purse away, joining Waleck as he strode toward the shed.  ”What of the bronze door?”
“We leave it.  We have no time to spare for it.”
"You said beyond Khalar.  Where?"
"We shall learn that in the city.  Oyraebos left us a clue to the remaining texts.  We must seek the Mother of the Seas, whatever that may be."
"How do you plan to do that?"
"By visiting the Viceroy's Library, of course."



FIVE
Fourthday, Waning, Wintermoon, the year 1643 After the Founding of the Empire
 
Burdened with his travel pack, Brother Zaereof hopped carefully from the ferry to the dock.  His shieldman, Brother Srei, followed closely, bearing his own heavy pack and their two large satchels.  Both men studied the dockmen, merchants and idlers who bustled forward to begin the unloading of the ferry’s cargo.
Zaereof paused, moving only slightly to avoid any entanglement with the dockworkers. 
After a moment, Srei offered quietly, “Nothing.”
Zaereof nodded and moved along the dock toward the city.  Zaereof followed a full three paces behind and at least one to one side.  They never walked together in the field; one or the other always walked point.
“What was the name of this place again?”  Zaereof asked quietly over his shoulder in Ancient Dstrenii’n.  Although the language had been dead for at least two millennia and it was certain that his pronunciation did not match the original, he knew that Srei, as did all the brethren of the Brotherhood’s Exploration Service, would understand perfectly well and, more importantly, that no one else about them would understand a single word.
“Khalar.  If you had read the Deacon’s instructions…”
Zaereof laughed.  “That’s what you are for, Srei.”
“I am here to manage the relic,” Srei shot back.  “And keep knives from your back, though this second, of course, has much lesser priority.”
Zaereof laughed again.  “Of course!”
It was only a short walk into the city proper, though they had to surmount several long flights of stairs.  It was nigh midday and numerous people were about.  Zaereof dallied at intervals to allow Srei to consult the relic while the traffic flowed about them, but each time there was no reaction.  They spent the remainder of the day strolling about the city, resting only to take a cheap meal from a street vendor in a great ceremonial plaza.
Finally, Srei suggested, “We should look for lodging before dusk and begin again tomorrow.  This is a large city and our search may be a long one.”
Zaereof nodded.  “Blessed be the Work.”
“Such is Our Duty,” Srei responded automatically.
“The Restorer Comes!”  Zaereof finished.



SIX
 
The water hole was dry.
Unconcerned, Mar swung down from the gray and pulled the short-handled spade from its lashings behind his saddle.  He swung it in short, swift arcs, lopping back the new growth that infringed upon the narrow path, and in moments, he had made an opening wide enough to pass the shoulders of the animals.  He took the bridle of his pony and the lead rope of the mule train and led the animals forward, the spade slashing back and forth methodically.
Waleck remained mounted, leaning forward heavily on his saddle brow, his face etched with exhaustion.  Rhovma pitched his head to tug the slack reins from the old man's fingers, then trudged after the mules.
The water hole lay in a partially sheltered swale west of a line of stair-step gravel ridges.  Dheaia bushes ringed the shallow depression, a great, sprawling mass several paces thick and as high as Mar could reach over his head.  Elsewhere in the Waste, the dheaia was a ground-hugging shrub, never growing higher than a man's knee.  The plant barely survived in widely scattered patches, forever battling the shallow, wandering dunes.  Here, as at the other waterholes, the bushes had flourished into a near impregnable hedge armed with fingerlength thorns.  The outer branches of the plant, covered with a mat-like profusion of fibrous leaves no larger than a fingernail, formed a dense canopy that blocked the scorching sun and allowed it to horde its own moisture against the ravages of the Waste.  This defense not only insured the dheaia's survival, but also protected the water hole from the sand-laden wind as well as could the stoutest fortress walls.  Only the path that Mar worked to widen breached the barrier.
Mar labored without complaint as sweat pooled in his boots.  The dheaia meant water and shade, and in the Waste, water and shade meant survival.
He had scarcely noted the advent of summer, some fortnights past.  In the Waste City, only the lengthening of the day marked the passage of seasons.  The range of daytime temperature never varied in the great depression more than ten degrees year round.  Waleck's long tenure in the ancient place had allowed him, over time, to transform his camp into a refuge from the legendary hellishness of the Waste.  There was always water there, cool from the earth smothering the cistern, and a stout shed to provide refuge from the sun.  Mar had complained of the heat and cursed his never quite quenched thirst daily, but had not really understood how dangerous the Waste truly could be.
Away from the City, water and shade were almost non-existent.  Waleck had led them from his encampment with the sun full down, into the relatively cool night, and had ridden without halt across gravel flats, over dune fields, along petrified washes, following the almost indistinguishable trail, league after league, until dawn had bolted over the horizon.  They had stopped to share out the water lashed to the back of one of the mules in lieu of a hundred weight of steel and iron scrap, the animals consuming an amazing quantity.  Then, to Mar's utter disbelief, they had forged ahead through the rest of the day, rendered by the hellish heat and parched air, until finally, near dusk, they had reached the first water hole.
Mar broke through the thick growth finally and reached the rim of what had been a brimming pool when he had seen it last some many fortnights previously.  Now, there was not even cracked mud in the rock-lipped oval, just dry dust and a sprinkling of desiccated dheaia leaves.
When they had reached the first dry oasis, Mar had slid from his saddle, too drained to speak, and stared numbly at the dust.  Before he had gathered the strength to accuse, Waleck had pitched a spade at his feet.
"Dig," the old man had ordered gruffly with no sign of concern on his face.  He had then turned his back to begin clearing an opening beneath the hedge.
Whether from force of habit or simple fatigue, Mar had obeyed.  Predictably, when his hole had reached his knees he had begun to shovel damp earth, then mud when it was up to his waist, and then, no more than the depth of his spade farther down, water had grudgingly begun to seep in.  The hole had filled in surprisingly short time, and the horses and mules had drunk their fill without decreasing the level of water noticeably.
And such was the case -- or, rather, routine -- now.  Mar sloshed his last splat of mud and hauled himself slowly from the muck.  The animals shouldered him aside and made long necks to drink.  He left them to themselves; there was no need to hobble them here.  The ponies were too smart and the mules too stubborn to wander far from the water.  They would seek shelter under the overhanging dheaia shortly on their own.  He ignored the yellowed gray slime that covered his breeches and boots; drying, it left him cool in the sweltering heat, and he always bathed in his clothes as his last chore before they departed at sunset.  While he had been occupied at his task, the day had passed from leaden-skied pre-dawn to full blistering morning, and he gratefully crawled into the hollow that Waleck had carved beneath the brush.  The old man had dropped the mules' heavy packs (which held half their store of scrap, that which had been previously sorted and packed -- the rest Waleck had blithely abandoned) in the open, but had dragged their blankets and supplies into the shade.  As Mar expected, the old man was already snoring flat of his back in the darkest recess.
There was naught else to do, in all truth.  What little had to be done to prepare their camp they had already done.  They would cook one meal at dusk to last them through the night.  Breakfast, if one wanted it, was dried trail ration and as much tepid water filtered through muslin as one could drink.  Mar, accustomed like the ponies to uncertain periods between meals, had no desire for food this morning.
What he did want was another look at that text.
Ten days, Waleck had said, to cross the Waste, though it had taken half that on their outward journey.  After that initial tortuous day, they had traveled only at night, resting during the day at the waterholes that defined the trail.  Luckily, Father Moon and the doubly bright Cousins were in cycle together and the trail was well enough lit after moonrise for the horses to follow without straying.  Also luckily – though the priests would say according to the divine providence of Oahkthegk, God-Regent of mountains and deserts (and all ancillary terrain, inhabitants, and conditions,) -- the stepping-stone water holes were no more than a hard ten to twelve hours ride apart. 
There remained but four nights till they reached Khalar.  During the previous six nights, Mar had had little to do but grip the gray's reins, follow the shadowy mounted form of Waleck, and think.  He had slowly arrived at some unsettling conclusions. 
Waleck might be mad, but he was not irrational, and the awful suspicion had puddled at the center of Mar’s thoughts two nights gone that the old man had thoroughly duped him -- that those ravings about this magic were no more than a masterful diversion to hide his true purpose.
Mar knew of but one motivation that would drive men to act without recourse to normal reason, only one desire that could provoke men to desperate, dangerous, and risky measures -- the universal lust for gold.  Even small sums could -- but undoubtedly great sums would -- turn brother against brother, father against son, separate friends, spill blood on pretext, send mobs raging through the streets, and turn men of unassuming manner devious and cunning.  He accepted this as a fundamental aspect of human existence.  Throughout his entire life, he had witnessed on an almost daily basis, in splendid and glorious detail, the inherent venality of man.
It seemed obvious now, in retrospect, that there was more to the text than the demented spoutings of some ancient mystic.  Something must be hid in the book.  A map, perhaps, or other directions or clues to the location of some fabulous ancient hoard, some centuries forgotten treasure.  Surely, only the lure of great riches could tempt an old man from a life long vocation, drive him to desert the well-worn traces of his life and scamper off to only the Gods knew where on no more authority than a few mere scraps of antiquated paper.  And, just as surely, if there were riches involved in this lunatic quest, Mar was determined to discover the particulars.
Gold brought Mar no particular pleasure in and of itself, but money was life; the youngest, dirtiest, most alone street urchin in all of Khalar knew that.  Much money meant a comfortable life.  Little money meant existence, of a sort.  No money meant, more often than not, death.  Thievery was and had always been to Mar foremost a means simply to survive.  Hard labor, the only work available in Khalar to someone without the money, kinship, or other marketable commodity to purchase entry into one of the hereditary guilds of the Lower City, was a losing proposition.  A man could earn enough between light and dark to eat, but only that because starving men cannot work, and even then he was more likely to be cheated of wages than not.  Bond servants, men and women who had sold a score of years of their lives for a single gold thalar, ate reasonably well, were decently clothed, and suffered much less ill-treatment than free laborers.  The bonded, unlike free men, were protected by Viceroy's decree from the lash.  Many had found it easier to take the brass arm circlet than to remain free, which was without doubt the whole point of it all.
Mar was by default a realist.  He planned no farther than his next theft, plotted no goals, and had no expectation of seeing old age; a thief had no future and no right to expect one.  One day he would be too slow or too careless or just plain unlucky and the Guard would have him, as they almost had that last night in Khalar.  But had he enough gold, then any future could be his.
Yes, Mar wanted another look at that book.  The ease with which Waleck had paid the twenty thalars, certainly the savings of a lifetime accumulated a few brass thay at a time, and that heady promise of a hundred more said plainly enough that there was money involved, were there nothing else to tug at his suspicions.  By whatever means required, Mar was determined to have a part in it.
Waleck, regardless of his protestations of trust, kept the cylinder close, in a leather pouch strapped to his belt, and his hand never strayed far from it.  The old scrapper had never again opened it in Mar's presence, and they had not directly spoken of it since that last night in the Waste City.  It lay with the old man now as he slept on his mat.
Mar had thought on his plan the better part of a day and a night.  He must try for the cylinder while Waleck was asleep; no deception or misdirection would ever turn the old man's attention from the artifact long enough for Mar to slip it away -- much less long enough for the young thief to peruse its contents.  At least, none that Mar could manage here in the Waste.  There were no clinging, confining crowds, no great maze of narrow streets, no eager accomplices to utilize.  Here there was only the trail, the water holes, and sleep. 
Waleck was normally a light sleeper.  The sound of a boot shifting on sand or of an indrawn breath would wake him, even on the darkest of nights.  But the arduous demands of the trip had taken its toll of his worn frame, and Mar had taken careful and surreptitious note of the fact that the old man had staggered his first few steps after dropping stiffly from his saddle this morning.  His slumber now was the deep, unmoving, dreamless sort of men in the grips of exhaustion.  If ever Mar was to take the tube from Waleck without the old man's knowledge, it must be now.
Mar found a spot relatively free of roots and stones, unrolled his woven mat, scattered his blankets across it, and then lay down with a heaviness that warned him that Waleck was not the only one taxed by their trek.  After a moment, he canted his head to the side and studied Waleck's still form.  The old wasteminer's eyes were tightly shut and the flat planes of his face were rounded, relaxed.  His chest rose and fell with a ponderous regularity no man, Mar hoped, could feign.  From all outward indication, he was well and truly -- and hopefully unrousably -- asleep.
Still, the touch would demand the utmost care.  Waleck's dark and knotted left hand lay limply across the pouch, as if, even as he had fallen into sleep, he had grasped it to reassure himself of its presence. 
Mar must move that hand before he could loosen the leather tie and open the flap.  He hesitated at that thought, but only for the barest thread of a moment.  Risks, small and great, were a fundamental facet of his trade. 
He rolled to his side and then quietly to his knees.  He gave a pause for a searching look, then, stilling his breath, began to crawl toward the old man.
Mar knew how to be silent -- utterly, completely, death-a-creak-away silent, one of the few reasons his head was still attached to the rest of his body -- and he employed this skill at its finest now as he edged across the intervening space.  Moving one hand slowly and precisely, then the following knee with equal care, he advanced by incredibly deliberate degrees, careful to avoid the prickly branches above his head and the dry twigs littering the sand.  He paused frequently to examine Waleck for any hint of movement, any sign of awareness, that one, slight, almost insignificant stir that would prove all of Mar's conclusions false and foolish.  But at each instance, he detected nothing and so continued, till he knelt at last within easy reach of his prize.
Mar took several shallow breaths to settle the rapid pace of his heart.  He waited just a moment, and then all in one deft motion lifted Waleck's hand by the wrist with his own left hand, twitched the tie expertly, laid the flap back, and slid his other hand inside the pouch till he felt the smooth curve of metal.  Another motion, and Waleck's hand rested again upon the pouch and Mar had the cylinder safely tucked under his arm.  To open it was but a quick twist and a tug, and then he used the weight of his palms to flatten the ragged edged pages across his lap. 
Mar knew he had little time – he must assume Waleck might wake at any moment -- and there could be no leisurely examination of the text.  Therefore, he first riffled through the pages in haste, giving each but a cursory glance, but found nothing that by any stretch of the imagination could be taken to resemble a map, only block after regular block of neat, compact print.  Counting as he went, he found that the pages numbered a score and six.  Nonplused, he was at a loss for a moment as to his next step. 
Perhaps he should have known that there would not be anything as simple and straightforward as a map.  Moreover, perhaps only Waleck could decipher the message hidden in the text.  Was this but the last clue in some ancient trail that the old miner had unearthed bit by precious bit in a lifetime of searching the ruins?  Could there, in all truth, be any other reason for Waleck to have returned year after year to that blasted city when he could mine little more than enough to put food in his belly? 
Mar could not be sure of that last – his ignorance was too great.  He needed more information.  He cast his eyes down upon the pages in his lap and grimaced.  Submitting to the inevitable, he briefly glanced over the first two pages and then laid them aside to scan the next hurriedly.  It read:
 
Being An Introduction
Enchantment in its simplest form is the containment of the interrelated forces of existence, or in common vernacular, Magic, within the spatial confines of an object having a coherent extension in the physical aspect.  In the advanced disciplines, this is most often done to store, or reserve, the energy of ethereal particles for later utilization.  However, the more usual application of the methods of the discipline of Enchantment is for the purpose of binding a pre-developed series of precise ethereal flux modulations into a readily accessible matrix.  Hereby is the use of Magic in everyday life solely made practical, for all but the most sensitive of practitioners are unable to manipulate the ethereal energies to any successful degree without a lengthy process of prior definitive experimentation and prolonged preparation.  Fortunately, the ability to enchant is the lowest threshold in the aptitude spectrum, and with study the greater part of the general population (some studies suggest perhaps only one in one hundred are hereditarily impaired) are capable of developing the skills necessary to become successful enchanters.  Thus, we begin our study.
 
And that was all.  More than half the words were beyond the scope of Mar's admittedly less than extensive vocabulary, but he had a feeling that, even had he been able to understand the meaning of the words, they would have made the passage no more comprehensible.  He went back to the top and read the page again in an attempt to spot any hidden message, but the words remained gibberish.  Grimly, he went to the next and continued reading with a fierce determination till he had completed the work.  Most of what he read simply evaded clear understanding, but a sparse sample of the passages was, more or less, intelligible.
"...there are no instructions herein included for the student on the sensing of or the manipulation of ethereal flux.  The two abilities are in reality one and the same, and it has been found that the development of an apprentice's potential is actually retarded by such instruction..."
"...proficiency at manipulation is won through an individualized learning process of incremental stages, such as a child is not taught how to walk but grows into this inborn ability..."
“..  the technique of Conjunction, that is, of establishing flux bonds between physical substances, is such a fundamental aspect of the discipline of Enchantment that the initial aptitude examination given to many aspirants is the Sand Test (Encapsulation Technique), whereby an individual is provided with a quantity of dry sand and required to devise a means of binding the material into a solid shape, usually a regular polygon, but oftimes a sphere (the interrelationships of physical shape and magical flux will be discussed in depth in Chapter Eight: The Perfect Vessel.) This is accomplished by successfully linking the individual flux properties indigenous to the sand particles into a persistent bond.  The test is considered a failure if the imposed shape does not maintain its form for longer than one hour..."
"...all enchantments consist of three basic elements: the reservoir matrix (or Vessel), the flux containment bond (or Binding), and the release sequence (or Key)..."
"...and any truly physical object or substance may be used as a reservoir matrix, but those objects with greater integral interrelationships, that is, those which are more solid or dense, possess a correspondingly higher Ethereal Flux Index.  Water can reserve more energy than air, rock more energy than water, and so on..."
"...certain basic rules for selecting matrices have been established..."
"...much research in prior ages to determine the properties of a structure which would have the greatest size to capacity ratio, and it has been discovered (Lhorhorve, Rhals, and others) that objects with perfect multi-lateral symmetry are the ideal..."
"...substances with dramatic flaws should be avoided for any serious energy demands as they have proven to be inherently unstable under the stress of flux modulations, and have shown a tendency to fail unpredictably and disastrously..."
"...the normal state of ethereal flux is equilibrium.  The exact nature of the relationship between the physical aspect and the magical has never been completely defined, but it has been shown empirically that natural forces and magical forces are symmetrical.  In fact, the earliest known methods of creating ethereal flux modulations involved the copying of patterns that are present in natural forces.  Certain theorists suppose..."
"...spontaneous manifestations of magical energy are extremely rare and are thought to be the result of natural adjustments to restore equilibrium in the background ethereal flux..."
"...the exact sequence of these modulations is named variously charm, hex, incantation, or spell.  Henceforward, this text will use the more common term and refer to these sequences as spells..."
"...to permit repeated or delayed function of flux modulations, spells must be suspended and stored within a reservoir matrix.  This is done by creating an ethereal relationship, or bond, between the spell and its matrix.  The flux bond itself takes many different subjective forms.  Practitioners develop their own particular forms of flux bond through experimentation, but certain principles should be applied to the production of these bonds.  .  ."
"…Simplicity is paramount.  Complex bonds are more difficult to establish and must be meticulously designed.  Flaws in bond logic can produce unpredictable -- that is, disastrous -- results.  Very convoluted bonds generally fail to engage or become practically unbreakable, a frozen enchantment of utterly no use…"
"…Regularity in flux structure is required for dependable operation.  Premature failure of bonds often occurs where the flux structure of the bond is disjointed or skewed…"
"…Strength should be a central property of all ethereal flux bonds.  Weak or inadequately reinforced bonds can be released by random natural fluctuations in background ethereal flux or by induced eruptions in the spell itself..."
"...the last element of an enchantment, aptly named the Key, is a jolt or burst of ethereal particles which releases the manifested power of the spell.  The Key is a distinct but linked flux modulation that can be an integral part of the matrix or a physically separated entity.  This burst of flux is commonly triggered by an action which generates a disarrangement in the background flux -- a gesture, spoken word, written word, dance, change of state, coordinated movement, and so forth..."
There was more, at length, in the same baffling vein.  Mar read the text twice through, peering often at Waleck, but learned nothing of any real value.  Most of it appeared to be nothing more than scholarly blathering; that it was purposefully written to be confusing was without question.  That these qualities simply reinforced his belief that the flight of fancy he held was merely a disguise for some far more valuable communication, equally so.  It now seemed incredibly unlikely that he might decode the hidden message on his own.  Somehow, by whatever means, he must trick Waleck into revealing the secret.
Reversing his earlier procedure, he returned the text to the cylinder and the cylinder to the old man's pouch, all, as far as he could determine, without disturbing Waleck's slumber.  The young thief made his way back to his mat as silently as before and, after checking the readiness of the knife in his boot, stretched himself out tiredly.  He dropped off to sleep and dreamed, the decrees of his conscious mind ignored, of crowns and palaces and treasures beyond imagining.



SEVEN
 
The Glorious Empire of the North, which had built Khalar on the rocky promontory at the confluence of the Blue Ice River and its brother the Red Ice, had not had any actual political existence for more than three centuries, not since it had splintered and destroyed itself in an internecine civil war.  This unarguable fact of history notwithstanding, the present rulers of the city, as had their predecessors for three hundred years, persisted in proclaiming that Khalar remained the northernmost Imperial province. 
For seven generations these scions had maintained -- publicly, if not privately -- that they were acting under the authority and at the behest of Kharghk XXIV, the last Great Emperor.  The local prince, though something of a figurehead, was still officially addressed as His Imperial Highness, Viceroy of the Dominion of Khalar, Marshal of the Northern Host, and Custodian of Imperial Justice for the Sundry Territories.  His government, a hereditary bureaucracy of incomprehensible complexity, had not changed significantly either in form or in title from that established by the Emperor Rhwalkahn three-quarters a millennium before. 
The preservation of the imperial façade -- in fact the very survival of the city itself -- had come about primarily as an accident of geography.  Sited to serve the lucrative mines in the Mheckel mountain range, Khalar had originally been a frontier outpost, separated by a vast stretch of uninhabited forest from the heart of the Empire.  This wilderness had acted as a barrier to the forces whose battles had razed cities to the south and also to the dissension and conflict that gave birth to them.  In their enforced isolation, the Patriarchs of the great merchant families and the ruling administrative class had been content with their own petty intrigues and had refused to participate in the world shattering events taking place on the southern plains.  With no social or military strife to topple it, the imperial system had perpetuated itself rather by default, and the step from autonomy to independence with the utter collapse of the Empire had hardly been noticed at all.
Waleck reined in before Mar, blocking the trail and forcing the younger man to check his own mount as well.  Their ponies and the mules, famished by days of subsisting on a few handfuls of grain, immediately began to crop at the lush grass at the side of the trail.  Rhovma sidled toward a tempting swatch of wildflowers, the old man's saddle creaking as the pony shifted its weight.  This movement took Waleck's bulk from Mar's view and revealed the valley beyond.  They were at the crest of a low, broad pass which cleaved the foothills of the Mheckels.  Behind lay two leagues of switchbacks leading up from the barren hills that bordered the Waste.  Ahead the trail dropped down into the heavily cultivated Ice River Valley, and some leagues to the southeast the gray buildings of Khalar could be made out.
"Ah, again the Glorious City!”  Waleck declaimed, swinging his arms wide.  A voice heavily laden with sarcasm considerably diminished the impact of the pronouncement.
"Does it always look like that?”  Mar had never viewed the city from this vantage before.  He had grown up with the soot and the choking days that always came in the hottest months, but he had never realized how filthy the air about the city looked from without.
"Oh, yes.”  Waleck affirmed jovially.  The old scrapper had unaccountably regained strength once they had left the Waste behind, his dark moods had evaporated, and the sight of the Imperial City now actually seemed to revive him.
"Though sometimes in the winter the storms will blow off the haze for a day or so, the smithies and furnaces never damp their fires -- takes too much fuel to raise a heat if the kettles are cold -- so they pump soot into the air day and night."
Mar leaned forward to study the scene.  His saddle tilted to the right as he did so.  With a quick decision, he pulled his left leg from the stirrup and dropped to the ground.  The cinch had been slipping minutely for the last hour or so, but it had not annoyed him enough to cause him to stop to remedy the problem.  Now seemed an opportune time to do so.  Not inconsequentially, this pause would also give him a chance to broach a subject that had been on his mind for some time. 
"So what now, old Man?" he asked across the brow of his saddle.  His hands were busy with a buckle, and he did his best to sound distracted.
Waleck glanced back at Mar, shrugged, and swung down.  He dropped the reins to the ground, allowing the pony to graze where it would.
"The Library, of course," the wasteminer replied breezily, walking to Mar's side.  "Today if possible, though we must sell the scrap and stable the animals first.  We will not tarry in Khalar long, if that is your interest.  Our way leads south, I would guess."
"Where will you sell your scrap?"
"Eh?  The usual place.  Chekvar's, that is.  They always give a good price.  Why should it matter?"
"I’ve no great desire to enter the city under the nose of the Imperials," Mar indicated without bothering to explain; Waleck either knew or could make a good guess as to why.  "Chekvar's -- that's a foundry to the north of the Emperor's Highway?"
"Yes.  Most of the foundries are in that section.  "
"We could enter the city by the Free Gate instead of the West High Gate, then?"
"Yes, I suppose.  I see no reason why we could not.  We will make for the Free Gate, then, since that suits you, but if you continue to tighten that strap, you will likely cut that pony in two.  Come, we have rested enough."
The trail dropped in easy stages from the pass, widening into a wheel-rutted farm track before joining the brick-paved imperial highway.  They followed this for the better part of three leagues through open rolling farmlands, passing numerous small farmsteads and several large estates, but encountered no traffic save for an overburdened hay wain.  With the better part of a third-league left yet before the city walls, Waleck turned sharply from the highway and set off to the north through a fallow barley field.
They meandered along a serpentine route of farm tracts, stock trails, and open fields for some time until they reached a broad lane surfaced with mine tailings.  Here they added themselves to a steady stream of traffic headed both to and away from the city and composed of all sorts and classes of people, from laborers afoot and farmhands on produce wagons, to mounted factors and even the occasional merchant and his entourage.
This lane, broader and certainly more traveled than the imperial way, which it paralleled but half a league to the south, was officially, by supposedly secret Viceregal Decree, non-existent.  No Imperial Cartographer's map recorded it, and no Guard armsman or Imperial Corps legionnaire ever set foot upon it.  Though it dated from the time, the unnamed lane had not been constructed as a part of the third post-imperial viceroy's infamous Road Decree, as had all other highways extending beyond the city's urban edge.  It was, in point of fact, a rebellion against the decree and the steep tolls imposed by it.  Outraged traders and farmers had boycotted the paved Imperial roads and had pushed their wagons across the fields and pastures.  By night covertly at first, then boldly in broad day when their numbers had grown sufficiently to make Viceregal chastisement all but impossible, they had created it by their passage.  Thus also was formed its entrance to Khalar, the Free Gate, which was naught but a deep trough worn and scrapped through the stone-faced, rammed earth ramparts which protected the landward flank of the city.  As it had proved to the advantage of a strong minor faction in the Assembly of the Patriarchs for a gate to exist over which no Imperial Customs inspectors or officers of Imperial Justice held sway, no determined attempt had ever been made to repair this breech in the city's defenses and tax statues.
The way became increasingly congested as they approached the Free Gate, finally forcing the foot traffic to the shoulders and slowing the pace of the wagons, carts, and riders, including Waleck, Mar, and the mule train, to a frustrating crawl.
While Waleck reacted to the delay with resigned stoicism, Mar began to think of Sihmal.  It seemed certain that Sihmal had not talked.  He was surely dead – no man could survive a sword thrust through the chest.  But some of the armsmen had caught sight of Mar as he fled and had likely been able to give an accurate description of him.  Many in Khalar’s gutter population found it easier to sell information to the Viceroy’s Personal Guard than to starve and informers made a habit of observing the Free Gate.  If he were recognized, then within no more than a day the Guard would know he had returned to the city.
Feeling as if the odds of his detection were rapidly approaching a certainty, Mar fumed silently.  He could think of no realistic way to shorten this present delay, though, and was left with no option but to endure the wait.  He passed the time by tallying the means of torture employed by the Imperial Inquisitors.
Eventually they did reach the city wall and pass through the trough into Khalar proper, but if anything, this only worsened the situation.  The nameless way debouched into a wide plaza that for decades had been claimed as a farmer's market.  Hundreds clogged the narrow paths between stalls and carts, haggling for the vegetables, fruits and fresh meats displayed with such gusto that at any given instant the assemblage resembled a riot.  The swirling, constantly shifting, ever babbling mass absorbed the influx from the Free Gate without appearing to release any portion of it into the city.  Several times, they were becalmed for moments on end by the unpredictable ebb and flow of the throng, which greatly contributed to Mar's discomfort.  Waleck pressed on determinedly, assailed by the clamorous cries of peddlers, as the younger man struggled to keep the train together.  Much to Mar's surprise, they did, after some time, win through to a street that led northward into the Lower City.
One of the broader of the unplanned streets of the haphazardly settled left bank, this way swung gradually to the east, widening for long stretches to a spacious six armlengths.  They encountered little traffic here and consequently now -- to Mar's unexpressed relief -- proceeded to make good time.  Houses lined the way, the second stories of many overhanging the pavement and some arching completely across to form short tunnels of cool shadow.  As these arcades seemed ready-made ambuscades, he minutely scanned their flower-boxed windows, picketed balconies, flaking walls, and drooping laundry trellises, but they passed beneath each without incident.  Often there would be a small group of old men gaming at a table in the breezy shade or a batch of young children scrambling after a leather ball, and most would call a friendly greeting as they passed.  Gradually the houses began to give way to the small shops of artisans and sundries markets, opening out once they crossed the Avenue of Dfghee's Triumph into a thoroughfare wide enough to accommodate wagons comfortably.  A few minutes ride further they crossed the broad promenade of the Emperor's Highway.
Establishments dedicated to the metalworking industry predominated here:  smithies, foundries, ore traders, mining offices, and a host of associated small workshops.  These enterprises overwhelmed the air of the district with a burden of commingled metallic smells: chemical vapors with coppery shades, the burnt odor of cooling-water steam, gusts of warm, hoarse coal smoke.  The big square paving blocks of the street, the wood and brick walls of the buildings and their slate roofs were uniformly the color of weathered iron fillings -- dull black with a wet sheen.  In places, filmy greens, rusty oranges, or even deeper blacks streaked the ebony.  The foundries were invariably extensive with open yards filled with finished castings, large and small, piles of pig stock, iron and brass, and high heaps of coal, sorted by grade.  Many workers, stoutly built young men wearing leather aprons and clothes of heavy cloth, were occupied in these yards.  Some shifted bulky ship fittings; others broke sand molds from still warm pours, unloaded wagons, or the like.  A few were involved in tasks incomprehensible to Mar.  In each separate yard, the men's features were as similar as their clothing; the Khalarii foundries were without exception family concerns.
A high sided wagon, two teams of great draft horses in tandem eliciting ominous creaks from their harness as they strained their load of ship anchors forward, pulled out from a yard some fifty paces ahead of them and turned in their direction.  Waleck yielded to the wagon, easing to the far right side of the street and stopping.  He gestured for Mar to do likewise, and the young thief complied, coaxing the mules to stand as close as possible to a crumbling brick wall.
Two men sat upon the platform seat of the wagon, both fitting the mold Mar had observed thus far.  The driver, his forearms wrapped with reins, spared a glance neither to the right nor to the left, but concentrated solely on his teams as he guided the wagon passed them.  The one on the right, the younger of the two, was clean-shaven and had close-cropped sandy hair.  When he looked up and his eyes fell upon Waleck, his fire-reddened face broke into a smile of recognition.
"Waleck!" he boomed in a surprisingly deep voice, waving.  With a quick aside to the driver, the young man leapt from the wagon and trotted over.
The old scrapper dismounted as the man drew near and gripped the other's outstretched hand.
"Fhelehg, you are well?”  Waleck asked, flexing his knees and swiveling his back as if to work out travel set kinks.
"Indeed." the man replied with a nod.  "And yourself?  Has that half starved pony worn out your old bones finally?"
Waleck shook his head with a laugh.  "No, they are good for many a league yet."
Fhelehg examined Mar curiously, but not in an unfriendly fashion.  "And who is this with you?  Surely you have not after all this time taken an apprentice?"
"No, Mar aided me this season only.  He thinks little of scrapping, I would say.  "
"Maybe he has some sense about him then," Fhelehg joked, laughing.
Waleck chuckled.  "Yes, perhaps.  But tell me, how is your father and your uncles?"
"Well.  All well.  They shall be surprised to see you.  You are early this year.  Was the digging that profitable?"
"Nothing out of the ordinary.  More pressing business has forced me to return before the end of the season.  That business still awaits me, so I must confess that I am in something of a hurry."
"Ah, rightly so," Fhelehg agreed, though Mar thought the man wanted to question Waleck further.  "Come with me to the scales and we shall have you on your way in short order."
A gray-haired edition of Fhelehg appeared from beneath an unwalled shed as they passed through the gate, and the young man's greeting was repeated, though with greater vigor.  Waleck fell into conversation with this man, Fhelehg's father Jhefra, and Mar found himself delegated with Fhelehg to tally the weights in the hinder part of the yard.
The overhead beam balance lay against the brick wall of the foundry building behind a stack of empty barrels and a pile of crate slats.  These they had to move before they could begin to set the sacks of scrap on the large wooden pan.
The two men bent their backs to this task mostly in silence, but as they prepared to begin the weighing, Mar offered the comment that this was an inconvenient place for the balance.
"Oh, I agree," Fhelehg said, giving a barrel one last shove, "but we do not use it often -- just once a year, in fact.  It would actually be in the way somewhere else."
"Once a year?"
"When Waleck brings in his load.”  Fhelehg leaned back against the upright post of the balance, his movements a little too self-conscious to hide the fact that he was eager to talk.  "We cast mainly from new metal and use very little scrap.  All but what Waleck brings us we buy in lots as needed from a factor down the street."
Mar pondered this for a moment.  "Why do you bother with the old man at all?"
Fhelehg eyed Mar curiously then shrugged.  "Tradition, I suppose.  Waleck was a friend of my grandfather’s.  Chekvar's has always bought his scrap, and I imagine that we always will."
The pointed nature of this last comment led Mar to ask the obvious question.  "Always?  How much longer can the old man survive the Waste?"
Fhelehg gave Mar an exasperated look.  He made as if to speak, but stopped himself, frowning thoughtfully.  His face cleared after a moment, and he studied Mar closely. 
"Are you some kin of Waleck's?" he asked suddenly.
"No,” Mar replied carefully, unsure the other's motivation.  "He’s no family of mine.  You could say we met by chance."
"It’s quite odd, you know.  After all these years, for him to have someone with him.  I don't suppose you could tell me why?"
Mar shrugged.  "He’s not told me, and it’d be a waste of time to try to guess.  I know very little about Waleck -- nothing really."
Fhelehg nodded, unable to conceal his disappointment.  "Yes, Waleck is a secretive man, as much a mystery as that city he has worked all these years."
"Just how long," Mar asked, following a speculative line of thought, "has the old man been coming here?"
Fhelehg paused.  "I’m not sure that I should say."
"What should it matter?  It’s not as if I asked where you keep your money."
Fhelehg gave him a pained look, then glanced around, as if to make sure that none of the other men working in the yard could overhear them.  "Well, I suppose the matter has no weight, but I doubt that you’ll believe me."
"How long?”  Mar prompted.
"At least ninety years."
Mar was careful not to laugh.  "That's not possible.  Waleck's an old man, yes, but he’s no older than, say, sixty."
Fhelehg shook his head.  "Regardless of how he appears, what I have told you is true.  Our tally books hold copies of every receipt written by Chekvar's from my great-grandfather's day until now.  I’ve been through them all.  Each and every year there is a record of a payment to 'Waleck, scrapper.'"
"Another man with the same name," Mar argued.
"No.  My father has known Waleck all of his life, as have I.  My grandfather once told me that he had known Waleck since he could remember anything, and he was over seventy when he died six years ago."
"Are you saying that Waleck is over a century old?"
"I don't know how old he is.  I just know that he has been selling scrap to us for that long."
While Mar was trying to assimilate this, Fhelehg spoke up again.
"There is one thing" he offered, excitement and curiosity warring behind the calmness of his tone, "that my grandfather told me concerning Waleck that has always stuck with me.  He only said it once, in passing, but the idea intrigued me as a boy and continues to do so till this day.  He said that the reason Waleck returned to those ruins decade after decade was that he sought a singular and particular artifact -- something ancient and incredibly valuable.  My grandfather did not know what this object was and refused to speculate.  For most of my life I’ve tried to imagine what it might be and, I must confess, I’ve been fascinated by the possibilities.”
Fhelehg paused once more to glance about, then leaning forward with an unnerving intensity asked, “Could you tell me -- has he found it?"
"No," Mar answered without inflection, hoping Fhelehg had not noticed his slight hesitation.  "I’ve seen nothing but pots and other such junk as we have here." 
Fhelehg's face fell.  "Ah, silly of me to think so, I suppose.  I’d thought that his early return signaled an end to his search at last.  Well, no matter."
As they proceeded to the weighing of the scrap, Fhelehg’s disappointment leaving him quiet and subdued, Mar struggled to keep his composure intact.  He did not want the churning turmoil his thoughts had become to betray him.
For without a doubt, what he had just told Fhelehg had most assuredly been a lie.



EIGHT
 
Waleck received two hundred forty-seven thal and nine thay for his scrap.  On the spot, he counted into Mar's palm twenty-four thal eight thay.  The small bag of coins amounted to a good month's wages for a hired smith or factor's agent, a sum that many in the Lower City would not hold in one purse in a lifetime -- but the slight weight of it in his fist left Mar unimpressed.  On a good night in the residential districts along the river, he had netted that much or more -- but, then again, there had not been many nights that he could characterize as good.  Also, alongside the heavy weight of the twenty gold hidden in the waist of his breeches, these public wages were a mere pittance. 
Nevertheless, he ventured no comment save humble thanks when he accepted his pay.  A disparaging remark would be a blatant approbation of the character that Waleck had established for him in the Chekvars' eyes; hired laborers held their tongues if they wished to retain their employment.  Mar knew the demonstration was simply an example of Waleck’s meticulous attention to detail – even in deceit the old man would miss nothing.  Prompt payment of hirelings was customary, a public proof of honest trade.  It was the sort of detail that would normally be expected but not noted, something that would not add to conviction by its occurrence, being significant and remarked upon only in its absence. 
Jhefra proclaimed the hospitality of his house for the evening, but Waleck, with a quite visible reluctance, pleaded the priority of his cryptic "other business" and declined.  He did ask that the foundryman stable the mules till they could return, offering a generous payment.  Jhefra effusively refused the coin, promising that the animals would be well cared for.  With a last farewell, they mounted and departed.
More now than ever, Mar was convinced that what they had discovered in the buried strongroom was indeed a clue to some ancient treasure horde.  Fhelehg's disclosures had settled the issue.  That Waleck was in some fantastic way unnaturally long lived, he totally discounted.  He did have to admit, though, that he likely would have found the jest amusing, had he been a party to it instead of the butt of it.  The young foundryman was surely sharing the joke with his fellows at this very moment.  Let them think him some gullible peasant; when the treasure filled his hands, a thousand unpleasant memories would be redeemed. 
As had become his habit, the old scrapper set their path without a backward glance.  Waleck’s mind was fixed upon a course charted solely for his own purposes, and Mar had no doubt that the old man never considered but that he would meekly follow. 
Waleck led them north from the gate of Chekvar's, then east at the next intersection down a dusty, unpaved freight alley toward the river.  The back walls of foundries and storage yards defined the alley, with only an occasional barred gate letting from it.  Though the alley appeared well used -- the dust held the imprints of many wagons and hooves and what weeds managed to exist grew only in sheltered nooks -- there was little traffic along it now.  An empty wagon passing in the opposite direction was the only such they encountered.
Though he realized the alley was undoubtedly the most direct route to the river, Mar grew uneasy at his first sight of the snaking corridor.  The cause of this feeling was not the obvious peril -- that the confining walls to either side seemed designed to funnel the unwary into an ambuscade, offering few, if any, boltholes.  He knew he could get out of the alley, if he had to.  Nor was it that alleys such as this were notorious in Khalar for attempted (the men of the foundries were, after all, a hard lot) robberies.  Violent thefts, or, for that matter, unreasoned acts of violence, were not uncommon in the Imperial City.  But he doubted that the pair of them would present a tempting target, plainly accoutered as they were, especially in daylight.  Thugs were cowards, of necessity, preying on the weak.  No, there was no one specific quality of the alley that warned him away from it.
It was simply that he was uneasy.
The young thief had always been particularly careful to give heed to this particular feeling.  He gave it credit for keeping him alive and fit when others had suffered and perished.  It was as if a vibration crawled outward from the center of this chest, with his nerves tingling and thrilling, so that his voice became unsteady.  It was not fear.  Not the sort that Mar was familiar with, anyway.  This feeling was not at all like the fright that struck when a man slipped on rain slicked roof tiles, lost a hold, and plummeted into an open courtyard filled with armed men.  Nor like the terror a man experienced while holding his breath and hiding in a rain barrel full of water, hoping the Guard would give up its search soon.  It was more like the reflex of some forest beast, which instantly flees when confronted by danger, a basic, unreasoned reaction to an unclearly perceived threat that overpowers all other emotion, impulse, and thought.
At this moment and in this place, this feeling began to press upon him to rush from the alley, to flee that very instant, every forward step of his pony driving the warning upward in tempo.
Telling himself that Waleck would react harshly to a gainsaying of their route and proceed regardless, Mar kept silent, growing increasingly agitated as he resisted his inner alarm.  Only half-aware of the movement, he hunkered down over the pony's mane, his gaze darting back and forth across the alley ahead of them, from stone wall to ship-lapped warehouse to sagging plank gate.
After his pony had taken a few more blissfully unconcerned, scuffing steps, Mar began to hum.  As odd as it may have seemed, even to himself, this was not at all unusual.  Though he had never had much interest in music of any sort, he did catch himself, in some tense circumstances, humming.  The idiosyncrasy surfaced almost of its own accord, and as well as he could remember he had always done it, from his youngest recollection on.  It had become so natural for him that often he was not actually aware he did it.  Not actually aware that he hummed before he fought.
It was always the same irregular little tune, one he fancied he had authored himself, in a hushed, slow vibration deep in his throat that generally was not loud enough for anyone else to hear.  Many times, as now, the words of a tavern favorite, The Knife Fighter's Dirge, trailed across his thoughts in accompaniment.  The mournful ballad did not actually fit the tune, but enhanced it in an odd sort of way, and the easy repetition worked to calm him.  At times, he thought that he actually made no sound at all -- that the tune played only in the murmuring of his own heartbeat.
The attack came at an intersection, almost as an anticlimax, where two smaller alleys crossed the main at oblique angles.  The men who skulked there were hidden from the riders' view until they came abreast of them.  Mar caught sight of the groups of rag-clothed, ill kept men clustered in the alley mouths to either side just as they fired their crossbows.
Without thought, Mar dropped sideways to hang beside the pony's withers.  Two bolts sliced through the space above his saddle, barely missing his leg, and clanked tinily off the stone lintel of a sealed doorway.  He had time only to suck one hissing breath before the gray bucked beneath him, screaming as only a horse can scream.  As the pony leapt, stiff-legged in pain, he was thrown free and fell to the ground on his side.  Spinning wildly, the pony kicked at the bolt lodged in its flank, its iron shod hoof whipping out to strike Mar’s left arm just below the elbow.  He felt rather than heard the terrible snap!  as both bones in his forearm broke.
In a spasm of reaction, Mar recoiled, trying irrationally to escape the excruciating fire emanating from his unnaturally bent arm.  He fell onto his back, screaming.  The fingers of his right hand clamped themselves about his left elbow in a primitive-minded attempt to crush the hurt from his mangled limb.  The pain consumed his mind, driving out all thought, all knowledge, all other awareness.  His half-gasped grunts mirrored the drumbeat of his heart as every pulse of blood through his veins sent a surge of lightning up his arm and into his shoulder.
The hardened core of Mar's self screamed at him, demanding that he act and not simply sprawl as easy prey for the murderer's knife.  After what seemed an eternity, but could only have been the smallest fraction of a moment, he responded to this call.  Finding his will, he pulled it from its bolthole, corralled the whimpering fragments and drove it to its task.  Making his protesting body bend, he struggled to draw himself up into a shaking crouch, rolling at last to the balls of his feet.  Tilting unsteadily, he thrust out his good arm to brace himself against the ground and grimaced as the jar ignited the pain anew.  Drawing long, ragged breaths, he raised his head to look.
The knife flew at him from the hand of an oddly blurred man, unaccountably indistinct in the clear sunlight, a dozen steps distant.  Mar saw the knife coming, recognized the smooth sweep of an experienced throw, and knew the blade would strike its target.  But he could make no move to avoid it; his strength and his will fled once more as the torment in his arm redoubled its intensity.
Dully, Mar watched the knife fly toward him.  By some strange mechanism of his mind, time seemed to slow, so that he could follow the flight of the blade in minute detail.  It came true from the villain's hand, promising more pain before death.  He found himself viewing the projectile calmly in a detached mood, concerned in an intellectual fashion to the danger it represented yet resigned to it.  He studied the flattened arc of its path, noting with approval that the blade rotated smoothly about a single axis, a tangible sign of the skill of his assailant.  During one of the eons between the thumps of his own heart, he became aware of his tune playing softly in the background of his mind.  Idly, he followed it for a subjective moment or two, as tendrils of black light shifted in and out of focus about the approaching blade.  Unbidden, the so very familiar words of The Knife Fighter's Dirge whispered from his dry lips.
"...No blade can strike me,"
"Widows in hundreds I make,"
"Death to thousands I deal,"
"Only my life at stake,"
"Endless my zeal,"
"No blade can strike me..."
Mar's vision blurred again, filled with swirling black singing streamers.  As it cleared, he observed the knife shift, as if an errant gust of wind brushed against it.  Then it was gone, tugging at his sleeve as it skimmed his shoulder, and time resumed its normal hurried pace.
The blurred man's eyes widened, then narrowed.  Then for no apparent reason, he began backing away.
Half-blinded by pain, Mar rocked to his knees and then stood, tottering on unsteady legs.  A hulkish brute with a rusting Imperial Army short sword appeared to thrust at him, and Mar dropped awkwardly.  He spun gracelessly as he fell, desperately shielding his mangled limb, and hooked his whiplashing heel behind the man's leading leg.  The blow swept the man's foot from under him and he flipped backwards, arms flailing desperately, to land with crushing force on his head and neck.  The man quivered once, drool spilling from his listless mouth, then again as the light in his eyes darkened, and finally lay still.
As the man fell, the sword bounced from his hand, pinwheeled, and, amazingly, skidded to a stop against the toe of Mar's boot.  His fingers curled reflexively around the unbound hilt.
Another man immediately rushed him, swinging down with an iron wrapped stave.  Mar ducked low, caught just a glimpse of the man's face -- unwashed, ragged beard, rotted teeth -- and then straight-armed the sword toward his opponent’s belly.  Ragged Beard nearly impaled himself, but dodged wide-eyed at the last instant.  Someone had made a half-hearted attempt to sharpen the pitted blade, but had not spent long with it; Ragged Beard received only a shallow gash across his abdomen.  Even so, the man danced away, screaming and clutching at his wound as if he were dying. 
Mar drew a deep breath, looked about.  There were no other attackers near him.  The blurred man had vanished, and Ragged Beard was soon fled, still screaming.  The gray had bolted back up the alley and was gone.  Waleck was still mounted, twenty armlengths away down the alley, ringed by at least three.  One man in mottled gray had managed to snag Rhomva's bridle, but could not hold the pony, which spun in circles kicking wildly.  Two others, twins to Mar's last attacker, flailed desperately at the old man with staves.  Waleck, for his part, seemed content to do his best to prevent the staves from impacting his skull; unarmed, there was little else the old man could do.
Mar looked at the sword in his hand.  No good against staves -- at least, not in his hand.  He turned and threw it back up the alley with all his remaining strength.  Clutching his injured limb against his side with his good hand, he moved toward the fray.
He made ten steps before Waleck's attackers saw him.
Mottled Gray pointed an arm desperately.  "Get'm!  Rhoog!  Sxerghi!"
Rhoog, filthy clothes, eye patch, and all, whirled and started toward Mar.  Then he broke into a run, swinging his staff in a double-handed roundhouse.  "Arrrrrhhhhhhh!!!!!!:
Mar dropped, heard the staff whoosh above his head, then launched himself upward, aiming the doubled fist of his good hand at the meaty part of Rhoog's outstretched forearm.
Rhoog's staff clattered to the ground and Rhoog departed, bellowing.
Sxerghi knew when to run.  All Mar saw when he looked toward him was his retreating back and the dust kicked up by his flapping sandals.
Mottled Gray cursed fiercely, leapt back barely in time to avoid Rhomva’s whirling hooves, and sped off in chase of Sxerghi.
Relieved, Mar staggered, collapsed to his knees, then keeled over onto his back.
Waleck leapt from Rhomva’s back, stern faced.  The horse danced skittishly to the end of its reins and whinnied, on the verge of bolting.  “Did I not tell you?” he demanded, waving his free hand violently, causing Rhovma to shy, jerking his head.  “They know!  Somehow, I don’t know, but somehow they have found out about the Text!”
Waleck’s eyes gleamed fanatically.  “We are now in great peril!”
The old man stopped a moment in thought, seemed to take note of Mar writhing on the ground for the first time, then of the odd angle of his forearm.  “Eh...your arm is broken....”
Mar grimaced, managed an affirmative grunt, then resumed gasping.
Waleck frowned, wrinkling his tired face.  He looped the horse’s reins through his belt, then reached down carefully to circle Mar’s left wrist with both of his large, meaty hands.
“Wait...”  Mar gasped, suddenly fearful.
“Well, this may hurt a bit,” the old scrapper murmured, more to himself than to Mar, and gently placed the sole of his boot in Mar’s left armpit.  He took a preparatory breath, and then, without further ceremony, gave a mighty heave.
Mercifully, Mar fainted.



NINE
 
Mar woke in a room suffused with light. 
The white-gold haze bounced from surface to surface and filled every space accustomed to shadow, boldly invading the refuges of spiders and crickets and disturbing the latter into an impromptu serenade.  Dust motes flared through the deluge, dancing in unrestrained glee as they pirouetted slowly on indecisive currents of air.  The flood gave a golden edge to every line and corner, every boundary and joint, and made the dust-colored bricks of the walls glow with a bright, clean radiance.
Birds of all sorts and some small animals had built nests in the numerous crannies formed by the cross-layered timber ceiling.  The ceiling and the space immediately below it were alive with movement, mice scampering about, birds celebrating the day with energetic flight and song.  These singers were of all colors and breeds, and their chorus followed a random theme, with variations developing moment by moment as members winged out into the morning and others glided in to take their place.
He permitted his sleep-dulled eyes to endure the pageant for some length of time.  When he felt sufficiently alert to ponder his situation, he raised his head and looked about.
He lay on a pallet of straw, leaves, rags, and other bits of soft debris tossed together in the most sheltered corner of the room.  The shattered fracture that named the place a ruin was just opposite him in his direct line of sight.  This gaping hole, through which the surfeit of morning light intruded, encompassed a good quarter of the ceiling of the rather large chamber and nearly the whole of the north wall.  From the looks of it, the break was an old one.  The bricks that edged it had crumbled beneath the onslaught of the weather, and thick-fleshed vines snaked in here and there, their dark, rough roots plunging determinedly into crevices to further weaken and loosen.
The hole’s backdrop was naught but an empty sky.  He could see no other buildings from his position.  That fact and the crispness of the breeze wafting through the hole suggested that he was several storeys up.  The air of Khalar had a different feel when one was away from the ground.  The miasma of people and metalworking was thinner, breathing seemingly easier, and the common stench less obvious.
Otherwise, the room had no character, no clues in design or construction to suggest what its original purpose had been, and was on the whole rather unremarkable.  There were a couple of small windows stripped of both casings and shutters, a darkened inset spiral stairway to his left, and little else, save dust and bird droppings.
He stirred to roll his head for a better view out one of the windows and felt a hampering weight tugging down on his left shoulder.  Blankly, he examined his arm.
The weight was a complicated apparatus consisting of wooden splints, copper wire, and plaster that engulfed his arm from mid-biceps to fingertip.  This discovery caused memories of the fight and of his fractured arm to surface and he abruptly realized that the agony of the injury was also no more than a memory.  He wondered at this absence until he realized that he had no feeling in his arm whatsoever.  It was completely numb from the joint of his shoulder down.
Someone -- surely Waleck -- had ministered to him, set his arm, and evidently applied some salve or potion to ease the pain.  If set well, and it did seem that it was, the break would require more than a month and a half to mend.  The flesh had not burst around the break, so hopefully no chancre would set in. 
He had seen that once.  A man had fallen when overcome with drink, rolled out a balcony, and smashed both legs in a single storey fall to the street.  A washerwoman with arms and wrists a blacksmith would envy had put his legs back straight while three of his friends had pinned the unfortunate soul to a tavern table.  She sewed the wounds closed, and then came back every few days to open the stitches and flush the pus with a mixture of boiling water and strong ale.  The man had kept his legs, but had walked with a pronounced limp from that day forward, and the screams he emitted during these ministrations could have been heard over half the city.
At least the old man had not dumped him in a gutter somewhere.  When his strength returned, he could flee the city and shelter in a farm village until the Imperials forgot he existed.  He could stretch his score gold for several years if he was careful.  An anxious thought made him clutch at his waist, searching for the flattened shape of the coin purse, and then relaxed with a relieved sigh again when he found the gold still tucked beneath his belt in a folded piece of cloth.
Waleck had left him the money, at least.
Mar took it for granted that the wasteminer had abandoned him.  With his arm broken, his potential usefulness in the old man’s search for the trove had all but vanished.
Faint sounds stole from the stairwell then, interrupting Mar’s brooding.  They were the sounds of movement -- weight bearing leather scuffing dryly against gritty stone, thick cloth scratching along a wall for the barest breath of an instant, the regular hush of lungs drawing air, the just audible rustle of a burden being shifted from one hand to the other.  There was just the one, a man of some size, and he came slowly with care.
Mar attempted to rise quickly and succeeded, save that he did so with no speed whatsoever.  The mass of the bracing splints on his arm acted as an anchor to restrain him, burdening his unexpectedly weak muscles as he stood.  His legs shook impotently beneath him and he wavered like a drunkard as he crept to the near side of the stairwell.  There he slumped against the wall, his back pressed against the cool brick for support, and grew still.
At his first movement, the birds had fluttered away in complaint and the mice had made themselves invisible.  Wishing fervently that he could mimic either feat, he waited, wondering who came.
His first impulse was of the Guard, but the Imperials patrolled only in groups of a quad or more.  Besides, the heavy-footed armsmen in the Viceroy’s service knew as much of stealth as did the large, rambunctious green frogs that assaulted the banks of the Ice during the fall mating season. 
It was more likely just some thug come to slit his throat.  The Lower City certainly had plenty of common hoodlums. 
He readied himself, trying to find strength in his shivering muscles, and reached for his knife.  With sudden alarm, he realized he could not feel the bulge of the hilt against his calf.  When his hand closed upon the empty sheath, the cruel fact that his only weapon was missing gripped his soul like a vise.  A frantic glance toward the pallet failed to locate it.
His mind raced.  He had not used it in the fight.  He had not, in fact, spared it a thought.  It was a skinning knife with a short, single-edged blade and no hilt.  He had had it for some dozen years and it was more suited to carving wood than fighting, but served well enough for close in work.  It was the wrong shape to be thrown and flew like a wounded duck.  He might have lost it during the fight, but thought that unlikely.  The best explanation for its disappearance was that Waleck had taken it and why the old man would take the knife and leave the gold was a puzzle.
He hastily considered his options, determinedly avoiding words like ‘desperate’ and ‘hopeless.’  He had nowhere to run.  In his present state, the stair was the only exit he might have tried if pressed.  He lacked strength for a struggle, knew one blow would send him to the floor, and had no weapon other than surprise.  Bleakly and with no other choice, he continued to wait.
The sounds came steadily closer until they were only perhaps a dozen steps below the room, and then, unaccountably, ceased.
Mar’s lips tightened into a grim smile.  So much for surprise.
“It is only I, Mar,” echoed a voice from out of the stairwell.
Waleck! 
Mar nearly shouted the old man’s name aloud as a curse.
“What did you forget, old man?” he cast down the framed opening, not relaxing.
A heavy pause followed, then somewhat bemusedly, “Nothing.”  The wasteminer paused again before asserting with the familiar tone of command Mar knew so well, “Permit me to enter.”
Mar would have refused, but saw no point in doing so.  “As you will, old man.”  Still, he edged along the wall, putting distance between himself and the doorway.
The sounds resumed, more careless this time, and Waleck climbed into the room.
All the words Mar might have heaped upon the old man at that moment evaporated from his mind as a Gheddessii tribesman appeared before him.
The Gheddessii, of the same heritage as the tribes conquered by the Empire at Khalar, were the people of the western slopes of the Mheckel Mountains.  They were a nomadic race that roamed a vast area stretching from the fringes of the Waste to deep within the rugged, dry foothills north of Mhenrhaach Peak.  The Gheddessii tribes were a hardy, combative people, and, as the Imperial Army had learned on many occasions, were exceptionally skilled in the defense of their lands.  The eighth post-imperial viceroy, Vechrhel the Benign (or, as he was dubbed after his poisoning, the Malignant) had found that the easier path to peace was through negotiation and had enacted treaties with the seven major tribes.  The documents, full of meaningless rhetoric concerning everlasting peace and mutually beneficial trade, had nevertheless achieved Vechrhel’s goal of ending hostilities between the Imperial City and its primitive neighbors. 
In practical application, the peace remained everlasting only so long as no Army or Guard troop attempted to penetrate the recognized boundary of the Chrlhu Pass high in the Mheckels.  The mutually beneficial trade consisted solely of Gheddessii traveling overmountain and south along the Blue Ice with goods to trade in Khalar -- no trader from the city dared enter the Gheddessii domains.
The tribesmen did bring goods that were in small demand -- furs in quantity, rough-mined uncut gems, strange woods ideal for carving, some other odds and ends of no great value but of some use -- and so the Viceroy’s Guard tolerated them.  For the most part, they kept to themselves when they came to Khalar.  Many had established residences of a sort in the dilapidated district north of the fish markets, and they were seen commonly about the streets of the Lower City, often employed at menial tasks or just loitering.
Mar could not have mistaken the figure who had exited the stairwell as anything else.  The Gheddessii dressed distinctively, their clothing a product of the harsh conditions under which they existed.  The high-laced, knee boots and wrapped leggings protected their legs from the rough hides of their longhaired ponies.  The billowing short robes, white but for a few personal color markings about the hood, reflected the heat of the Waste.  The intricately knotted and beaded veil-like masks of heavy canvas, named jhuhngt’n, shielded their faces both from blowing sand and from prying eyes.
“Ah, you find my disguise convincing, then, Mar?” the Gheddessii asked with Waleck’s voice.
“I’ve seen better.  The Imperials might accept it, but the Gheddessii never would.  If they discover you, they’ll probably have a good laugh while sinking your body in the river.”
The old man shrugged expansively as he reached up to unhook his jhuhngt.  For just a moment, as the jhuhngt fell, Mar saw another face.  It was Waleck’s but not Waleck’s, not simply the old man’s timeworn features, but something keen and almost deadly.  Mar rubbed his eyes, saw only the old man he knew well, and dismissed the illusion as a product of his weakness.
“If it will pass the Guard,” Waleck asserted, “then that is enough, for now.”  He passed Mar the blanket-wrapped bundle he carried.
“Here is yours.  It should fit well.  The man who supplied it was about your size.”
Unable to think of an appropriate response, Mar accepted the bundle, then found himself sliding down the wall to the floor.
Waleck quickly crouched at his side to steady him.  “You should not be about,” he reproved.  “You are spending strength that we will need later.”
Mar said nothing, oppressed by the leaden weight of his body.
The old man rummaged in his robe a moment and produced a dusky vial stoppered with a bit of rag.  A murky green fluid peered ominously from within.
“Drink this.  It will return your vigor for a time.  Long enough, I hope, to fetch you to Marihe.”
Drawing from an empty well, Mar summoned the strength to push the vial away, though not with the force he desired. 
“I’ll have none of your vile potions, old man.”
Waleck sighed patiently, seeming more like the old Waleck of their simple, unhurried Waste routine than the driven madman of recent days. 
“Like the sleeping draught that I poured down your throat when I splinted your arm, this concoction will do no harm.  It simply strips away the body poisons that deplete your strength.  What your flesh would take hours to accomplish, it does in seconds, and seconds is all the time we have.  We are quarry, with a warrant posted before every Guard post in the Lower City and an active search underway.”
Mar frowned.  “I don’t understand.  What are you saying?”
“We were attacked not by chance but by design.  There are monks of an order known only as the Brotherhood of Phaelle who have recently appeared in the city.  They have influence with the Viceroy’s Council and I heard one rumor that their gold has bought the assistance of Patriarch Hwraldek.  These monks were the ones who set the bandits upon us in the alley.”
“I’ve never heard of this Brotherhood.”
“They are from the south -- this is all that is openly talked of.  They shun public view, but they know of you and I in some detail, have caused us to be attacked once by clandestine means and having failed now move more openly.  It is clear that they have somehow learned that we hold the Text and it is also clear that they intend to have it.  We must find a more secure hiding place -- you must be able to move now.”
“What place is this?”
“An old temple of Seichu, north of Old Market, about half way between the Concourse of Imperial Glory and Mud Street.”
“I know it,” Mar confirmed.  Mean dwellings, collapsing tenements, and ruins like this one surrounded them.  It was a poor district that supplied day labor to the brick pits north of the city.  “If you were followed here, then I know of other places nearby where we can shelter, places where the Imperials will not find us.”
“I was not followed,” Waleck countered flatly, “but they will find us in any hole you might take us to.  They use magic, somehow, to seek us.  That is how they knew of our arrival, how they knew where to try to take us.  None who took my money could give more detail than that, but there is no doubt but that we cannot hide in this area.  We must find a refuge elsewhere.”
The old man offered the vial again.
Hwraldek of the merchant house of Korhthenr was the second ranked member of the Viceroy’s Privy Council, newly elected President of the Assembly of Patriarchs, a rich and powerful man.  The whole city knew that he housed his mistresses in luxurious and splendid apartments.  It was also common knowledge that mistresses were far too wise in the ways of men, by half again, to accept only trinkets for their favors.  Kept women of high standing demanded hard coin from their paramours and held that coin close at hand.  A rich man’s mistress would surely keep a strongbox too heavy for one man to carry, Sihmal had suggested, and then had argued that Hwraldek was far too arrogant to guard his possessions properly.  He had claimed to have watched the house of Hwraldek’s current mistress for a month and had sworn that Hwraldek never visited on ninth day. 
Sihmal had been a bumbling fool, and a liar, among other things, but he had also had an earnest wife and two always-hungry children.  And he could not pick a lock to save his life.
In defiance of Sihmal’s observations, Patriarch Hwraldek of the House of Korhthenr had been sporting with his favorite mistress when Sihmal slipped and crashed through a skylight into his bedroom. 
Mar winced in remembrance of the horrified expression that had gripped Sihmal’s face as his hand slipped from Mar’s grasp.  Sihmal had yelled wildly as he fell, drawing bodyguards from the hall.  Mar had watched through the smashed skylight, helpless, as the armsmen fell upon the pleading Sihmal and killed him.  Hwraldek had had a full file of the Guard quartered on the first floor of the house, and Mar had been compelled to flee immediately for his life.  Only the chance meeting with Waleck had allowed him to escape the city.
Patriarch Hwraldek was not known to be a forgiving man.  If he had allied with these Phaelle’n brethren, who obviously wanted the treasure the text led to and not the text itself, then he would be doubly motivated to want to see Mar dead.
Mar managed to keep his hand still as he took the vial, but required Waleck’s help to open it.  A faint reek of vinegar and cinnamon and other things he could not name wafted by his nose.  Surely, the old man would not go to all this trouble just to poison him?
Mar put the vial to his lips and drank the contents in one swallow.
He felt nothing at first, just a somewhat welcome cool sensation as the thin liquid slid down his throat.  When the coolness reached his belly, it became by lightning degrees a warmth that burst outward, coursing up through his chest and along his limbs to every extreme of his body.  Even his fingernails and the tips of his hair felt warm.  Where the warmth passed, he experienced an odd tingling in his skin.  This, too, gradually faded, leaving him feeling quite ...  normal.
“How do you feel?”  Waleck demanded, watching carefully.
“Fine,” Mar told him wonderingly.
This was true.  Amazingly, he did feel well -- not exhausted, not ill.  Better than well, in fact.  He got to his feet in one smooth motion, power surging through his limbs.
Waleck nodded, satisfied.  “Good.  The potion will have effect for only a few hours, but that should be enough to get you to Marihe and keep us out of the hands of the Guard.”
“Who’s Marihe?”  Mar demanded, emboldened by an energy of spirit and a clearness of mind he had not seen in days.
“A healer who follows the old ways.  She is said to dabble in magic and it might be so.  I would suspect that healers would naturally preserve bits of magic lore.  She concocted the potions I have ministered to you, and they seem evidence enough of her competence.”
“Still, I don’t need a healer, now.  I’m fit enough.”
“Your arm is still broken.  I have set it as well as I am able, but you will be of no use to me until it is mended -- “
“Why then,” Mar interrupted intensely, “did you return for me?”
“I have paid you, Mar, and there is no one else.”
Mar accepted that.  He understood it.  For now, that was enough.  He shrugged, then bent and retrieved the bundle from the floor.  He glanced significantly at his splinted arm.  “I‘ll need help with this...”
With considerable assistance from Waleck, Mar managed to don the Gheddessii clothing.
“A one-armed Gheddessii?”  Mar questioned at length.
“The nature of your injury may be known.  A man with a broken arm, of whatever stripe, might be stopped.  I would warrant that a cripple would not be.”
Waleck had bound his arm, splints and all, to his side, then evened out his outline with spare wads of clothing.
“Now,” the old man pronounced, “we must go.”
As if to emphasize that point, a high-pitched Guard whistle sounded in the distance, then again, measurably closer.
“This way, quickly!”  Waleck urged, crossing to a window.
Before Mar had taken a full step, the old man hoisted himself to the sill and dropped through out of sight.  Mar reached the window, paused, and leaned out to look.
The old man stood just below him on the tiled roof of an adjacent wing.  Beyond this long structure, which appeared to be the nave of the temple, and two storeys below lay a trash-strewn courtyard enclosed by a high, crumbling wall of half-fired brick.  The roofs of the buildings across the way beyond, one with lathe showing in place of missing tiles, could be seen above the top of the wall.  Several smaller structures had been built into the wall, dormitories for the faithful perhaps, to either side of a sagging plank gate.  Many of these had been mined for building materials and were in various stages of collapse.  The place had the look of being thoroughly deserted.
A soft cry, perhaps a child, came over the wall, followed by shouted orders and then the syncopated tramp of many boots in quickmarch.  Doors crashed in under blows.  Alarmed voices and the general sounds of disturbance swept toward the temple.
Waleck turned, raised both hands, and gestured urgently.  Mar leapt.  The old man steadied him as his boots struck, then immediately started around the roof to the left, striding quickly but carefully on the cracked tiles.  They reached and rounded the up thrust corner of the upper chamber, passing beneath the aerie hole, and proceeded along the roof revealed here until they reached the rear courtyard wall.  The wall was only waist high where it joined the roof, and beyond it the steeply gabled roof of a small house was visible.  The angle of the roof of the house left its bottom edge much lower than the top of the courtyard wall, forming a blinded space.  At the bottom of the blind, a wide gutter drained the roof through downspouts bored through the wall.
Mar vaulted the wall, dislodging several chunks of brick, and dropped flat.  He slithered to one of the downspouts and peered through it.  Waleck matched his motions, crawling to another spout so that he also could observe the courtyard.
A Guard whistle shrieked just outside the courtyard, accompanied by sounds of running.  The whistle sounded again, an inquiry, was answered by a yell.  With a great roaring crash and a wave of dust, the gate of the temple fell inward and shattered.  At least a full file of Guardsmen, twenty-five men, in duty leathers and mail with swords drawn, scrambled over the remains of the gate and dispersed purposefully into the courtyard.
Mar tapped Waleck’s shoulder, pointed with a nod of his head across the roof of the house away from the temple.  Without waiting, the young thief started to crawl in the direction he had pointed.
The old man grabbed Mar’s wrist without looking around and twitched his head in a quick negative.  Finding it impossible to shrug, Mar relaxed and looked again through the downspout.
Another file of Imperials crowded through the gate.  A fugleman had taken station at the center of the courtyard and began tailing off quads of the first file to search the buildings, every man charging off with a zeal and intensity that astonished Mar.  Normally, even in active pursuit, the men of the Viceroy’s Personal Guard took a sedate approach.
The second file began clearing away the ruins of the gate.  Hardly before they had opened a path, a file of men in the uniform of a Patriarch’s personal guard -- plumed helmets, gilded breastplates, crimson cloaks, and all -- marched into the courtyard and formed a defensive square.  More armsmen of the same stripe followed, warding a sizable group on foot. 
Mar examined these men.
The first, thrusting his way forward with obvious arrogance, wore a stiff-brushed, white-plumed helmet, splendid armor, and had a large blocky body.  That must be Erskh, Scion of the House of Dhent, Grand Commandant of the Viceroy’s Personal Guard.  Mar had seen him often enough, at a distance, during the Guard’s frequent parades.
The next three were non-entities -- a legate, a factor or scribe, and a mousy fellow who looked to be a Praefect’s flunky.
Next followed a tall man dressed plainly in a leather jerkin in the southern style, serviceable boots and breeches.  His head was bare, though, displaying his flowing mane of white hair.  Guardsmen gave way before him, as if brushed aside by some invisible force, and braced stiffly in salute.  The bodyguards, disdainfully ignoring the Guardsmen, smoothly closed square about this man and the two men who accompanied him.
Mar’s heart chilled as he recognized Patriarch Hwraldek. 
“There!”  Waleck hissed. 
Shifting his gaze, Mar looked to Hwraldek’s companions.  They were a matched pair, dressed identically in sturdy trousers cut from heavy, dull gray cloth, raw linen shirts, and pocketed leather vests like clock tinkers wore.  The men had armsmen’s shoulders but wore no badges of rank or armor.  Their boots were of an uncommon style, cut like a seaman’s deck boots with their trousers bloused into the tops.  No article of their clothing had any luster or polish, including the leather of their boots and the brass of their belt buckles, as if they had been purposefully dulled.
Mar could see little of their faces, which were hidden in the shadows of short cowls of brown wool.  A separate garment, the cowls ended in a simple fold on the shoulder, not at all like the standard hooded robes of some of the religious sects of Khalar.  These must be the monks of which Waleck had spoken.
Hwraldek spoke to the one on his left, but the noise made by the Imperials as they dashed about smashing things in their search of the main temple building prevented Mar from catching his words.  This first monk exchanged words with his twin at length, not so much an argument as a consultation, and then the latter, with evident reluctance, produced a small wooden box.  Even at this distance, Mar, his eye ever mindful of the value of objects, could discern that the box was expensively made, richly outfitted in hammered silver and glinting gems.
Waleck sucked a sharp breath and grated in a harsh whisper, “Run!”
Heedless of the noise he made, the old man then jumped to his feet and fled across the rooftop.



TEN
 
Mar drank his fill from the unglazed pottery cup and returned it to the boy, who scurried off, the thief’s tupence clasped tightly in his fist.
“We were lucky not to be caught, old man.”
Waleck did not take his eyes from the crowd filling in the plaza.  “Then let us hope that our luck holds.  We are by no means safe as yet.”
Mar leaned back against the comforting solidity of the stone pillar behind him, shifting his shoulders to find a spot that did not put painful pressure on his concealed arm.  He and the old man had loitered in the shade of the large ceramic pipe that the pillar supported for more than an hour.  Almost two manheight above his head, the pipe was a branch of the main municipal aqueduct and emptied in a spraying cascade into a broad, knee-deep pool that monopolized the center of the plaza.  The majority of the crowd was women wading in the pool to wash clothes or hanging wet clothes on quasi-permanent lines strung between the aqueduct and the buildings that ringed the plaza.  Several dozen children were bathing, being bathed, or simply playing in the overflow channel that ringed the pool.  A few men -- husbands, fathers, uncles, brothers, or grown sons -- sat at tables beneath the red and blue stripped awning of a tavern.  These wardens alternated between watching the women, motivation determined by relation, and scrutinizing the few idlers, like Mar and Waleck, who tarried at the perimeter of the plaza.
Happily, Mar and the old man had retreated from the Seichu temple without pursuit.  The men in the courtyard had evidently been too engrossed in their search to notice their escape.  Mar knew he and the scrapper could have been visible to the Imperials for only seconds while they scrambled over the peak of the roof.  Startling a matronly woman determinedly herding a band of young children, they had dropped down to the pavement on the other side of the house and then raced south along what turned out to be Cockle Street.  Hearing no Guard pipes, they had slowed to a trot when Cockle became Fishwife, then to a casual saunter when they turned east onto the New Avenue of the Urban Prefecture.  The aqueduct paralleled the avenue and halting in the busy plaza to consider their situation had seemed safe enough. 
They drew some stares from children, but most of the adults ignored them, though Mar did notice that a couple of the male guardians had been assigned the task of surreptitiously keeping track of the two of them.  It was not uncommon to see Gheddessii just about anywhere in the Lower City, and Washerwoman’s Plaza (no one remembered the official name) was no exception.  For now, Waleck’s stated strategy was to “hide in plain sight” with the provision that they would abandon the plaza immediately should any genuine tribesmen appear.
“Perhaps we should leave the city?”  Mar ventured.  “Where’s your horse?  The countryside...”.
Waleck swiveled on the overturned washtub he used as a seat, eyes flaring over his jhuhngt.  “No.  We must find the remaining texts, Mar.  We cannot do that in some rustic’s barn.  We must reach the Library and decipher the clue that Oyraebos has left us.”
“Do you still have the cylinder?”
“Yes, of course” the wasteminer snapped.  His hand went to his waist protectively.  “It is here under my robe.  I have not dared set it aside.  The device that the monk was about to utilize, you saw it?  I am sure that they are using that to track us.  It must point to the text.”
“What, like a compass?”
“Yes, though not as a natural mechanism.  It is no doubt driven by some magical property of which we are unaware.  It led them to the temple and will lead them to us again.”
Mar bit back a scathing reply.  Despite all that had occurred, the old man insisted upon maintaining his subterfuge.  Mar had yet to detect any glaring inconsistencies in the scrapper’s matter-of-fact references to magic that would allow him to openly challenge the fraud.  The old man’s sincerity appeared without flaw.  If Mar had not known otherwise, he might have been tempted to accept that Waleck truly believed in this awesomely powerful, yet so far mostly undefined, mystical energy.
Still, Waleck had actually said almost nothing concerning the text since they had departed the Waste City.  One sure method for supporting a lie was to keep it small.  Waleck seemed in a talkative mood at the moment.  Perhaps it was time to probe the scrapper’s defenses.
“If this magic is as powerful as you say, why haven’t they already caught us?”
“I do not believe that the device gives an exact position, but rather a direction in which to search,” the old man suggested.  “It would be necessary to guess our location from multiple points and that would take time.”
“So sitting still is a bad idea?”
“Indeed,” the old man readily agreed.  “We must go.”  Waleck rose and started away from the plaza along a street that most people called Wagon Rut.
Mar straightened and moved quickly to join him.  “Where are we bound?”
“To Marihe’s shop.  It sits in an alley off the west end of Bookbinder Street down from the Plaza of Merchants.”
“After that?”
“We must still visit the Viceroy’s Library to search for information on the Mother of the Seas.  I am convinced that we will be directed south, to the Silver Sea.”
“Do you have the gold for such a trip?”  Mar asked, thinking suspiciously with his own weighty purse.
“The money from the scrap will see us to Mhajhkaei.  The balance of my gold went to Marihe, for the remedies and the treatment of your arm.  But I have other moneys deposited with a usurer at the port.”
That was not uncommon.  Many small merchants and independent craftsmen spirited portions of their profits down river to avoid the Viceroy’s Levy.
“We will find money when we need it.”  Waleck continued dismissively, lengthening his stride.
Wagon Rut angled slightly to the east and became Emperor Hejhanoate IV Avenue, which angled back to run due south.  Emperor Hejhanoate IV Avenue intersected several minor streets and then crossed the Promenade of the Blue Fortress, circling the round colossus of the Empress Venhtrenerex Memorial and its ridiculous duck ponds.  Here they encountered increased traffic, but most of the people gave them, or, at least, the Gheddessii they evidenced to be, a wide berth.  They crossed the broad pedestrian way without incident, hardly drawing a glance from the detail of Guardsmen posted at the Memorial.
Three blocks south, Bookbinder Street paralleled the Promenade, bisecting a comparatively affluent section of the Lower City where craftsmen and independent merchants kept their shops and dwellings.  A few of the buildings followed the old style with rooms surrounding a central private court, but most were more modern simple blockish constructions of unadorned brick.  The majority of these rose two or three storeys above the street, with overhanging balconies.  Many of the later were crowded with small fruit trees growing in pots, playing toddlers, and lines of laundry.  Generally, a shop of some sort – a baker, butcher, cobbler, or the like -- fronted the street on the ground floor and the family lived above.
The alley Waleck found was an alley only in the broadest sense of the word.  It was a dank, dark alcove created through mere chance by the builders of the adjacent structures, a cooperage and a hostelry.  The deeply shadowed space was sixteen armlengths deep by three wide and looked as if the occupants of the hostelry had confused it with a garbage heap
Waleck took Mar’s arm and stopped him from entering the alley.
“Take care, Mar,” the old man cautioned quietly.  “Do not underestimate this hag.  It is said that she has performed some miraculous healings, but her magic may possess thorns as well.”
“What exactly” Mar asked with some irritation, “is she going to do to me?”
Waleck shook his head.  “I do not know.  I was told to ask for, and I bargained for, a ‘special service.’  She would not discuss what that entailed.  She is very secretive and either says nothing or talks in riddles.”
“I don’t like this, old man.”
“Nor I, but we have no choice.”
Mar did not fully accept this declaration and he had thoroughly discounted Waleck’s insistence that this Marihe would be able to use magic, or anything else for that matter, to heal his arm.  Some of her potions might hide the pain, and he had seen salves for bruises and aching joints, but he had never heard of any healer accomplishing more than that.  Still, he was unlikely to come to actual harm by submitting to her ministrations, and she might put on a diverting show, if nothing else.
The entrance to the shop, a solid plank door set in the featureless brick wall of the hostelry, was at the far end of the cul-de-sac.  A small, shakily painted and crudely made sign hung above the door, proclaiming, “ERBLE CHIRUGONRY & DEVININ MARIHE, OHNR.”
Waleck placed his hand to the latch and pushed the door open without knocking.  Without hesitation, the wasteminer stepped into the darkness beyond.
Mar did hesitate, suspicious, but after a moment made his way forward, trying to peer around Waleck, who had stopped just inside.
The shop was tiny, but not entirely dark.  A single, flickering stub of a candle in one corner cast a feeble illumination upon the clutter.  To the right of the entrance, a clump of drying onions hung down from a beam in the ceiling and Mar had to duck under them to reach Waleck’s side.  Crude shelves and cabinets crowded the walls, jumbled with pottery jars, wooden bins, and canisters of all shapes and sizes.  Herbs and unidentifiable powders overflowed throughout and dust and cobwebs clung everywhere.
An old, much bent woman sat at a table opposite the door.  Wisps of stringy white hair straggled from under the cloth tied about her head.  Her face was gaunt and thin, an ugly mask of pale, age-spotted flesh stretched tautly over a splintered skull.  Though it was quite warm in the room, she wore a varied collection of rags and castoffs that enveloped her in layers like heavy winter clothing.  Mar was tempted to take her for a part of the shop’s stock -- a mummified corpse -- until the ancient jaw creaked open and she spoke.
“Ah, yes, Gheddessii.  Or not,” she croaked in a harsh whisper.  “Former one, you’ve returned, have you?”
Waleck stepped forward, displaying no concern that their disguises had been so easily penetrated.  “Yes, Marihe.”  He gestured to Mar.  “I have brought the one who is in need of the special service.”
The glazed eyes swiveled to pin Mar.  “Yes.  I know him.  But you, who should not be, but is, you lay another charge upon me?”
Waleck paused, his face unreadable, then spoke.  “I have need of information.”
A skeletal hand emerged with palsied slowness from the rags, extending a crumpled scrap of yellowed paper.
Waleck reached for the note.
The hag withdrew her hand slightly.  “There is the matter of payment, one who came before.”
“What would you have?  My gold has become scarce.”
The old hag cackled then, just as one would expect a mad old woman to cackle.  The laughter dissolved into a spasm of hacking coughs and it was a long moment before Marihe became quiet once more.
“I have divined you,” she charged after a sucking a breath between rotted teeth.  “I have seen you tarry.  I dream of the burden of minutes.  I have foreseen the compulsion of your money and I will have no more of it.”
“What then?”  Waleck’s voice was cold.
“Blood,” Marihe pronounced fiercely, eyes gleaming and lips drawing back into what may have been a smile.  “One full drop of your blood.”
Mar followed this exchange with a mixture of incredulity and incomprehension.  To his utter surprise, Waleck made a fist, thumb extended, and offered it to Marihe.
“I agree.”
Marihe grinned victoriously, dropped the note on the table, and then reached beneath it to produce a small, white porcelain bowl and a tiny, needle pointed stiletto.  Waleck accepted the stiletto and applied it to the meaty part of his thumb.  He squeezed his fist over the bowl, and a large, dark drop formed.  The drop grew until the weight of it dragged it from the old man’s flesh and it fell, glistening in the candlelight, into the bowl.  The drop did not splatter, but clung to itself, forming a globe that rolled about the shinny inner surface of the bowl.  Marihe’s hands cupped the bowl almost tenderly as she drew it to her, eyes fixed upon the droplet.
Waleck retrieved the note and unfolded it.  His gaze crossed it briefly, then he turned and passed it to Mar.
The script was unaccountably neat; it named a somewhat famous plaza near the southern end of the Lower City.
“Meet me there when you are done,” the scrapper ordered, turning toward the door.
“What?”  Mar demanded.  “Where are you going?”
“To learn of a refuge,” the old man cast over his shoulder, without stopping.  “A place where our discovery cannot be skryed by our enemies.”
Before Mar could protest further, Waleck exited the shop and vanished toward the street.
Mar stifled a curse, and pivoted back to Marihe.  “Quickly, woman, the service you have been paid for!”
Marihe’s gaze did not move from the bowl.  “Patience, youth.  Your time comes.”  One of her hands stole from the bowl to snare a lid that matched it.  With the lid in place, she slid the bowl and its contents into a drawer nearby.
“A time and another,” Marihe mumbled distractedly, her words not directed to Mar.  “And again, but a time.”
She hunched her shoulders suddenly, gaping at him with her head cocked half sideways.  “Stand upon the stone,” she barked, her stare lingering on the drawer, and gestured to his right.
Mar looked.  The floor was a mosaic, the tile long since worn innocent of color and pattern.  A thin block of flinty stone squatted atop the tile at the base of a shuttered cabinet.
Mar moved cautiously to the stone and placed one boot upon it.  When nothing untoward happened, he raised the other beside it.
“Remove the mask,” she ordered then, “I shall look into your face.”
Mar’s answer was reflexive.  “No.”
Marihe flicked a hand.  “Then depart and your gold be forfeit.”
Mar grimaced.  He raised his free arm and awkwardly loosened the ties of his jhuhngt, letting it fall to his shoulder.
In spite of her insistence, Marihe gave his face only a cursory examination, as if it were a mere formality.  After a moment, she made as if to look away, but something like interest flickered deep within the old crone’s dark eyes and her scowl deepened.  She gave him her full attention then, and he felt pinned by her stare.
Mar locked his gaze with Marihe’s, refusing to be intimidated.
Marihe’s focus changed, moving beyond him, through him.  Mar wondered what she saw behind him and would have turned but found he could not look away.  Her eyes sank into him, delving deep.  The total blackness of her eyes struck him abruptly.  He had not noticed how truly black these orbs were, not just common mahogany, but tremendously deep, hard ebony.  These inky circles widened, drawing him in and shrinking the surrounding room, fading it, till he could see only blackness.  Peripherally, he became aware that he could not move or speak.  And, curiously, did not care.
Lights, tiny brilliantly white stars, sped from out of the far dark and halted just before him to hang dancing in space.  The lights multiplied and coalesced, forming a swirling cloud.  When the mass thickened, more light than dark, it began to pulse, bight and dim, bright and dim, a beat that mirrored that of Mar’s own heart.
Then the cloud elongated, the dance of the dazzling pinpoints slowing, and an image started to take form.  There was only a suggestion at first, of gray highlights and shadows, but eventually Mar recognized it as the figure of a man.  More detail emerged as additional lights found their places.  The man was dressed in full battle regalia, of a like not seen since the fall of the Empire, and held something long and thin aloft.  The image steadied, and a hand was shown clutched tightly about the haft of a sword of flame -- a conquering sword, something inside Mar said -- hurling it high in a gesture of triumph.  Though the face remained an indecipherable black oval, a conviction seized Mar that this figure was himself, a future self, half a world away, battles and decades older.
Without warning, the figure exploded in an eruption of luminescence, shattering the shadow world, and Mar found himself thrust back into the room.  He swayed for a moment with a rush of lightheadedness, half-staggered from atop the stone, and then found his balance.
An anguished moan drew his eyes to the old woman.  Marihe lay crouched behind her table, her short stool overturned.  Her gnarled arthritic hands fastened upon the edge of the table as if it were her only shield against the forces of Mhokh, God of Death.  Her eyes, now only the blood shot eyes of an old woman, were wide with fear.
Suddenly, Mar found his voice.
“Belach curse you, Witch!  What was that?” he raged at her.
Marihe cringed and shuddered as if the sound of his words lashed her with physical force.
When she made to flee, Mar reached quickly and snared her bony wrist.  Not thinking, he shook her violently, meaning to wrench an answer from her.  It was rather like shaking a bag of rotted branches.  Fearful the ancient hag would fly apart beneath his hand, he released her and she collapsed to the floor.
“Answer me!”
Marihe raised a trembling arm to point an accusing finger at him.  “Sage and thief, great mage he, beware him all, for world master he shall be!”
Then, with a speed that astonished him, she scuttled on all fours through the entrance to the shop and was gone.



ELEVEN
 
Mar found himself back in the street.  He was not quite sure how he had arrived there, whether he had staggered slowly in a daze or simply bolted headlong in a panic.  Regardless, he had halted about midway of Bookbinder Street, his impetus spent.
A man pushing a handcart filled with cabbages shot Mar an angry look, half-muttering curses under his breath as he swung his cart to miss the Gheddessii who had appeared in his path.  Mar realized he was drawing other unwanted stares and jerked into motion, retying his jhuhngt and striding determinedly down Bookbinder to the west.  Rather by default, he turned left at the next intersection, headed south on the Avenue of the Rising Moon, and then entered Founding Stone Plaza.
Nine days shy of the spring equinox in the Imperial Year 892, Commander Rhwalck, thirteenth son of Lord Dhreckal, Viceroy of Sghel, and the fifty-seven surviving members of his 12th Legion of Engineers, had erected a boundary pylon on a hillock in the marshy ground west of the newly discovered Blue fork of the Ice River.  Three years and some months previously, Commander Rhwalck and his expedition, consisting of a full compliment of ten troops of highly trained legionnaires, an extensive baggage train, a large contingent of eager camp followers, and miscellaneous hangers-on had departed the Imperial Seat.  Rhwalck had been personally charged by Emperor Ihrexhs III, “...to extend the boundaries of the Empire into the hinterland, from the edges of the Silver Sea to the unknown reaches of the Purple Ocean, for the greater glory of the Emperor and the Gods.”
Raised in a household where words like “glory”, “honor”, and “duty” were gods unto themselves, idealistic young Rhwalck had attacked his task with more than religious fervor.  Rather than wait for the fair weather of the early year, he had sailed in the dead of winter, landing his command on a rocky coast three hundred and fifty odd leagues west of the mouth of the Ice River.  Lashed by ice storms, he paused only to erect a boundary pylon and then immediately marched inland. 
Twenty-seven pylons, four major battles, innumerable skirmishes, uncounted streams, seven treacherous rivers, three deadly winters, and almost five hundred leagues of unyielding wilderness later, he had discovered the tributaries of the Ice River and ordered his men to hue and raise one last pylon.  The inscription he ordered placed upon it included the date, as verified by the record of his daily journal and its litany of disaster, his blinded surveyor’s best calculation of their location, and the names of all the surviving officers and legionnaires of his command.  Finally, inscribed by his own hand above all, he placed his public, and quite vitriolic, vow of revenge against the Emperor Ihrexhs III.  A fortnight later, the survivors had loaded themselves onto large rafts and proceeded downriver to the fishing village of Mhajh.  There they had turned the small garrison and began the series of campaigns that saw Rhwalck crowned as Emperor Rhwalkahn, the Revenged, in the year 898.
One of his first official decrees had been that the use of the words “glory”, “honor”, and “duty” in his presence would be deemed a capital offense.
Mar circled the crumbling pylon at a respectful -- some obscure but fanatical sect revered Rhwalkahn as a prophet and his pylon as a holy place -- distance, pretending curiosity.  The inscription had long since weathered away, but a children’s rhyming song had preserved Rhwalck’s vow, and any resident of Khalar could quote the bloodthirsty stanzas in pentameter.
Mar could do better than that.  He could quote word for word the original inscription -- which did not rhyme -- as recorded by the Emperor Rhwalkahn’s personal historian.  He knew that the legions sent to construct Khalar had centered their camp on the pylon and that a paved parade ground, which survived as this self-same plaza, had been their first permanent construction.  Their second had been a ten-manheight watchtower, which also survived as the oldest structure in Khalar.
Mar turned to face that tower now, idly wondering what had become of the four-volume history of the Empire where he had first read Rhwalck’s story.  He had stolen it from an apothecary’s study around six years ago and it had been the first set of books that he had not immediately pawned.  He must have left it in one of his temporary abodes -- some sheltered nook of a building roof -- or traded it for food, he could not recall which.
Rhwalkahn had instructed his stonemasons to insure that the tower withstood anything the Gods or man could hurl against it.  Accordingly, the foundations of the tower had been laid on pilings driven down through uncounted armlengths of sediment to reach bedrock, a task that by itself had taken more than a year.  Only the hardest granite, carted laboriously from the Mheckel quarries, had been used for the massive blocks that formed its outer walls.  All the joints had been formed with interlocking bevels and each and every block had been weighed, and the entire structure balanced with meticulous calculations.
And, indeed, for centuries the tower had prevailed against flood, tremor, siege, and mishap.  Today, however, only the featureless upper ten armlengths and the flattened dome at its apex were visible.  The rambling, three-storey edifice of an inn swallowed the lower portion.  Over the years, the inn had been other things, including a smoking ruin, and much of it had been rebuilt, remodeled, and refurbished to suit the needs of the moment.  The inn was not so much one building as a series of structures piled and leaned upon one another.
Mar stopped and studied the scattering of people present.  A pair of apprentices had paused to gab not far from the pylon, but most were simply passing through the plaza, bound between the half dozen narrow streets that met here.  There were no other Gheddessii in evidence.  There were two beggars soliciting near the inn, but one had no arms and the other was too thin to be the wasteminer.
As he watched, the shops that ringed the plaza began to shutter, customers and proprietors alike departing for the midday meal.  A good number of both groups found places at the open-air tables of the Tower Inn or passed through its wide doors into the smoky serving hall.  The smell of fresh bread drifting from those doors tempted him, but he knew that a Gheddessii would be unwelcome.
“Hungry, Mar?”
Mar forcefully restrained an impulse to leap forward, refusing to be startled.  He rotated slowly to face Waleck.  The old scrapper remained in his Gheddessii disguise, but the clothing was scuffed and dusty.  Had he been hiding, spying, or both?
“So,” Mar prodded, not bothering to suppress a frown, “other than torturing my empty stomach, why are we here?”
“Our refuge is there.”
Mar did not have to turn to know that Waleck pointed to the Tower.  “Inns and taverns in this part of the city don’t serve Gheddessii.”
Waleck shook his head.  “We need not be served.  I would rather enter unannounced.  Have you an idea how this might be accomplished?”
Mar considered the problem.  “We could get in through one of the upper windows, but we can’t scale the inn in broad daylight.  There’s no blinded face and it’s certain that we’d be seen.  Can we hide somewhere else until dark?”
“No.  We’ll be caught long before sunset.  We have little time.  There is word that the Phaelle’n monks have been moving about the Lower City in the company of a half troop of Imperials.  We must secure ourselves and the text behind the walls of the Tower quickly.”
“Then climbing isn’t an option.  What’s at the back of the inn?”
“The entrance to the kitchens.”
“Show me.”
“What do you have in mind?”
“Very little, but something should turn up.  It always does.”  Mar gestured for the old man to lead the way.
Waleck led Mar down a narrow winding alley to the fenced yard that clutched the rear of the inn.  The large gate stood open and it was not unusual for such to be closed only at dusk.  The yard, from the looks of it, served a dual function as laundry and bakery.  Tubs, drying lines heavy with bed linen, and barrels clustered at one side.  Large brick bread ovens, idle and cooling, occupied the opposite side.  As Mar had expected, the yard was vacant.  The bakers were no doubt now kitchen help, the launderers now scullions, and were both occupied serving lunch and bussing tables, respectively, in the hall.
Mar gravitated toward the laundry side.  The tables near the ovens held only empty baking tins.  The barrels held clean water, and several buckets squatted next to them.
“Fill the buckets.”
“Yes,” the old man concurred, “That may work.  But, first, give me your sleeve.”
Waleck produced a small knife and advanced toward the younger man.
Mar started backing up.  “What are you going to do?”
“Quickly, now, before someone comes.  Your sleeve!  No!  The empty one!”
Mar became still, eyeing the old man carefully.  Waleck straightened his folded left sleeve and flipped it up out of the way.  Deftly, he split the stitches of the lateral seam of Mar’s robe.
“Ease your arm out.”
Wincing in anticipation, Mar moved his arm slightly.
Waleck made an impatient sound and took hold of the younger man’s arm.  As he drew it forth from the cloth, bits of plaster and splinters of wood fell free.  As the scrapper slowly elevated the limb, it became apparent that the splints had been shattered and the binding plaster smashed.  Most of the remainder broke easily away from Mar’s skin as Waleck applied his strong fingers to the task.
“How did that happen?”  Mar demanded confoundedly.
“Marihe healed you,” Waleck stated curtly and then added, “As I paid her to do.”  The old man finished stripping a muslin bandage from Mar’s elbow and then carefully straightened the arm.
“Flex your fingers!  Now, bend your elbow.  Any pain?”
Mar shook his head, no less than amazed.
Waleck released him.  “Now, to the buckets.”
Mar twisted his arm this way and that, bending the wrist back and forth and balling his fingers into a fist, marveling at the change.  There was no stiffness or discomfort whatsoever.  He gently squeezed his forearm, but the muscles were as hard as they had ever been and the bones felt solid.
“We have no time to dally, Mar.”
Nodding, Mar slid his arm into his freed sleeve and arranged his robes to try to hide the rent.
The old man dipped two buckets into a barrel to fill them and then thrust them upon his companion.  Grabbing two of his own, the wasteminer whirled without a further word and marched toward the entryway, a high, vaulted hall that led deep into the building.  There was no door, but a large, iron barred gate, which had been propped fully open against the vine-covered brick of the outer wall of the inn.
Almost at the same moment as Waleck crossed the threshold, a rotund, florid-faced man with a thinning fringe of gray hair surrounding his bald pate stepped from a side door.  The sounds and smells following him identified the side door as the kitchen.  Advancing immediately to block Waleck’s path, this fellow planted his fists on his hips above a stained butcher’s apron and glared.  His every gesture proclaimed “harried.”
“Here!” he brayed agitatedly.  “What’s this?  What are you two doing here?”
Waleck immediately dropped his buckets, sloshing water, which caused the florid man to step back with a curse, and stuck out his hand, displaying a worn silver half-thal in his palm.
“The man...he pay...water, he said,” Waleck announced, with as thick and as genuine a Gheddessii’n accent as Mar had ever heard.
“Who?  What man are you talking about?  A guest?  To bathe?  I am the senior steward of this inn and such arrangements are customarily made through me!”
Waleck stared at the man uncomprehendingly and then looked back at Mar.  “Ghe’ne shagghess ka’ neh’sstasc?  M’enhsh ghas bhen.  T’egh e’?”
Mar recognized the language of the tribes, but understood not a word.  “Phu’dehsh cannah’e,” he responded, growling to mask his garbled pronunciation and dropped his own buckets to the tile floor.  That was the only Gheddessii’n phrase he knew, and while he had no precise understanding of its meaning, he did know that its very utterance guaranteed the ignitions of a brawl in any tavern in the city.
Waleck looked back at the steward.  “We...leave...  now,” he said slowly and turned to depart.
“Stop!  You’ve already been paid!  You can’t leave these buckets here!”
Waleck gave the man a hard look.  “We keep...silver.”
The steward threw up his hands.  “I’ve no time for this!  Be about it then and get out of my inn!  And make sure you use the scullery stair!”
Waleck retrieved his buckets, slopping more water, and Mar did likewise, trying to match the old man’s careless attitude. 
“What is...scul’ri?”  Waleck asked thickly.
The steward made as if to grab Waleck by the shoulder but drew back his hand with a sudden look of fright.  One did not grab Gheddessii, even the dregs who occasionally did menial tasks about the city, unless one wanted to draw back a stump.  Instead, blustering, the steward thrust out his arm to point to a darkened stair opposite.  He scowled at the pair till they had started up the narrow stairs, then, responding to a call, vanished back into the kitchen.
“Where now?”  Mar whispered as they trouped upward.
“Follow.”
The stair ended at the third floor of the inn, letting on a deserted hallway lined on both sides with closed doors.  While the exterior walls of the inn and the stair they emerged from were red brick, the facing of the hallway was paneled bronze-stained poplar.  All the sconces were dark, but enough sunlight reflected from both ends of the hall to illuminate it adequately.  Making a quick choice, the old man turned right, stopped to deposit his buckets beside a likely looking door, gestured for Mar to do likewise, and then followed the hall to its first left turn.  The cross hallway was short with the wide opening of a stairwell at its center.  Large casements pierced the exterior wall of the stairwell and these spilled the afternoon sunlight into the building.  Waleck marched by the carved banister guarding the stairs and proceeded around the next left into another long hall that only had doors on its right side. 
“The tower will be in the center,” Waleck guessed softly, gesturing pointedly at the left wall.  He strode hurriedly to the opposite end, took another short hall to pass a matching stairwell, and finally circled back to where they had begun. 
“One of these doors may lead to it.
Mar walked to a door more or less centered in the hall and examined it.  This door, like all the others, was a thin panel of fitted planks braced with countersunk battens.  It had a plain iron mortise and a rectangular escutcheon.  The keyhole was small and irregularly shaped, of a type that he knew most locksmiths used for warded tumbler locks.  A knife blade could not open a warded lock.  He had once owned a special set of modified awls just for such locks, but they were now in the possession of the bottom of the Ice.  He traced the door with his eyes and noted that it fit in the frame poorly, with a gap as wide the end of his smallest finger on the handle side.  He leaned back and sighted through the gap, seeing the dark shape of the thick rectangular bolt where it entered the strike plate.  Taking care to avoid inadvertent noise, he placed his hand to the handle and found it locked, as expected.
He turned his head questioningly.  “Quiet or quick?”
“Quick!”
“Your knife.”
Waleck quickly pulled the knife from his robe and tossed it toward the younger man.
Mar caught the handle of the blade easily and then forced it into the gap between the frame and lock.  When he pried on it, the tip broke off instantly, ringing sharply.  Undaunted, he wedged the broken end into the gap and tried again.  After a moment, the bolt levered free of the strike plate and the door leaned partly open.  He caught the edge of the door with his free hand before it could swing far and eased it outward experimentally.  When it was clear that the hinges would make no sound, he pulled it fully open.  Revealed beyond was a narrow hall that ended in a nearly identical door.
“This must be it,” Waleck judged, sliding through and approaching the second door.
Turning the latch to retract the bolt, Mar swung the outer door closed behind them and, as he was habitually cautious, relocked the door.  Darkness, interrupted only by gray light scattering from beneath the hallway door, settled about them.
A scratch sounded and then the tiny yellow light flared.  Waleck took an oil lamp from a sconce and lit it.
“Will this suit you old man?  Or must we go further?”
“No, this hall has no protection.  We are not yet within the tower.  What we seek is...”  Waleck paused as if concentrating.  “...above us.”
Mar stepped quietly to the far door and placed his ear against it.  He heard no sound from within.  After a moment, he tried the handle. 
“This one isn’t locked,” he announced, pleased, and then, without waiting for word from the old man, opened the door and stepped through. 
The door let upon an alcove, an entryway cut through stone walls nearly a manheight thick.  Beyond was an office or study, of sorts.  The room was large, perhaps 12 paces to a side, and the walls were finished stone.  To the left sat a large oak desk with several ledger books, some stacks of paper that might be receipts, and a pen and an inkwell.  An old and much battered padded-leather armchair sat behind the desk and behind that, a bricked-up embrasure centered the wall.  In front of the desk, a colorful rug woven with intricate designs covered much of the floor.  There was also a large bookcase against the facing wall and a battered settee to its right.
“Looks like no way up from here, old man,” Mar informed dryly.
Waleck followed Mar into the room and hung the lamp in a sconce by the door.
“The old tower’s original stair was built into the outer wall,” Waleck disagreed.  “Look about, it has to here somewhere.”  The old man approached the desk, pausing for a moment as he crossed the rug.
“This is Irhfeii’n,” he commented distractedly, “from the land of Aehrfhaen at the other end of the Silver Sea.  The outside design is actually several verses in Old Irhfa Script, from their sacred book -- I forget what they call it.”
“Once there were Men,” Waleck translated, “who played at being Gods.  These evil usurpers waged war amongst themselves.  Amidst their folly, the world was consumed in deluge and inferno.  Only the Powerless survived, saved by the True Gods.  So the Irhfeii, the Fortunate Ones, were born.”
Mar grunted noncommittally, never having heard of the Irhfeii, or the land of Aehrfhaen, and thinking that Old Irhfa Script looked like mindless squiggles.  He crossed the room and examined the bookcase.  Made of thick, white oak planks smoothed and varnished to a dull bone, the cabinet reached from the floor to just below the ceiling and was half again as wide.  The books, all well used, were a variety: mostly history, some geography, a few literary works.  It looked quite heavy.  Nothing else in the room was large enough to conceal another exit. 
“The Gheddessii,” Waleck added distractedly, “curiously enough, have a similar--”
“The book case, Waleck.  Help me push it aside.”
“What?  Ah, I see.”
Without waiting for the old man, Mar braced his back against the side of the bookcase.  Unexpectedly, it slid smoothly about a fingerlength before he had settled his full weight against it.
Mar grinned triumphantly.  “It’s sitting on casters.”
Waleck, also unexpectedly, grinned back.  “Interesting.”  He gestured for Mar to proceed.
Mar set his shoulder against the side of the bookcase and pushed solidly.  It moved easily on the concealed, and apparently well-lubricated, wheels to reveal first a fitted-stone jamb and then the door it contained.
Mar stepped back and stared at it.  “It’s made of bronze, old man.”
“Yes, I can see that!  Who knows what the Gods play at?  It is of no consequence.  It must gain us the next floor.  Try to open it.”
Mar turned back to the door and began a closer examination.  Its face was gouged and dented, streaked with discolorations, and darkened by fire.  Many people, over time, had tried to break the door down.  None, apparently, had succeeded.
A voice boomed out suddenly, “STAND FAST!”
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Mar spun about.
Three men stood blocking the door.  Ages and features would have made them brothers.  They were all big men, older and gone gray, but nonetheless hard in appearance.  The one on the right held a small nocked crossbow of the standard Imperial manufacture.  The other two carried iron-clad bludgeons.
Mar’s eyes flew to the sealed embrasure, then about the room.  He dove to his left and rolled, pushing off against the floor to land standing on the balls of his feet.  He had hoped that the man with the crossbow would have fired, wasting the quarrel, but as he rose he found that the bolt remained aimed determinedly at his midsection.
“I said stand fast!”  The center man barked again.  “Thuylesh will not miss!  He served twenty years in the Mhajhkaeirii’n Marines before he came back to us.”
Mar froze as Thuylesh’s finger tightened.
The man in the center -- the elder brother?  – scrutinized his captives and then said, “M’nessch’te jhuhngt’n!”
When neither Waleck nor Mar responded, he barked a short laugh.  “Thought so.  I said drop your masks.”
Mar glanced at Waleck, saw the other give a slight nod and both untied their jhuhngt’n.
“Lest either of you harbor ideas about jumping three frail old men,” the centermost man continued, “I should point out that Thuylesh was the top marksman in his troop.”
Thuylesh grinned pleasantly.  His grip on the crossbow was relaxed and steady.
“Our cousin and partner, Rynthrahl, was also a seaman of sorts, though he sailed from Lyreshton.”
Rynthrahl grinned as well, but there was nothing pleasant about it.  “Aye.”
Lyreshton was infamously known, even as far from the sea as Khalar, as a brigand stronghold.
The elder brother tapped his bludgeon pointedly against the palm of his off hand.  “And I – my name is Kahle by the way – have been settling brawls in this inn for better than twenty-five years.  Will there be any more unpleasantness?”
Waleck shook his head.
“Now,” Kahle offered conversationally, “neither of you are Gheddessii, as we have already established, though you, boy, might have some in you.  Amongst other things.”
The tavern master turned to Waleck.  “But you, you carry yourself like you’ve had money.  Some Patriarch’s son, are you?  Though, as far as I can see, you don’t have the resemblance of any of the old families.  It strikes me as a mite strange that you chose to break into this room.  We keep all the money in the strongroom as anyone that’s familiar with the Inn knows.  Are you just bad thieves or something else?”
The old man straightened and assumed a loftily dignified, almost regal, manner. 
“Not thieves, good sir,” Waleck asserted proudly, “but Scholars!”
“Ah.  Scholars.”  A smile quirked the corners of Kahle’s mouth, though neither of his companions looked amused in the least.  “Of what discipline?”
“We study the ethereal forces.”
“’Ihthyrl?’”  Kahle repeated cheerily, clearly willing to play the game for the nonce.  “And what might that be?  I’ve never heard of such.”
“Ethereal forces are the invisible energies which exist outside this plane of reality.”  Waleck explained exuberantly.  “We study the fundamental powers which suffuse all objects, living and inanimate.”
Kahle raised his eyebrows skeptically.
“Some,” Waleck explained carefully, “speak of these forces as...magic.”
Kahle drew back slightly, an expression of revulsion springing to his face.  “You are...sorcerers?”
“Of a sort, you might say, yes...”
All of the innkeepers stiffened at this admission and Thuylesh instantly swung the crossbow to point squarely at Waleck.
The old man raised his hands, empty palms outward, in a pacifying gesture.  “No, no, no.  Please forgive me.  I misspoke.  We are certainly not sorcerers in the common sense of the term.  Well, actually, it is more accurate to say that we are not sorcerers at all.  We are simple students of magic -- magicians.  I assure you, we are not fiends!  We do not sacrifice infants or consume human hearts!  We simply apply the principles of rational thought to the discovery of these forces.  Our work has no practical applications whatsoever!”
Kahle frowned.  After a moment, he glanced significantly at his brother, who relaxed fractionally.
 “All that does not explain why you are here in my study dressed as Gheddessii.”
“Ah, but it does, my good sir.  As you have just demonstrated, our studies are not often well received.  Even in this enlightened age, there are many who cling to the superstitions of the past.”  Waleck grinned apologetically.  “Oftimes, we are required to employ subterfuge in our pursuit of knowledge.  Our investigations have indicated elevated levels of ethereal emanations from the apex of this tower.  These emanations are of an unusual type and we believe a close study of them will greatly enhance our general understanding of the inherent axioms of the ethereal plane.”
“My assistant” Waleck continued to the innkeepers uncomprehending looks, “possesses certain skills --”
“Skills?” the tavern keeper interrupted.
“He, ah...gains us access to...materials otherwise unavailable.”
“He opens doors?”
“Ah, yes,” the old man begrudged.  “That is one way of putting it.”
Kahle shared a glance with his companions.
“Any door?”
“I have never known him to fail.”
Mar wondered at the old man’s calm confidence.  Was it genuine or feigned?
Kahle looked thoughtful.  “Can he open that door?”
Mar shot the old man a sharply negative look, but Waleck rather studiously ignored him. 
“We have hope, yes.”
“Then open it.”
“Gladly, sir, but...”
“Or should I simply send for the Guard?”
“No need for that.  I only wish to point out that it is evident that all of us have a desire to discover what lies above.”
Kahle waited.
“It is also evident that the door has not yielded to previous attempts to open it.”
Kahle shrugged.  “What you say is true.  That door has remained sealed since our grandfather came to work here as a boy.  It was never spoken of by the family who owned the inn at that time.  He only learned of its existence after he had purchased the inn from them as a grown man.”
Kahle paused, then went on, “You believe that some sort of magic is hidden above?”
“There are indications of ethereal forces, yes.”
“We want no part of that.”
“But you do want to see the room.”
Kahle looked to his brother and cousin, who each nodded seriously in turn.
“We have been waiting our entire lives for it,” Kahle admitted.
Waleck nodded somberly.  “Yes, we could say much the same.”
Kahle waved his hand graciously.  “Then proceed.”
“Perhaps a business arrangement would be in order?”
Kahle frowned.  “You demand a fee?”
“Not a fee.  An exchange.  Simply allow us to remain in the room above to pursue our studies until the morning.”
“And then you depart.”  This was not a question.
Waleck bowed.  “Certainly.  Our studies lead us elsewhere.”
Kahle considered for a moment.  “Lodging only?”
“We have coin for our other needs.”
This drew a slight nod from Kahle.  “Very well.  Agreed.”
Waleck caught Mar’s attention.  “The door, if you please.”
Cursing the old man silently and taking note of the fact that Thuylesh did not lower the crossbow, Mar turned and moved carefully to the door.  Without the proper tools, it was unlikely that he could deal with any standard lock.  Neither did he hold much hope of forcing the door open, if entire generations of innkeepers had failed to do so.  However, under the circumstances, it seemed he must at least appear to be trying to open the door.
Unable to repress a thought, Mar turned to the innkeepers inquiringly.  “Why didn’t you just have a stonemason cut through the wall or ceiling?”
All three men immediately adopted guarded expressions and for a long moment, it seemed that none would answer.  Finally, though, Kahle admitted, “The walls of this room are very strong.”
“Aye,” Rynthrahl contributed, “chisels break.”
“Ah,” Mar commented neutrally and turned back to the door, wondering if Waleck’s particular brand of dementia might be common among older men.
For the innkeepers benefit, he made an obvious show of examining the bronze panel.  In his experience, only locks were worthy of study, as the doors themselves were only as strong as the mechanisms that secured them.  This one was close to a standard height and width and appeared to have been cast in one piece.  The heavy bronze had been molded to resemble an untrimmed four-panel joined wooden door.  Other than the prominent scars and stains, there was nothing else of note.
Abruptly, he grew still, realizing that he had overlooked the most obvious and quite unusual feature of the door.  It had no visible hinges, lock plate, or keyhole.
How could it be opened?  A hidden release?  He had seen such in the Old City, complex and sometimes ingenious apparatus formed with wires and weights hidden within hollow walls.  Nothing like that could be installed here; these walls were solid stone.  Unless the mechanism had been fashioned within the door itself?
But where?  The door face had no filigree or molding in which to conceal a button or latch. 
The lintel was one solid piece, but the jambs were smaller alternately offset blocks with fine, unmortered joints. 
None of those appeared to be likely candidates.  Surely, every section of the frame would have been pushed, prodded, or bashed in every possible fashion over the course of three generations?
Nevertheless, Mar laid his hands on each of the blocks in turn, first on the right side, then the left.  There were exactly ten blocks in each jamb and he could budge none in any direction.  The third up from the bottom on the left though, struck him as somehow different.  He trailed his fingers across it again, feeling intently.  Its surface was cool and rough, spawled and pitted, exactly similar in texture to the surfaces of all the others.  Still, there seemed something odd about this particular one.  He examined the other blocks again, but found them all similarly unnoteworthy.  He banged the peculiar block gently with the hammer side of his fist, producing a thickly solid sound, and then pried at it with his fingertips, but neither tactic succeeded in dislodging it.  He pressed his palm against it, fingers spread, letting his thoughts roam in hopes of finding a clue to this puzzle.
Without warning, the door began to produce a grinding sound, as of gears meshing.  Mar snatched his hand from the stone and leapt back.  The grinding sound immediately ceased.
“It has never done that before,” Kahle offered.
Mar looked over his shoulder.  Unnoticed, the innkeeper and his kin had moved within a few paces of the door.  Thuylesh had allowed the crossbow to drop to his side.  Waleck, also, stood near at hand.
“Yes,” the old man agreed quietly, “I think we have found the key.”
Mar was mystified.  He had discovered no hidden latch.  What had caused the mechanism to engage?  He crouched and pressed his palm against the offending stone again.  He was certain that the stone did not move, but after a moment, the grinding sound resumed.  This continued at length, punctuated occasionally by clicks that might have been cams, and then a harmonious sliding sound began.  Could that be the bolts?  The door shivered and started to vibrate, dust settling from between its edges and the jambs.  Finally, with a muffled sound rather like a counterweight coming to rest, the door fell silent.
Rather bemused, Mar removed his hand from the block and stood.  He shoved the door and it responded by bouncing backward against his hands.  Catching the edge carefully, he pulled it open.  Beyond, the opening revealed a darkened stairwell.
For curiosity’s sake, Mar examined the rear of the door and its edge.  The back panel was identical to the front, with whatever mechanism it might contain a mystery.  The door itself was a full fingerlength thick, about half again as deep as an ordinary door.  The edge betrayed the flat ends of six steel bars as wide as his hand.  Along the jamb were six matching steel-clad slots.
Thuylesh spoke for the first time.  “Huh.”
For his part, Rynthrahl spit out a meaty maritime curse.
Kahle, in an astounded tone of voice, simply said, “Amazing.”
Waleck danced gleefully around the three innkeepers and took the oil lamp from the sconce by the door.  “Now, who shall be first?”
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Mar climbed the worn spiral steps carefully, holding the lamp before him to light the way.  The stair was barely wider than his shoulders with treads scalloped from use but covered in undisturbed dust.  The innkeepers, after a short discussion in which much mention was made of “traps” and “Ihthyrl Magics”, had determined that a younger -- and undoubtedly more agile -- man deserved the honor of being first to enter the hidden room. 
He paused and glanced back at Waleck.
The old man, carrying a second lamp from the main hall, followed at a respectable interval, and Mar could just glimpse his upturned face around the central column.
For just a moment, recognition failed.  Puzzled, Mar looked again.  It was Waleck, but somehow not Waleck.  The old man’s look was intense, neither that of the haughty scholar he pretended, nor the placid wasteminer Mar knew.
Mar caught himself frowning and resumed his climb.  He had seen that face before, at the Temple of Seichu.  It was not to his liking.
Ahead, a dark opening appeared by degrees from behind the central column.  Mar thrust the lamp forward.  The flame staggered, then settled without wavering.  There was no draft.  Evidently, the room remained sealed to the outside.
He stepped up to the opening and stopped, swinging the lamp to examine the stone framing.  No obvious trigger revealed itself.  He extended a tentative step into the room beyond.
Abruptly, the room brightened.  Mar dropped the lamp and threw himself back into the stairwell, rolling bruisingly down several steps before he could right himself.
“Mar!”  Waleck called.  “What is it?  What happened?”
Mar raised his head and peered into the room.  His lamp had gone out when it struck the floor, but the room remained dimly lit in twilight grays.
“MAR!”
“Nothing!”  Mar responded.  “It was nothing.  Wait where you are!”
He advanced back to the top of the stair and peered again into the room.  There were no windows, but there was a light of sorts, a dim gray, shadowy light without apparent source.  As he stood there, his eyes began to accustom themselves to the twilight and he perceived the vague outlines of the space.  The room was of the same square dimension as Kahle’s study below, but appeared empty.  He could make out the planes of the walls and the arch of the vaulted ceiling, but nothing further registered.
Mar eased a cautious foot forward, ready to bolt.  When neither trap nor Ihthyrl magic assaulted him, he moved on into the room, skimming his boots just above the floor to feel for obstructions he could not see.  He stopped at the indistinct blot that was his lamp and knelt to feel about.  The globe had shattered, but the lamp itself seemed undamaged.  Due to an ingenious sealing mechanism, none of the oil had spilled, but Mar had no means to re-light the lamp.
Mar scanned the room again.  The gray light apparently radiated from all directions, the walls, floor, and ceiling.  He was not sure, but thought there might be other colors diluted into the gray, wafting like smoke from hazy design-like spots upon the walls.
“Waleck!  Bring the other lamp!”
Footsteps hurried up the stairs – Waleck’s leading and the three other men in a group behind -- and the yellow light from the lamp flooded the room, banishing the gray.  Mar blinked his eyes as the strange gray luminescence vanished, wondering what weird trick of perception had generated it.  The wasteminer halted beside Mar.
Waleck swung suddenly and pointed a stiff arm.
Whitewash covered the dressed stones of this wall.  On this massive canvas, someone had used charcoal to draw two huge symbols.  One suggested the outline of an old style wine jar with snaking handles, but the unknown artist had inverted the jar and drawn a jagged slash across it.  The other was simply a square drawn with dashed lines.
“The Vessel and the Cube,” Waleck declared, “But overturned and broken.  Some ward associated with Enchantment…”
The old man spun and flung a wave at the next wall.  It sported a single design of seven six-point stars in a spiral formation, largest to smallest, with the largest in the center and the smallest at the tip of the spiral on the center of the left arm.  A bold double circle surrounded the star spiral.
“The Significant Ritual of Seven, associated with the disciple of Ethereal Transport.  But it is a mirror image!  The key star should be on the right and the two circles imply containment.”
The third wall held a simple collection of vertical bars.  The bases of the bars were level, forming a line, but the lengths of the bars varied in sequence, indicating a rolling curve.  Added above it was an unbroken rigid line that paralleled the implied curve. 
“I do not recognize this.  The bars may represent change.  But that bold line would infer that the curve is fixed and unchangeable.  Perhaps some counter to Transformation?”
On the final wall, above the doorway, were written words in an unfamiliar alphabet, similar to Imperial Script, but subtly different.  These had been painted in red, but the color was now dulled and faded.
“Uyrekt, Zcdergk, Chk’de!  The three primary chants of the Seers!  But they are written backwards!  This is it!  This is the room!  All of these are wards against the intrusion of Magic!”
“Scholar,” Kahle interjected, “These wards, as you call them, would they still have strength after all this time?”
Waleck turned to face the innkeeper, not bothering to suppress his exuberance.  “Of Course!  Manifestations of ethereal magic do not expire unless designed to do so.  If these wards had been constructed as temporary, the symbols would have faded at expiration.  I assure you, this room remains invisible to most offensive magical attacks.”
Thuylesh spoke up.  “Why not just rub them out?  Wouldn’t that do the trick?”
“By all the Gods no!”  Waleck burst out, looking horrified and outraged at the same time.  “That would be catastrophic!  When a magical construct is destroyed, all of its stored ethereal energy is released at once.  Most, if not all, of the inn would be annihilated!”
Rynthrahl grinned evilly.  “That would put a kink in the cash flow, eh, Kahle?”
Kahle shot his cousin a sour look.  “Yes, no doubt.  Can you remove these ‘wards’, scholar?”
Waleck shook his head sadly.  “Unfortunately, no.  Our studies have not led us to the point where we can actually manipulate the ethereal energies.  After much more study, we hope to be able to develop techniques—“
“So you cannot actually make any…” Kahle paused, as if hesitant to pronounce the word, “… spells?”
None of the innkeepers had moved very far into the room or attempted to examine the wards.  When it had become apparent what lay within, they had once again migrated together into a defensive clump.
Waleck appeared ready to expound, but closed his mouth and allowed his eyes to roll over the innkeepers slowly.  After a short moment, he settled for a simple, “No.”
The rather tense air that had sprung up on the tail of Kahle’s question evaporated.
“It would not do,” Rynthrahl offered, “for this to get about.”
“Bad for business,” Thuylesh agreed.
Kahle looked at Waleck pointedly.
“The nature of our studies requires us to be discrete.”
Rynthrahl grinned savagely.  “I once saw a mob stone a witch to death on the isle of Phregnhos.  Quite a sight.”
Waleck’s expression grew still.  “No word or our studies here shall be passed.”
Kahle raised his eyebrows in Mar’s direction.
“My apprentice is fully committed to the discrete nature of our research.”
Kahle polled his relatives with a glance, apparently their longstanding custom, and received a shrug from Rynthrahl and a reluctant nod from Thuylesh.
“There is nothing here for us,” Kahle told Waleck with evident distaste, “but a secret best left hidden.  Can your man seal the door again?”
“I should think so.”
“Then, in the morning when you depart, do so.  You can send your man down later for supper – its seven thay for the regular plate, wine extra.  I would rather you did not eat in the common room.”
“I understand completely, good innkeeper.  We do have need of a few other items…”
“Rynthrahl has some skill at procurement, and provides additional services to our guests from time to time.”
Rynthrahl nodded.  “’Additional Services’ ain’t cheap, scholar.”
“This will not present a problem.”
The three innkeepers glanced about the room for another moment and then with a nod from Kahle, departed.  Now that they had discovered the nature of its contents and discerned that it presented no opportunity for profit, they apparently had no further interest in it.
Mar waited until their footsteps had faded, then spoke.  “So this is it?”
The old man turned, for once, just Waleck.  “Yes.  The Phaelle’n will not be able to detect the Text here.  We will be safe until the morning.”
“What then?”
“We should be able to move through the Lower City unmolested.  I believe that it will take as much as a whole day for the monk’s device to register the Text again once it is unwarded.  We will cross to the Old City and, as I said before, seek information on this ‘Mother of the Seas’ in the Viceroy’s Library.”
All of the old man’s assertions struck Mar as suspect, but he questioned only the last.  “The Text is older than Khalar.  Why should we find this ‘Mother’ in the Library?”
Waleck sighed.
“The Viceroy’s Library is the only imperial era library to survive the Three Cousins Wars intact,” the old man explained.  “The Great Library at the Imperial Seat was drowned with all the rest of the city when Zharmtes broke the dykes at the start of the Second Rebellion.  The library at Mhajhkaei was looted during the First Restoration.  The library at Khorphen was burned for fuel during the Siege of—“
“You have told me all this before,” Mar pointed out.
Waleck rewarded Mar with an exasperated scowl.  “Then you should realize that the largest collection of imperial works and ancient books still in existence is here in Khalar.  Not only that, but the Viceroy’s Library has continued to grow and gather volumes since the Empire faded away.”
Waleck paused and smiled wryly.  “Odd as it may seem, the largest store of knowledge in the entire world sits in the Old City on the Plaza of the Empire.”



FOURTEEN
1622 After the Founding of the Empire
 
The village men came creeping through the cornstalks well after moonset.  Many were heavy from drink and stumbled in the dark, cursing.
Little Telriy shook her gran’s shoulder, trying to rouse her.  She knew this was not right.  The thick smell of the fresh cut hay all about brought a sneeze to her nose and she rubbed it furiously, thinking she must be quiet.
Gran had made her bed in the winter loft above the barn.  The old woman had declared their little house just too little for all of them: mama, papa, and the new baby twins.  Telriy had wanted to join her, despite mama’s disapproving frown, because sleeping in the barn had seemed such an adventure.
Gran was abruptly awake, seizing her arms in her bony hands.  The old woman’s crystal eyes seemed to glow in the dark.  “What is it child?”
Frightened now, Telriy pointed mutely out the unshuttered loft door toward the farmyard below.  The village men were crossing the yard, tramping the herbs and late vegetables in mama’s garden.  Mama would be so mad.  She loved that garden.
Gran hissed in pure anger.
Suddenly light blossomed across the yard as papa appeared at the door of their house, holding high a lantern.  The village men froze.  Some were carrying froes and axes.  Others had pieces of lumber.
One of the village men, Charista’s papa, Telriy thought from the gravelly sound of his voice, spoke, “Give us the witch, Rhen, and we’ll spare you.”
“Get off my land,” Papa growled back, madder than Telriy had ever heard him.
“Take him!”
Telriy would have screamed, but gran’s hand covered her mouth, as the village men swarmed over papa, their clubs and tools swinging.  His lantern fell, bursting on a sack of pea shells that had been intended for the hogs.  A fire leapt up.
Gran snatched her up, clutching her tightly to her thin chest, and ran toward the back of the loft.  She shinnied down the ladder, kicked the back door of the barn open with an unshod bony heel and began sprinting across the plowed earth of the field where papa was going to plant cabbages come first of the year.  She jarred Telriy with every step, but the child did not complain.
Gran was weeping, her hot tears falling on Telriy’s face.  Over and over again she moaned, “She would help them.  Stupid girl.  I told her, but she would help!”



FIFTEEN
 
“Remember,” Waleck cautioned without turning his head.  “Say nothing.”
Following the prescribed two long paces behind, Mar did not reply.  The old man had issued the same warning no less than three times this morning; no answer was required or expected. 
Waleck chose a circuitous route through the Lower City, perhaps to discourage pursuit, though there was no sign of that.  At one point, he followed the curving street that paralleled the levee next to the river, and the Blue Ice Bridge was visible in the distance upstream.
The bridge across the Blue and its twin across the Red had been constructed by the Empire when the lands within ten leagues of the new outpost of Khalar had been thickly populated with unsubjugated tribes.  Facing repeated harrying attacks, the General-of-Legions in command had argued for the construction of the bridges to enable improved communication and rapid troop movement between the central fortress on the promontory and the satellite forts on the opposite riverbanks.  After making his case before the Emperor himself, the general had been assigned four legions of engineers.  It had taken these four thousand a little over two years to design and construct the companion structures.
Each bridge was a marvel of middle-period imperial stonework and the two were the largest and longest such bridges known to exist.  Forty cantilevered spans built on massive piers stretched between the bank abutment and the central channel.  There, three soaring arches made of keyed stones reinforced with iron rods leapt across the deep water.  The central-most arch rose to five manheight above the surface of the river, high enough to allow barges to pass.
With roadways built to allow a full troop in square – ten men abreast -- to march unimpeded between their crenellated sidewalls, the bridges could easily accommodate even the largest wagons or the mobs of pilgrims that flocked to the Plaza of the Empire on holy days. 
Mar shifted his burden to the opposite shoulder.  The package was an armlength long and half that tall and wide, but was only a large wooden box filled with sand.  Waleck had directed Mar to wrap it in light canvas, but had not felt that any further identification or labeling was necessary.  The wasteminer had insisted on the sand, however, certain that the posture of a bondsman carrying a heavy package could not be convincingly feigned.  While Mar was inclined to agree with the old man on that point, it did not change the fact that he was developing stabbing pains in both shoulders.
Rynthrahl had appeared again in the warded room near sunset the previous day and had shortly departed, bearing the Gheddessii robes, forty thal of Waleck’s scrap earnings, and a memorized list of items.  The results of his nocturnal expedition had been their current attire.
Waleck was dressed in fine, but otherwise nondescript, clothing.  Pinned prominently upon the breast of his maroon wool jacket lay a silver sigil embossed with the seals of the Viceroy and the (more or less) extinct Merchants Guild.  Below this were attached two ribbons, one yellow with green striping, the other brown with red striping.  The sigil served as his Imperial license to operate as an independent merchant.  The ribbons were Sanctions from the two largest Merchant houses in the Old City and in effect gave substance to the license.  He wore no other emblems of rank, so most would assume him to be a factor for a merchant of much higher station.  This status would rate him deference from the Guard (they would not know which powerful patron they might be insulting) but was not of sufficient consequence to generate a fanfare that would draw unwanted attention.
Mar wore a well used but not worn set of workman’s clothes: heavy cotton trousers, undyed linen shirt and tunic, leather boots.  His appearance differed little from the common workmen of the Lower City, many of whom they had passed already this morning bound for their labors.  The singular significant element of his disguise was a brass armlet above his right elbow.  The armlet marked him as bound to servitude under Imperial Statute and was stamped with the name “Kryn”, the Viceregal Seal, and the dates of his servitude.  Mar had noted with interest that three years remained on the contract, indicating that he had been bonded as a child, presumably the offspring of bonded parents.
He had one more item that most workmen would carry but that was forbidden to bondsmen.  He had caught Rynthrahl on the stair while Waleck had been engrossed in a mumbling study of the northern wall.  The gray-haired former brigand had understood exactly what Mar had wanted and had hardly bargained.  He had taken twenty thal and returned with a genuine boot knife – flattened handle, no guard, six-inch stiletto blade -- and sheath.  Mar had tucked the knife securely in his right boot and the added weight gave a slight, but outwardly unnoticeable and thoroughly comforting, awkwardness to his step. 
Waleck, with a last turn, led Mar onto the Promenade of the Blue Fortress.  The Promenade was one of the few imperially designed roadways in the Lower City.  It was wide enough for wagons, though wagons and carts needed a special permit to travel it, and paved with brick instead of cobbles.  Almost unique in the Lower City, the Promenade had sloping gutters with functioning sewers underneath.  It ran directly east from the Plaza of The Empress Venhtrenerex Memorial to the massive walls of its namesake.  The avenue passed through two sets of triumphal gates, crossed the bridge and became the Emperor Djajhansr's Way, which led into the center of the Old City.
Mar knew that there was no question of seeking some other route.  No ferries had ever operated across the Blue Ice and the Guard strongly discouraged the fishing boats of the Lower City from docking at the wharves on the Red.
Swimming was not an option.  Although the water was warmer at this time of year and the distance perhaps achievable for a good swimmer, the east side of the Blue washed against the granite bluffs of the promontory.  The bluffs were undermined and fractured and not impossible to climb, but certainly difficult after an exhausting swim.  Add that it must be done at night, as the dual towers at the east end of the bridge overlooked the bluffs, and the chances of success seemed bleak indeed.  Mar had considered the route on more than one occasion, but had not believed, until the night of his escape, that he could survive the swim.
“No matter what influence the gold of the Phaelle’n has bought with Hwraldek,” Waleck had said late the previous night, “the bridge will not be closed to the merchants.  The rest of the Council would not permit that.”
In periods of civil unrest, economic uncertainty, political intrigue, or, most commonly, Viceregal pique, the Army, who controlled the bridges, shut them to non-military traffic.  The closure was never absolute, with exceptions made for essential travel.  In practice, the Imperials defined ‘essential’ to include all the functions of trade.  The exchange floors, warehouses, commodity markets, and docks were all situated in the Old City.  The metal works, foundries, furnaces, and all the other mundane markets – produce, fabric, grain -- were in the Lower City.  Commerce dictated a continual flow of traders, marketers, and messengers from the one to the other.
“But,” Mar had countered, “these monks would know to watch the bridge.”
“Not openly.  The Army would resent the presence of the Guard, or even merchant armsmen, for that matter.  High-General-of-Legions Ghraff is sensitive of his prerogatives and the Viceroy will not risk an incident.”
Mar had not questioned that judgment.  He knew that armed confrontations between the Guard and the Army occurred from time to time.
 “We could wait till thirdday?”  Mar had suggested.  Anyone could join the flocks of pilgrims that flowed to the Plaza of the Empire on thirdday.  Mar was quite good with the esoteric chants of the Tyrephii Sect, among others.
A look of impatience had flashed across Waleck’s face.  “Do you know what day it is, Mar?”
He had not.  Every day had been the same in the Waste and there had seemed no point in keeping track.  He had shaken his head.
Waleck had snorted.  “Today is fifthday, Waning.  We cannot wait twelve days to reach the Library.  We must locate the Mother of the Seas and leave Khalar today.”
“Old man,” Mar had reminded, his final attempt to dissuade Waleck, “The Army can execute summary judgment.”
“Yes,” Waleck had agreed.  “If we are discovered, we will die.  But do not concern yourself, Mar.  We will not be discovered.”
Mar was not so certain of that, especially now that the ironbound gates of the Blue Fortress were in sight and it became apparent that – as predicted – the Viceroy was piqued.  His only solace was that he was not uneasy.  Apparently, his inner sense was not concerned.  To be fair, he did have to admit that Waleck’s plan might have a chance of succeeding.
Under normal circumstances, the Army’s restriction of bridge traffic was perfunctory at best.  When Viceroy Ghreghten XI was piqued, a situation that tended to occur about twice a month -- never on thirdday and seldom on eighthday, which was the day most merchants settled their accounts -- those who could demonstrate legal business in the Old City passed through a small postern gate off Blue Gate Plaza.  The process was less than stringent with the small gate blocked open and only the most obviously non-appropriate travelers dissuaded by the perennially bored guards.
The looming seven-manheight walls of the fortress cast a long shadow over the broad commons that fronted the barbican and its flanking towers.  For the most part, the neighborhood was comprised of houses and apartments rented out to officers, their families, or their mistresses.  A large tavern with a bower-shaded terrace sat on the northern side of the plaza, with only a narrow alley between it and the fortress, and just opposite the barbican near the head of the Promenade a bakery occupied the lower floor of an older stone building.  The heat of the ovens and the smells of the fresh bread flirted with the open air of the plaza. 
Waleck, with a direct and unequivocal air, turned to his right and angled toward the still closed postern gate.  Nodding politely in greeting to the others assembled in the impromptu line, but crossing his arms and assuming a look of deep concentration to discourage conversation, Waleck joined the waiting group.  There were upwards of two dozen men assembled already, with a number of others approaching. 
The man waiting nearest the darkened timbers was also ostensibly an independent merchant.  Behind him were several men bearing on their sleeves the ensigns of well-known merchant clans.  A man dressed in the tailored black jacket and puce trousers of an official of the Urban Prefecture idled two places ahead.  Two scribes and a bondsman laden with satchels accompanied him.  The rest appeared to be junior factors, though one immaculately dressed individual with several assistants was certainly an auditor.  On the whole, the men had the attitude of fatalistic patience.  It was plain that all had suffered this inconvenience previously and considered it hardly worthy of comment.  The Viceroy was Piqued, but commerce would forge ahead.  Some of the more enterprising were already jotting down the delay as an expense against their imperial levies.
As Mar drew up behind the disguised scrapper, he rested his package carefully on the pavement, and began surreptitiously observing the crowd.  Those accompanied conversed quietly, but most simply exchanged polite nods with those in their vicinity.
“…sixteen a thousand will do well in Mhajhkaei…”
“…if I’ve told her once, I’ve told her a thousand times…”
“…usually open by this time of day, isn’t it, Mhertyn?”
The muffled sounds of marching legionnaires nearing the gate from the other side forestalled Mhertyn’s reply.  The irregular line tightened in anticipation.
“Sounds like rather a lot of them this time, doesn’t it?” the municipal official offered.
Mar hoisted his package to his shoulder once more, careful to beg the pardon of the young liveried runner who had fallen in behind him.  The boy leaned aside as Mar swung the package upright but did not demean himself by replying.
After a few moments, sounds indicated the lifting of the bars of the postern and then two legionnaires pushed the heavy gate slowly open.  Immediately behind them three legionnaires with tower shields locked and thrust forward marched into the plaza using the stilted lock-step cadence the army favored at its parades.  Only the rounded polished-steel helmets and black boots of the legionnaires were visible behind the large shields.  As they advanced from beneath the arch of the gate, the line of merchants was forced to give way, bunching backwards with much jostling, inadvertent collisions, and quick apologies.  As the first triplet continued outward, another pair of legionnaires emerged from the gate to link to the ends of the shield wall, and then a second pair that linked to the first.  This maneuver continued with additional legionnaires joining the wings of the formation as required, so that the advancing rank expanded in an arc into the plaza.  At this point, the merchant queue disintegrated as everyone, including Waleck and Mar, abandoned the pretense of the line and scrabbled back out of the way.
Finally, with a synchronized stamp of boots, the men in the formation, now numbering at least a half troop, halted.  From behind the interlocked shields, a fugleman barked an unintelligible command.  Using a deft crab-like sidestep, the legionnaires realigned themselves into a large three-sided square, with its center at the postern gate and the missing base along the lichen covered walls of the fortress.
Mar found himself, with Waleck and several other evictees, alongside the outdoor tables of the, as yet, closed tavern on the north side of the plaza.  The merchants quickly appropriated chairs.
“Rest there, Kryn,” Waleck commanded gruffly, taking a seat at the nearest table.  Mar rested his package again, but, knowing what was expected of a bondsman, remained standing.
“Haven’t done this before,” said one merchant seated to their left.  He was a middle-aged man with the ensign of the Tragh on the sleeve of his jacket.  “Have they Mhertyn?”
Mhertyn, seated across from the first merchant and now identified, was a bigger man, somewhat younger and also of Tragh.  “Not that I’ve seen, Llehdahl.  Wonder if old Ghreghten is out of sorts with the wife again?”
Both men laughed, then fell to discussing the price of summer wines on the dock at Mhajhkaei.
Another drawn-out fugleman’s command drew Mar’s eyes back to the shield wall.  With one crash of sound that rang off the buildings around the plaza, the shields dropped to the brickwork paving. 
After a beat, another command sang out over the now revealed shoulders of the legionnaires.  “Rest arms!”
 Again, in unison, the legionnaires stamped their left boot and then shifted it a half step to their left.  At this point, everything became still.
“Wonder if they could do quite so well in a real battle?”  Mhertyn joked.
“I certainly hope not,” Llehdahl replied.  “War is bad for business.”
Mhertyn chuckled.  “You’ve the right of that.  Imagine what all this commotion is about?”
Before his companion could reply, four legionnaires in the side of the shield wall facing the tavern pivoted in pairs, opening the way for a quad of swordsmen.  These were outfitted in field duty uniform: steel infantry helmet, baldric, plated cuirass, canvas trousers, new-style tunic in imperial green, and knee boots.  After this group took guard positions to the left and right, a man wearing the badges of a Captain-of-Legions strode into the center of the plaza.
At the sight of the officer, the scattered small groups of merchants shifted forward to form a small crowd around the screen of swordsmen.  Mhertyn, Llehdahl, and the other merchants at the tavern rose to join the press.  Waleck stood, but gestured for Mar to wait.
“Citizens!” the captain called out.  “Citizens!  Your attention!”
The few murmurs from the company quieted.
The Captain-of-Legions was also in field uniform, though he wore a gilded helmet that sported a red horsehair crest.  He was a tall man and had a huge beard curled in black waxed ringlets.  The mass of his beard pushed his hinged cheek guards outward and spilled across the collar and shoulder plates of his cuirass.
“My name is Quanj nh’ Lret.  I am duty commander of the Blue Fortress garrison.”
Mar had heard the name.  Quanj was a son of Marshal House Bhleyr, one of the hereditary groups that had controlled the Imperial Army of Khalar for centuries.  He was said to be closely allied with Hwraldek’s rival on the Council, Erhtrys of Merchant House Rhesdin.
“By Order of the Viceroy, with concurrence from the Council of Patriarchs, all travel to the Old City shall be restricted until further notice – “
The crowd waited.
“– to members of guilds with rightful business.”
On hearing this, Waleck, with Mar following, moved to the edge of the crowd.
“I knew all this display was for naught,” a merchant of the House of Selye commented to no one in particular.  “The Army must be bored.”
“I heard that the Army wants an increase in the Trade Levy,” another contributed.
“Citizens!”
Again, the crowd quieted.
“These are the provisions of the Edict!”
“Number One: Approved Guilds: Merchanters and Scribes.”
“That’s new,” someone behind Mar pronounced.
“Number Two: All persons and parcels are subject to search.”
This caused a stir to pass through the crowd.
“Number Three: Persons not members of approved guilds will not be admitted.”
“What in the name of Great Nhish does that mean?” a big man with a shiny bald head near the front shouted.  Nhish was the goddess of the harvest.  Mar marked the man for a grain trader.
Captain Quanj glared at the bald man, but answered.  “Until further notice, only merchants and scribes will be allowed to pass.  No others without advance permission.”
“What about my servant?” demanded the man Mar had guessed was an official of the municipal prefecture.
“No bondsmen or porters without advance permission,” Quanj confirmed dryly.
A general noise of complaint and objection began to rise from the crowd.  Quanj made a quick gesture and his guards drew their swords.  Immediately, quiet prevailed.  The Army did not tolerate public disturbance.
“My adjutant,” Quanj announced offhandedly, “will begin the processing.”
The captain raised his hand and a legate, a fugleman who seemed to be the latter officer’s aide, and a legionnaire carrying a field desk and stool appeared from behind the shield wall.  With that, Quanj turned on his heel and returned through the shield wall to the postern.  Mar lost sight of him as he passed into the fortress.  The quad of swordsmen remained, but a curt command from the fugleman caused them to sheath their weapons.  Apparently, the legionnaires forming the shield wall were also to remain.
With grudging slowness, the crowd began to form themselves once again into the semblance of a line.  There was some hesitation, as few seemed disposed to be at the forefront.  After a moment, though, several men of more prominent houses, all with numerous sigils, sanctions, and ensigns, stepped forward confidently before the Legate’s desk.  The municipal official, in something of a huff, gathered his entourage and departed back along Blue Fortress Promenade.  One or two others also determined they would rather not submit to the unusual inspection and left.
For his part, Waleck took a position in the latter part of the line.
Mar, incredulous, could not contain himself.  He leaned close to the old man’s ear. 
“What are you doing?” he hissed.  “He said no bondsman!  And they’ll inspect the package!”
“Calm yourself, Mar,” Waleck murmured.  “As you will see, I have foreseen this problem and am prepared to deal with it.  Now, keep your place.”
Rebuffed, Mar leaned back, fighting to keep his anger from his face.  He had been loyal to his bargain this far, but he had no intention of being arrested. 
Taking a slow breath to settle his mind, he began plotting the route he would follow to escape when the Imperials seized the waste miner.  Running down the Promenade would be useless; he would have to get off the ground quickly and find a hiding place.  He turned his head casually, studying the buildings around the plaza.  His best option seemed to be the tavern.  One of the tables should boost him high enough so that a running leap would carry him to the bower and the ledge of the second floor balcony was only a manheight above that.  From there he could swing to the trellis that shaded the balcony of the adjacent building and climb it to reach the roof.  Once he reached the roof, he was certain that he could disappear.
“Name, House, Guild, Destination, Lawful Business,” the legate demanded of the first man in line, who happened to be Mhertyn’s partner, as he set out an ink well, pen, and small notebook from a large leather bag.
“Llehdahl nh’ Hlevaer of Tragh House and the Merchanters’ Guild.  I travel to Tragh Warehouse Number Three on Emperor Khaldeyn Avenue for private concerns.”
The legate scratched the responses in his notebook.  Apparently, he had been given no instructions to make any attempt to verify the demanded information.
“You may pass.”
And so it went.  Mhertyn followed his fellow and then the rest of the line.  After the seventh man passed on into the fortress, the Legate stopped repeating the mantra of “Name, House, Guild, Destination, Lawful Business.”
“Irt, Bhradyn, Artful Scribes, Predhzor House, Returning to my Residence.”
“You may pass.”
“Khreff of Mhajhkaei, Factor for Lhorghan Company of Mhajhkaei, the Barge Slow Time, Wines on Consignment.”
The fugleman inspected the Mhajhkaeirii’n imperial sigil closely as the legate recorded his data.  Apparently satisfied, the fugleman nodded at his officer.
“You may pass.”
The Legate dusted a full page with sand and turned to the next.
And then it was Waleck’s turn.  The fugleman had been frowning at Mar as the young thief approached.  As Waleck advanced to the desk, the legionnaire inserted himself to bar Mar’s way.
“Hold there, you.”
The legate looked up from his notebook.  His voice was flat.  “Bondsmen may not enter the Old City at this time.”
Waleck’s smile was quick and professional.  He folded his hands together and bowed slightly. 
“Right you are, sir.  But I have advance permission for my bondsman to accompany me.  Legate..?”
“Khronst.” 
The legate’s placid face evidenced no curiosity.  Khronst was not young.  He had the brass bands for two ten-year terms of service on the brow of his helmet.  A man who had advanced no further than the rank of legate in a score of years had obviously been found lacking in some significant aspect by his superiors.
Waleck stepped closer to the desk and stretched out a hand.
“My name is Telwyn.  I am on Hire to the House of Ephenn.  I arrange the transport of rare commodities.  And, as I said, Legate Khronst, I have advance permission for Kryn to accompany me.”
Almost reflexively, the seated man’s hand rose to grip Waleck’s.  The legate’s eyes widened as their hands clasped.  He withdrew his hand and slowly turned his palm upwards. 
At first, Mar thought a full gold thalar glinted there, but when he focused closer, he realized that it was only a tarnished silver thal.  That was more of an insult than a bribe!
Khronst’s face tightened and his nose twitched as if a foul odor had brushed his nostrils.  He rotated his hand contemptuously and allowed the thal to tumble onto the desktop.  The coin struck on edge and spun glinting before rattling still.
The fugleman glanced at his commander, caught his expression, and then reached out and locked his hand in the fabric of Mar’s tunic.  His other hand fell to the ball on the haft of his sword.
“Don’t move, boy.”
As a bondsman would not, Mar did not flinch, but he did allow his eyes to widen slightly.  The fugleman was now close enough so that Mar could pivot and smash the box into the side of his head.  After that, Waleck would be on his own.
Khronst turned his head to the swordsman to his left and opened his mouth to speak.
But then, strangely, the legate hesitated.  For an almost undetectable instant, the officer became still.  Then his mouth closed and his head slowly swiveled back to his notebook.  The swordsman, waiting for a command, raised his eyebrows but did nothing.  Mar saw the legionnaire glance down at the thal resting on the table, frown slightly, and then turn his head to direct his gaze purposefully elsewhere. 
Mar looked back at Waleck.  The old man’s back was to him, but his head was turned slightly in profile.  Waleck was smiling, but there was a light sheen of sweat visible on his forehead.
Khronst took up his pen and began writing another entry.
“Destination?”
“Municipal Quay.”
Khronst finished the line and then reached into his bag and produced a small card, some soft wax, and a seal.  He wiped the nib of his pen meticulously on a small piece of cloth and dipped it into the inkwell once more.
“KRYN” Khronst repeated, printing the name in block letters on the card.
“You hold his bond directly?”
“Yes, Legate.”
The officer made a short note and then wrote out something else on the bottom of the card.  Taking a ball of the wax between his thumb and forefinger, he rolled it about until it warmed and then pressed in on the lower corner of the card, applying the seal immediately.
Khronst handed the card to Waleck.  “Your servant must always be in your company.  If found alone, he will be arrested.”
“Yes, Legate, I understand,” Waleck assured, smiling his professional smile.
Khronst cast his eyes at the man behind Mar.  “Name, House, Guild, Destination, Lawful Business.”
“Sir?” the fugleman questioned.  “The package?”
Khronst glared at the legionnaire until he shrugged, released Mar, and stepped aside.
“Name, House, Guild…”
Mar waited until they were midway of the bridge before speaking.
“Now how did you manage that, old man?” he hissed.
“A small something I learned in my youth,” Waleck cast over his shoulder, striding briskly.
“And what would that be?”
“The coin was mesmeric.”
“Is that some kind of poison?”
Waleck laughed.  “No, it was enchanted with a small spell, Mar.  That is all.  Just a little bit of magic to help us on our way.”



SIXTEEN
 
They had no trouble on the opposite shore. 
There, the gates of the triumphal arch that linked the two watchtowers were open, manned only by a quad of the Viceroy’s Personal Guard.  None of the four, who huddled to one side, leaning on the upriver parapet swapping rude comments about women, bothered to glance in the pair’s direction as they hurried by.
Waleck eased to a more moderate pace after the bridge was a hundred armlengths behind them, but continued to stride confidently, as if he were on completely familiar territory.
  Mar followed carefully, maintaining the requisite distance between a master and a bondsman.  Idly, he wondered ruefully if he would be condemned to scuttle behind the crazy old fool for the rest of his life.  With a mental shrug, he dismissed the complaint as unproductive and, recognizing his opportunity, decided to sightsee.
Though Mar had visited the seat of Imperial authority on numerous occasions, he had not before had the luxury of simply just looking.  Banging a drum or waving cymbals while buried in a hoarsely chanting mass of pilgrims did not lend itself to gawking.  Likewise, slipping from a hiding place to skulk through the night with the Imperials close on his heels left little time for observation.  The clandestine nature of his excursions had never permitted him to reflect upon what someone – maybe Waleck – had told him was the most extensive remaining example of the classical architecture of the Empire in existence.
To be truthful, Mar had not actually spent a great deal of time traveling through the Old City, but more accurately above it.  He found it more comfortable – and safer – to traverse the city that Rhwalkahn’s legions had built along the unguarded highways of its rooftops.  Once he had learned to climb competently, he had seldom chosen to do otherwise.  In most areas, the buildings were packed so closely together that their roofs adjoined.  Arcades or balconies completely spanned many of the narrower streets, making their crossings amount to no more than leisurely strolls.  From the Merchant District in the east all the way north to the Civil Quarter, there was hardly a place that could not be reached with more than a single descent to ground level. 
And so, to a great extent, the Seat of the Viceroy was a foreign land to him, even though he had lived the majority of his life within a league of it.  His knowledge of the Old City was like that of a bird, as a landscape spread below the heights along which he flew.
Somewhat to his dismay, he found himself gaping.  A concern briefly crossed his mind that this behavior might attract undue attention, but he quickly dismissed it.  Bondsmen and other servants, especially here in the Old City, were invisible to the upper classes.  Within the haughty ranks of the bureaucrats and merchants, social etiquette made public recognition of the presence of underlings unmannerly and discourteous.  In some, this custom approached an almost literal blindness to the existence of the mean or poor.  Mar had no intrinsic objection to this aristocratic arrogance.  In point of fact, it pleased him to no end, as self-inflicted ignorance was a vulnerability that he thoroughly enjoyed exploiting.
The Old City was a marvel of order.  Each and every aspect was aligned, confined, routed, straightened, numbered, and scheduled -- the buildings, the traffic, the people.  Amazingly, the Square of the Municipal Prefecture was in fact, square.
Mar, when he chanced to consider it, had never approved of this plague of order; it struck him as grossly unnatural.  In his experience, men ignored lines, broke confinement, failed to comprehend direction, were most often crooked in some fashion or other, could not count, and would certainly not be bothered with the time of day.
While he had still been young enough to have a desire to listen to such, Mar had been told that the Old City was the last refuge of an emaciated, frightened dream striving desperately to fend off the onslaught of reality.  The drunken wreck who had relayed this bit of wisdom, an outlawed scholar hiding from scandal and persecution (as he had styled himself), had made a strong impression with his studied phrases and idealistic manner.  It had been some time before Mar had experienced enough of life to conclude that this insight had been of no more value that the corrupt breath of the sot who had related it.  He had come to realize not only that the reeking reprobate’s judgment was self-evidently false, but misleading in a seductive fashion.  Mar’s acceptance of it had been no less than a product of his own immature desire to believe that the Old City and the powerful who dwelled there were somehow at fault, in some way directly responsible for the poverty, ignorance, and hunger that gripped his life.
The truth of the matter had nothing to do with dreams.  Although Mar knew the inhabitants of the Imperial center to be decadent, neither fantasy nor weakness diluted their power.  The original section of Khalar was no refuge of vanished aspirations, but a stronghold, the core of all strength and wealth in the Khalarii’n province.  The rule of the Patriarchs through the Viceroy was absolute.  They maintained authority in every aspect of Khalarii life.  All money, ultimately, entered in and emerged from their counting houses.  All laws were conceived in their council chambers.  All justice originated from their high seats.  The Viceroy's Dominion of Khalar remained a vibrant, thriving city, and the Old City was its fiercely beating heart.
And, as was now readily apparent, that heart was truly a vain one.  Every Viceroy, no matter the briefness of his reign or the pettiness of his accomplishments, had his monument.  Some, in apparent spasms of self-aggrandizement, had constructed identical statues within sight of one another.  Every battle and every general, including quite a few engagements which barely qualified as skirmishes and as many officers who had never once swung a sword at an enemy, was celebrated by plaque, pylon, obelisk, statue, or mark.  In places the tributes, of every type of stone and metal known, clustered so closely that they came near obstructing the broad public thoroughfares.  No building of any significance was without dedication to some famous -- sometimes infamous -- figure.
Mar almost enjoyed himself, spinning his head about, trying to read all the inscriptions and scan all the noble twisted lips and broken noses captured so faithfully for posterity.  He became amused by the inconstant fortunes of Khalar's heroes.  On one corner, a certain glorified son might be praised for the salvation of the Empire, the marker twice Mar's height.  While on another, later detractors denounced the same for vile, traitorous acts, and a statue even larger than the first erected to give witness to his execution.
Unexpectedly, Waleck left Emperor Djajhansr's Boulevard at the next intersection, heading south on a narrower street identified by a plaque as Prefect Mhrovel’s Place. 
Mar knew the great civic buildings only as landmarks -- there was little in them that could be sold for coin -- but he was more than familiar with the location of the Viceroy's Library.  The highest structure in all of Khalar, the five-storey mass of it towered high above the magnificent temples gathered about it on the Plaza of the Empire.  It was sited directly northeast from the head of the Blue Ice Bridge, near the center of the Civic Quarter, on the north end of the Plaza.  It seemed to him that the most direct route, at least on the ground, would lead them farther up the boulevard.  They would have needed only to travel east until they reached the Avenue of Rhwalkahn’s Ascension and then turn north.  Rhwalkahn’s Ascension led directly north to the Plaza.
"Where now, old man?”  Mar whispered at the wasteminer’s back
"The docks,” Waleck answered quietly without turning.  “To book passage to The Greatest City in All the World."
“Where?”  Mar hissed.
The old man laughed.  “The Crown of the Principate!
“I don’t understand.”
“One would think you had no education, Mar,” Waleck offered amusedly.  “We travel south and so must go to the seaport at Mhajhkaei near the mouth of the Ice River, known everywhere as The Greatest City in All the World.”
Mar did know of Mhajhkaei, but in detail only from books.  And he did remember, now, that he had read that phase before.  In Khalar, the common attitude considered the heartland of the old empire, for all practical purposes, to be on the other side of the world, a place of which one was aware but not really interested.  Mar, himself, preferred history if he was moved to read, but had found travelogues suitable for casual winter reading.  A thick tome would provide him with excuse to lounge by the fire in a tavern for hours, nursing the cheap watered wine that purchased his right to a stool.
He dredged his memories of the several books he had read.  Mhajhkaei was reputed to have more than an incredible two hundred thousand inhabitants.  It was also home to some of the greatest, according to one effusive author, architectural marvels known since the fall of the Empire.  Mhajhkaei was the strongest, both economically and militarily, of the independent city-states of the southern coast and the titular head of the confederation known as the Principate.  By virtue of her self-declared Mhajhkaeirii’n Peace, she held sway over many of the islands of the northern Silver Sea.
And, now that he considered it, he could readily follow the old man’s reasoning.  The Mother of the Seas, whatever it was, was unlikely to be near Khalar.  To the west were the great depression and the Waste City.  No Khalarii had knowledge of the extent of the Waste or what lay beyond it.  North and east from the city lay thick forest, a few small Army outposts, and the scattered villages of the Mheckel tribes.  Beyond those were uncharted and, as far as any cartographer knew, unending forest.  The bulk of the inhabited world, the Silver Sea and the former lands of the Empire, were south.
Barges bound down river departed frequently from Khalar and were the only practical means of travel south.  There was a road, of sorts.  It began at the eastern end of the Red Ice Bridge at the gates of the Red Fortress and ran guttered and paved (another Imperial relic) southeast for ten leagues through the ring of farms and estates that fed the city.  Then, turning due south, for another ten it trudged, gravel over clay, across the river flood plain, serving the outlying steads.  After that, it became an overgrown wagon track that snaked through better than fifty leagues of old growth hills, avoiding the wanderings of the river, with neither town nor inn to ease the length of the journey.  The track ended at a farming village in the northernmost Mhajhkaeirii’n province yet some thirty odd leagues short of the great city.  Caravans made that passage perhaps a dozen times a year, but always bound north.  These returned the barge crews and their profits (the barges were sold and broken up for their timbers) and brought what trade goods the city could afford.
The stone quays and wooden docks that served the Old City clung to a broken shelf on the eastern side of the promontory.  Prefect Mhrovel’s Place dropped down the steep slope with switchbacks and sections of broad steps, passing between warehouses and storage yards to reach the Merchant’s Promenade.
Small riverboats lined the plank and piling docks, but those never went farther than a few leagues up or down the Ice.  Waleck ignored these and walked on to the large quay where the barges were docked.  The barges were built solely to float cargo and followed a standard, uncomplicated design.  For the most part, they were broad of beam and shallow of draft, none longer than thirty armlengths.  All had single lines of oarlocks on open rowing decks and a centered stubby mast with a furled square sail. 
Of the five vessels present, three were still in the process of outfitting, with bondsmen working unhurriedly under the lax supervision of shipwrights.  One was no more than a just floated hull, its green timbers still oozing sap.  Of the other two, the nearest was idle, watched by a dozing bargeman.  Only the last, farthest out along the quay, showed any sign of preparations to depart.
The captain of this barge, a short fellow with a bushy beard who was shaped much like his ship, admitted grudgingly that his vessel was scheduled to depart on that very day, but was at first adamantly opposed to shipping passengers.
"Agin the Reg’lations o’ the Company," he proclaimed in dismissal, swinging his arm to direct bondsmen working cargo on the quay.
"We have coin," Waleck insisted, opening his hand to reveal two silver thal.
The captain continued to bark orders from time to time as sailors hoisted a large crate aboard.  His eyes flicked toward the old man's palm.
"Sorry, can’t help ya," he stated flatly, but did not turn his attention back to the cargo.
Waleck's hand went to the pouch at his side.  Four more thal made their way into his hand.  The captain grimaced, showing the gaps in his teeth.
"The lines will be cast off four hours past noon,” the captain indicated, reaching to shake Waleck's hand.  “Straight away, mind, by the bell.  Be no waiting for tardy passengers." 
Waleck quickly took his leave of the bargeman and retraced their steps to Emperor Djajhansr's Boulevard.  With the delay at the bridge and the side trip to the docks, the morning had ripened well toward midday.  Many of the denizens of the Old City were now about the streets.  They were a varied lot: craftsmen of all sorts, bondsmen and other servants, clerks and scribes, others not easily categorized.
When Mar had been very young, he had believed that only merchants and emperors lived in the dominant heart of the Imperial City.  There were merchants and bureaucrats and their associated functionaries aplenty, yes, but no one wanted to walk more than two streets away to buy bread.  The Old City was populated as well with many people of more mundane occupation.  There were bakers and butchers and all the other trades necessary for life, nearly all in businesses established by their father’s father back many generations to the founding of the city. 
Waleck stopped at a fountain that commanded the intersection of Emperor Djajhansr's Boulevard and the Avenue of Viceroy Phalh’s Victory Over the Chriveth Savages.  Hiking his boot onto the back of a prostrate marble savage, he adjusted his laces.
“We will drop your package on the step of a house down that alley two blocks up,” he said, without looking directly at Mar.
“That’s good,” Mar answered in a low voice.  “I’m more than tired of carrying it.”
“I have detected no one trailing us,” Waleck confided, swapping his other boot to the back of the conquered tribesman.  “But the Imperials are out in force today.”
Mar had already recognized this unsettling fact.  Motivated by a longstanding keen personal interest, it was his habit to make mental notes of the dispositions of the Guard.  It was indeed unusual for so many guardsmen to be deployed on any but festival days.  A quad or more had been stationed at nearly every intersection and often at other strategic points.  Also, a mounted patrol of two files, a quite uncommon sight, had rode by to the west just moments ago.
“They aren’t actively searching for us,” Mar stated.
“True,” the old man agreed.  “Just waiting.”
“Do you think they know we’re here?”
“The Phaelle’n?  Or the Guard?  But, in answer to both, no, I very much doubt it.  If either knew our exact location, then we would already have been taken.  I am sure that they suspect our destination, but they cannot barricade the Plaza or the Library.  They know we are coming, but not when.  Therefore, we must not tarry.  Come.”
The Plaza of the Empire was, of course, free of guardsmen.  Attempts by Viceroys in the past to post armsmen within its boundaries had met with strident opposition from the priests.  The faithful proclaimed the Plaza, its many temples, numerous altars, and uncounted shrines the sole province of the Forty-Nine Gods (and their assorted illegitimate and half-breed sons, daughters, and other offspring), and reacted violently to the extension of civil authority over the holy places.  Zealots had assassinated Viceroy Trevhoth the Forty-Nine Times Damned over just such an incursion.
Mar had witnessed several riots over the years supposedly in protest of some Viceregal insult to the honor of the Gods, but he was convinced that the disturbances were more likely motivated by the simple greed of Khalarii hoping to profit from the looting that inevitably ensued.  Of course, he always suspected the basest of motives in every human enterprise.
Which was not to say that he had not been eager to participate in reclaiming the dignity of the Forty-Nine.  A silver inkwell from the Praefect’s desk had fed him for over a month.
Waleck dodged around a shrine to Nhish as a damp cloud of grain smoke pushed in their direction.
“Stay close, Mar,” the old man ordered.  “There will be no throng of pilgrims here as on thirdday, but I do not wish us to become separated.”
Mar quickly realized that the old man was correct in his concern.  The head of the Avenue of Rhwalkahn’s Ascension was a warren of altars, tombs, and shrines and was well populated with attending priests, novitiates, and even the occasional worshiper.  Seemingly clear paths often ended in prayer mat filled alcoves, tiny theatres centered on sacrificial pyres, or convocations of chanting monks, but after several false starts, Waleck succeeded in navigating their way clear of the maze.
Relieved, Mar sniffed his clothes as they started toward the Library.  The stench of incense, candle wax, and animal blood had already begun to sink into them.
The center of the Plaza was more or less clear, save for scattered religious statuary and an obelisk commemorating some forgotten religious epiphany.  The vast open space between the obelisk and the white marble façade of the Library was, on clear days, the unchallenged domain of the scholars, who brought their classes into the open air to practice their oratory free of the constrictions of the Library’s cell-like study alcoves.  Today, with the sun beaming down, the expanse of eight-sided flagstones was awash with mobs of adolescents enduring onslaughts of pedantic instruction. 
Most of the scholars affected the traditional uniform, white or green robes of flowing cloth and open sandals, but some of the instructors had determined to champion modern dress, usually a jacket of a subdued color over shirt and trousers.  These later were also more likely to posses portable stools and lap desks rather than sitting cross-legged upon the pavement as did their more conservative brethren.
As Waleck paused beside the obelisk to chart his path through the haphazardly placed schools, Mar turned a half-curious ear to the lectures of the nearest scholars.
One just to their right appeared to be a philosopher of some sort and was prattling inane nonsense about the forms of pure epistemology.  Another, slightly off to the left, was a historian and Mar listened avidly for a moment.
“ .  .  .  and thus, in the spring of the forty-eighth year Before the Founding of the Empire, Klendhor the Great, Son of Kredis and Fourth Supreme Chieftain of the Orange Mountain Freehold, took the head of King Orblis 7th Deathspawn, the last of the hereditary autocrats and thereby broke the ancient system of universal life bound allegiance.  This allowed statesmen in the subject princedoms to come together and in the Declaration of Bhesnor, which decreed that henceforward only honor might be pledged as a surety, produce the.  .  .”
“Mar, your eyes are better than mine,” Waleck prompted.  “Look ahead to the Library.”
 Mar raised his head to scan the march of massive chased columns that supported the portico of the edifice.
“There are armsmen beneath the portico, old man.”
“Eh?”  Waleck squinted across the plaza.  “Yes, you are right.  And on the perrons as well.  Can you make out their livery?”
Mar looked closer.  “They’re not Imperials.  House and merchant sashes.”
“Swordsmen or bodyguards?”  Household bodyguards were usually armed with no more than truncheons and knives.
“I can’t tell.  Too far.”
“Any of Hwraldek’s?”
“What are his colors?”
“Korhthenr is red and gold -- I think.”
“Dark red and bright yellow?”
“Yes.”
“There’s a quad on the left stairs and five or six on the right.  I can’t see well enough into the shade under the portico to make out the colors of the men there, but I count twelve.  Make that fourteen.  No, more than that.  And there’s a quad of Bhleyr at the top of the stairs on both sides.”
Mar cut his eyes pointedly at Waleck.  “Am I right in thinking that this is not the normal state of affairs?”
The old man pursed his lips.  “No, I am afraid not.  There is always an armsman or two, some patron’s bodyguard or chaperone, but never as many as this.”
“Got any magic to get us by those, old man?”  Mar did not attempt to filter the sarcasm from his tone.
Waleck looked thoughtful.  “Possibly -- but we will need accoutrements.  Could you, do you think, appropriate a lap desk or notebook?  Perhaps a book or two?”  The old man glanced meaningfully toward the islands of pupils.
Mar shook his head.
“With a diversion?”
“Yes,” the younger man begrudged.
“Excellent!”  Waleck grinned.  “Make the best of your opportunity.”  With that the former wasteminer, one time ethereal scholar, and current trader wandered somewhat aimlessly across the plaza.  After a slight hesitation, Mar followed.
As a general courtesy, the scholars situated their classes so that the discourse of one would not infringe upon that of another.  For the most part, no circle of students was any closer to any other than fifteen to twenty armlengths on every side.  This buffer provided a relative isolation in which instruction could be propounded undisturbed.  Between the groups, however, there was a constant but disjointed background of half-heard educational thought.
“--and then General Trevus moved his legions to the south — so, as you can see, a compounding of interest takes place – and Truth, as the philosopher Brendt proposed, is simply a matter of perspective --“
“GREAT PERNAPHRHAN!  HEAR MY PLEA!”
Waleck’s rumbling bellow silenced the two scholars nearest the spot upon which he had planted himself.
These two pedagogues, one in traditional robes and the other dressed modernly, had impolitely positioned their equally glaze-eyed classes of boys of middle years within spitting distance of one other.  The modern was gray-headed and wizened.  The robed scholar was at least a decade younger and well fed.  They faced each other across the bare heads of their respective charges but avoided eye contact.  Mar’s immediate impression was that the two had been launching rhetorical salvos at one another at length.
The traditional scholar glared at Waleck sourly while the older man simply bided his time.  Of necessity, all Khalarii respected the religious practices of others.  Everyone had a story about their uncle Tregher or aunt Fillni or cousin Mhavis who had scoffed at the frantic leaps of the devotees of the God of Nautical Trades or the self-flagellation of the Curiseunii or the incomprehensible vows of the Worshipers of Plegh.  The story usually ended with the blaspheming relative being found drowned in his own urine or strangled with his own intestines or some equally bizarre fate.
Waleck did not immediately continue, but fell to his knees and genuflected.  Mar winced as he heard the old man’s bones pop.
The traditional waited for an extended moment then cleared his throat.  “Now, as I was saying, students.  The actual date of the birth of the Emperor Rhwalkahn was in 869 on the feast of –“
“Current research,” the modern interrupted, “has conclusively shown, students, that Rhwalck, son of Ihrexhs III’s advisor Dhreckal, was in fact born in 867 on the second thirdday of –“
“Now, students,” the traditional responded, “If you will turn to page two hundred twelve in your text, you will find my own treatise which debunks the Orphan Theory proposed by the essays of the discredited Scholar Tretiph, among others –“
“PERNAPHRHAN!  HEAR ME!”
Both scholars scowled at this latest interruption of their duel but fell respectfully silent.  The youths in both classes, sensing something that might alleviate the daily drone, perked up noticeably and craned their heads to look.
“OH SPLENDID AND POWERFUL ONE!”  Waleck continued, leaping to his feet to cast his arms and voice skywards.
“HEED THE VOICE OF THY HUMBLE SERVANT!”  With this last, the old man lowered his hands in dramatic pose and hung his head.
The modern, seeing his chance, flung out, “Modern analysis of the style of the Pithii’n Letter has proved without a doubt that it was actually forged in the year 1023 –“
Waleck, with uncanny grace, did a standing back flip and landed smartly on his boots without staggering.  The students voiced pleasure and approval.  Some clapped.
“Every-worthy-authority,” the traditional hurled back in a rush, “has-confirmed-the-authenticity-of-Rhwalkhan’s-letter-to-the-Pithian-Ambassador—“
“SEE EVEN NOW HOW THE INFIDELS DEBATE THE INCEPTION OF THY AVATAR!”
The traditional chopped off his rush abruptly.  The modern made as if to launch his rebuttal, thought better of it, and snapped his mouth shut.  Both men eyed Waleck somewhat apprehensively.
“SHOW THEM THY POWER, PERNAPHRHAN!”  Waleck pleaded, his voice gaining volume and strength with every stanza of his prayer.
“SMITE DOWN THESE HERESIES!”
“PROVE THYSELF AND THY AVATAR RHALCK!”
“USE THY POWER TO DESTROY THESE USURPERS!”
“RAISE THY FAITHFUL TO REMOVE THESE STAINS FROM THY SIGHT!”
The younger scholar had heard enough.  He snatched up his books and writing instruments, scattered his cheering students to their homes with a wave, and accomplished his retreat with a galloping flop of sandals.
“CLAIM THY VENGEANCE!”  Waleck thundered, his outcry raising heads in other distant classes.  “I AM READY FOR THY COMMANDS!”
The advocate of the Early Birth Theory broke at this last and hissed a dismissal at his class.  While his delighted students gathered around Waleck to offer him pennies as tribute to Great Pernaphrhan, he fled the field.
The old man was called upon to execute another truly amazing back flip, was showered again with pennies, and then was left standing alone as the boys realized that they had an entire unencumbered afternoon with which to occupy themselves.
“Success?”  Waleck asked as he joined Mar.
Wordlessly, Mar opened the flap of the satchel that hung over his shoulder.  Inside were the older scholar’s lap desk, two of the younger scholar’s books, and a pen set from a student who had had Hwraldek pins on his wide starched collar.
“Excellent!  That will do, I think.  This way, Mar.”
It took Mar two strides to catch up with the old man.  “Who is Pernaphrhan?”
“Can you name all of the Forty-Nine?”
“Awandrehachor, God of Poems and Sonnets; Bhurghrah, God of Waste, Sewage, and Refuse; Bhenthiabuka, God of –“
“And all the godlets?”
“Uh, some.”
“Most?”
“No.”
Waleck awarded Mar a smile.  “Neither could those scholars.”
Mar dredged up a frown to conceal his slight amusement.  “So how will this--” he thumped the satchel “—get us into the Library?”
The old man stopped and considered Mar thoughtfully.  “To express a natural glamour, one should include associated components that will reinforce the image.  A failure in the key details will break the semblance.  The Library is a place of books and writing.”
“So because we’ve got a satchel we’ll not be thought out of place?”
“Exactly,” Waleck approved, nodding.  “But also –“
“That’s not magic.  That’s just another disguise.”
Waleck shrugged.  “Have it as you will.  Now, come, and remember –“
“I know.  Say nothing.”
Waleck reached the foot of the eastern stair and began the long climb up the sweeping granite steps.  The steps were shallow and broad, but there were a great many of them; the floor of the Library portico was two and a half manheight above the Plaza.  There were scholars and students ascending and descending, but no great number of either.  Mar saw other merchants and common citizens as well, but these were rare.
When they reached the portico, Mar was breathing heavier, but not out of breath.  They had overtaken and passed several who had paused to gain their wind.  Waleck pressed on, apparently unaffected by the climb.
“Give way there, Sir,” the old man said to the back of a Korhthenrii swordsman.
The man turned and examined Waleck and Mar carefully.  “Right you are, Sir.  My pardon.”
The swordsman and the rest of his quad shifted to open a path to the high double entrance doors.  The men of Bhleyr and the other armsmen squatting in the shade of the columns or camping on decorative benches had no reaction whatsoever.  There were other idlers about, vendors and the like, but none showed any interest in Waleck or his bondsman.
Waleck, totally unconcerned, sailed by the armsmen and into the entranceway of Viceroy’s Library.
Mar had never seen the interior of the Library.  Only persons of station were permitted entry.  As no rumors had ever reached his ears of any item of sufficient marketable value being housed within, he had never felt the motivation to visit upon his own terms.  Had he been by himself, he might have paused to take in the decorative columns, the numerous illustrative friezes, and the intricate and colorful mosaic that covered the vaulted ceiling.
But Waleck evidently was quite familiar with the layout of the Library and hurried through the entranceway to the main hall, down that to the left, and into the huge northwest chamber.  Immediately, aisle after aisle of tall wooden shelves crammed with the seemingly limitless spines of books confronted them.
“The Viceroy’s Library,” Waleck offered quietly, as if he sensed Mar’s curiosity, “is divided into four departments, each with its own chamber.  The first is Natural Sciences.  The second stores works of Philosophy.  The third is devoted to Mathematics and Engineering.  This one holds the world’s store of History and Geography.  Wait here.”
The old man disappeared into the labyrinthine shelves of the catalogue.  Mar caught glimpses of him moving about in the company of one of the attending bondsmen, consulting first one scroll then another.
With nothing else to do, Mar turned slowly to view the chamber and winced as his weight settled on his left foot.  The boots Rynthrahl had produced for him had not quite fit, and the long walk from the inn had worn a blister on that ankle.  Looking about, he spotted an unoccupied bench and made his way over to it.  Gratefully, he sank onto the bench and dropped the satchel beside him.
The Chamber of History and Geography was at least two hundred paces from buttressed corner to buttressed corner.  The walls were of patterned stonework and rose to a height of three storeys above the red tile floor.  Great arched windows, set with wooden casements and clear panes, pierced the upper two-thirds of the walls.  Mar did know that these windows provided the only light into the chamber; lamps, and all other sources of flame, were understandably forbidden.  Above the windows, resting on a reinforced ledge, was the great dome of the roof.  The underside of the dome had been plated with silver foil to focus reflected light down into the chamber.
“I have it!”  Waleck announced, smiling broadly, as he returned.  He waved a small slip of paper.
“Only one mention of the Mother of the Seas and that from a work by a geographer of the early Empire.  The attendant assured me that the catalogue is up to date, so hopefully what we seek is here.”
Waleck held the slip at arm’s length to read.  “Title: Travels; Author: Khavurst the Younger; Date: Circa 562 After the Founding of the Empire; Manuscript transcribed and printed: 1206 After the Founding of the Empire; Location: Blue aisle, Row 19, Shelf 412.”
“Will they let us examine a book that’s over four hundred years old?”  Mar questioned.
“Not the original.  If they have it, it will be in storage vaults beneath the Library.  The shelves are filled with re-prints.” 
Waleck grinned eagerly.  “We are close now, Mar, but we must hurry.”  The old man pointed to the sunlight angling from the high windows.  “The barge leaves in little more than two hours.”
Though quite cryptic to Mar, the directions were evidently easily deciphered by Waleck, who led them to the far quadrant of the chamber.
“It’s not here,” Mar stated, rising from his inspection of the lower shelf that the old man had indicated.
“Are you sure?  Check again.”
“I did already.  Twice.  No book named Travels.”
The old wasteminer’s faced clouded.  “Someone must already have it.”
“We’ll have to wait then,” Mar suggested.
Waleck shook his head sharply.  “There is no time.”  He pointed west along the row.  Bivouacs of reading tables were scattered strategically throughout the aisles.  Several tables were visible beyond the end of the row.  “We must search for it.”
There were five of the large black-varnished tables but only two were occupied.  A matching brace of white-haired scholars, one snoring gently with his nose resting on the book laid before him, were seated at opposite ends of the center table.  At the farthermost sat a lone student with his back to them.  From his height, he appeared to be an older student, probably in the latter third of the of the standard six year curriculum.  Such students were often given independent study.  His tunic looked a size too large and the gray of the fabric had faded.  He had an out-of-fashion brimmed canvas cap pushed low on his head and he wore no House pips on his collar.  He was likely a craftsman’s son.
 A quick glance over the shoulder of the sleeping scholar proved him to be contemplating The Art of Classical Mechanisms.  The other, surrounded by a veritable phalanx of texts, admitted that he was researching a new biography of the Emperor Khev XXI.
“The boy must have it,” Waleck decided moving on.
As they approached the student, Mar’s unease flinched, causing him to miss a step, so that Waleck’s long strides left him lagging.
“Pardon, young sir,” Waleck greeted the student’s hunched back.  “We are looking for a book named Travels by the ancient Khavurst the Younger.  We are in immediate need of the book, and if you have it, could you be so kind?”
At the sound of the old man’s voice, the boy jerked upright but did not turn about or reply.  The large book that he had been studying was now revealed spread upon the table before him.
Waleck continued around the table to face the boy.  “I will only need the book for a few moments and will speedily return it to you.  Or, if you have already come across the information I seek, I will gladly recompense you for your time.”
Mar, coming up, saw an odd look flicker across the old man’s eyes.  The young thief’s inner sense flared again, causing him to halt a pace behind the boy’s chair.
“I must know,” Waleck continued, now almost frowning, “of the location of a place known as the Mother of the Seas.”
Springing to his feet, the student thrust his hips and knees to cast his chair backward. 
Mar danced to his left, almost falling, as the heavy chair tipped and slid.  Before he could recover, the boy whirled his arm and cast a shiny black ball the size of a thumbnail onto the spread pages of the text.
The flash was bright enough to force Mar to turn away.  When he looked back, he saw dazzling flames leaping from the curling and blackening pages.



SEVENTEEN
 
"Catch him, Mar!”  Waleck shouted.
Needing no prompting, Mar was already in motion.  His lunge slammed his full weight into the student's side, and he grabbed the boy in a rigid hug, twisting to throw the other's slight frame to the floor.  Mar fell with the boy, trying to pin him down with his greater weight.
Bucking and kicking wildly, the boy managed to strike Mar on the side of the head with one of his fists.  Angered by the sharp pain, Mar struck back with an open-handed slap, buffeting the cap from the other’s head.  A cascade of long brown hair escaped, shrouding them both as they rolled in a tangle across the tiles. 
Mar managed to snare the other’s thin wrists as their fight lodged them into the corner formed by a bookshelf and the floor.  Tucking his knees to protect his groin, he leveraged his shoulders to trap his opponent beneath him, lowering his head to forestall head butts.  As he did so, his face fell close to hers and he felt her rapid breath burn across his cheek.
Mar only realized it just then, that he fought a girl and not a boy, because that breath was undeniably feminine.  Gradually, the other peculiarities of the struggle began to impinge on his awareness.  For a moment, the girl grew still, their faces juxtaposed.
Mar looked into eyes as dark as midnight. 
Then she twisted suddenly, trying to bite his ear.
Lunging back, he rolled off his shoulder and got his feet under him.  Standing quickly, he hauled the girl up beside him.  Unrelenting, she continued to jerk and twist violently, trying to break his hold.  Rankled, he spun her about and twisted her hands toward her shoulder blades.  With a suppressed gasp, the girl subsided.
Turning, Mar discovered that Waleck had not been as successful in his own contest. 
Swatting impotently with his jacket, the old man attempted to extinguish the fire, but the intense, furnace-hot flames had all but consumed the book and were spreading to the tabletop with a frighteningly unnatural speed.  In the scarce moment Mar watched, the entire length of the table caught fire, the reaching sears licking against the shelves to either side.  Billowing smoke began to fill the air as the fire spread, shooting up in a broad, crooked column to the dome high above. 
Waleck was driven back a step by the heat, then a reluctant pace, then forced to retreat farther and farther until he was compelled to relinquish his futile efforts altogether.  The old man cast down the smoldering jacket and darted back from the scalding heat, hurrying to where Mar and his prisoner stood.
"It is beyond control," the old man announced unnecessarily, stopping a moment to register the sex of the figure at Mar's side.  Other than this short pause, the wasteminer evidenced no great surprise at this development.
"Bring her, Mar.  She has the information we need, and we have no time to question her now.  We must be away before the Guard arrives."  With that, Waleck started off at a swift trot in the direction of the entrance.
Caught off guard, Mar's first step left him a dozen behind. 
The girl dug in her heels.  “Release me!”
Unthinking, Mar eased his grip to get a better one.  The girl immediately rolled her wrist and broke one of her hands free.  Spinning, she struck at Mar with the back of her fist. 
Reflexively, the he blocked the blow with his forearm, and followed with a hard punch to the girl’s short ribs.  The air driven from her lungs, the girl collapsed backwards onto the floor, gasping hoarsely.
He yanked the girl to her feet to face him.  Though her disarranged hair mostly hid her features, her intense eyes locked with his challengingly.
"Do you want me to carry you?”  Mar demanded.
"I want you to --"
Before she could finish her request, which Mar was certain to have involved acts condemned by the followers of Shurzha, God of Purity, he grabbed her waist with both hands and threw her head-down across his shoulder.  Breaking into a bone-jarring run, he fled after Waleck.  
Initially, the girl bucked and kicked madly.  When he smacked her wool-clad buttocks half a dozen times with all the force he could muster, she contented herself with muffled profane comments concerning his ancestry, habits, social life, personal hygiene, and several other qualities that he had not been aware he possessed.
Waleck was by no means fleet, but burdened as he was Mar was unable to do more that keep the old man in sight.  Hurtling down the stacks, they changed aisles at nearly every intersection as the erstwhile wasteminer sought the most direct route back to the main hall.  The air in the great chamber had already begun to grow thick with the smell of smoke, and the patrons by whom they fled cast confused, bewildered, and finally horrified glances after them.  A heavy patrician in archaic robes raised his beefy palms to halt them, but Waleck, and Mar in turn, simply dodged about the man.  His and others’ franticly shouted questions they ignored as well.  In the wake of their passage, panic began to take hold, so that the aisles both ahead and behind them soon filled with agile footed students and aged doctors alike, the latter often sprinting with their robes held high to expose their bony feet.  Increasingly, sounds of alarm carried from one end of the vast chamber to the other, but the crackling roar of a growing fire could now be heard above the din.
When finally they were free of the stacks and racing down the broad main aisle toward the exit to the entrance hall, they joined a cresting flood of frightened people.  The scene was chaotic.  A churning mass of struggling men, mindless in their terror, clogged the portal.  The constraint of servitude had dissolved; bondsmen thrust aside masters in desperate efforts to flee.  Likewise, teenage students trampled teachers as they strove to reach safety.
Waleck slammed into the bottleneck at full speed, bulling his way through by raw strength alone, and vanished from sight.  Mar, fettered by his captive, could not resort to this tactic.  He waded into the seething press, ducking flying elbows and wrenching hands.  A grossly fat man fought his way by them, slapping Mar stunningly across the eyes with a massive forearm.  Simultaneously, something, no way of knowing what, struck him across the back of his legs.  To save himself from falling, he hurled the girl into the purple clad back of the man in front of him.  Instantly, she threw herself desperately away. 
Mar lunged and managed to snare a fistful of her hair before the crowd could pull them apart.  The girl squalled like a wounded cat but yielded to this living leash and was quickly secured within his grip once more.  He locked his arms about her waist and staggered to keep his feet as the surge washed them into the main hallway.
Half dragging the girl, he ran on lest they both be trampled.  Already the other great chambers were emptying and filling the hall as the full population of the Library’s patrons joined the panic.  The girl was pinned against his side in the narrows of the entranceway, pressing the breath from his chest.
  Abruptly, the crush of bodies against them fell away, and they were outside beneath the portico.  Mar opened his arms and the girl took an unsteady step away, gulping huge breaths.
All about them, people were running.  Scattered fruit rolled underfoot from a vendor's overturned cart.  The armsmen, Korhthenr and otherwise, had already abandoned the portico.
And Waleck was nowhere to be seen.
Mar quickly caught his own breath and then grabbed the girl's shoulders and spun her to face him.
"The old man seems to have left us for the moment, girl," he told her brusquely.  "So we have to get to the docks by ourselves.  That means that you will have to cooperate."
The girl twisted her upper body angrily to break his hold, but did not retreat.  With an impatient gesture, she swept the errant stands of her hair behind her ears, and Mar got his first clear look at her. 
She was not as young as he had first thought, probably his own age or perhaps a bit older – there was something in her face, an absence – or perhaps denial – of innocence.  She was his height, less a span and, now that he knew what he was looking at, more full of figure than slim.  Her eyes were the highlight of her face, large and dazzling in a disconcerting way, but other than those no single aspect stood out.  She had a small, well-shaped nose, a full bottom lip, and traces of sunshine in her cheeks.  She was not strictly beautiful in a classic sense, but she might have been very good to look at if she had not been sporting such a nasty expression.
"Cooperate?! You have had your wits addled by Bhurghrah!”  She grinned murderously.  “I would sooner cut your throat!"
"Listen, girl --”
"My name is not girl!  Whatever sewer spawned you, you worthless piece of filth, you need to dribble back to it!"
Mar ignored her insult.  Quite a few of her earlier curses would have sparked a brawl that would have left someone dead in any tavern in the Lower City.
"What is it then?" he goaded.  "Wench?"
"TELRIY!"  The girl pelted him with the name.  There was pride there, and anger, with other less identifiable emotions grinding underneath.
"Well then, Telriy, shut your mouth and listen.  The Imperials will swarm into the Plaza in the next few minutes.  Do you realize that?”
The Viceroy’s Personal Guard was charged with dealing with all public disturbances, including fires, and the priests would certainly make no objection in this case. 
The girl did not answer, not even a nod, but Mar could see in her eyes that she knew this to be true.
“I’m wanted by the Guard,” Mar said flatly, then grimaced.
“Two nights ago,” he lied, having no trouble finding bitterness and hatred to load the statement with, “I strangled Zeph of the house of Bhradyn in his own bed for violating my sister.  Do you want to be caught with me?"
As Mar had hoped, the rebellion slid from the girl's face.  In Khalar, common murder normally brought a sentence of lifetime servitude or simple hanging, but the killing of a member of the merchant families, the Army, the Guard, or the Office of the Prefect rated a punishment of excruciatingly slow dismemberment.  The executioner started with the fingers and toes and worked his way up, joint by joint.  Physicians were drafted to insure that the offender did not attempt to cheat justice by expiring before the full sentence had been administered.  Normally, only one compulsory attendance at such a public execution was required to convince any rational person that the Viceroy's Justice was to be avoided at all costs.
Accomplices (a term with a very liberal interpretation, as far as the Guard was concerned) as often as not received an identical penalty as the actual perpetrator.
Scowling, Telriy shook her head slightly.
"Then come with me."
Mar grabbed the girl's hand and ran.
Guard whistles cut the air. 
The news of the fire had spread upon the heels of the panic.  The Plaza, if anything, was more crowded than before.  Other citizens of the Imperial City were joining the scholars, students, priests, and worshipers in increasing numbers.  All were gawking at the tumult and many shouted as several of the high windows on the southern corner of the Library burst outward, spewing rich black smoke into the sky.
As Mar and Telriy reached the bottom of the stairs, the first of the fire brigades – a double quad of guardsmen dragging the yoke of a high wheeled cart loaded with vats of water – arrived and parted the onlookers.  Mar bolted up this path before the crowd could close up again.
Once they had reached a relatively open section of the Plaza, he ran east toward the Avenue of Trade.  The main Guard barracks was south of the Plaza and he expected the Avenue of Rhwalkahn’s Ascension to be overrun with guardsmen.  Telriy sprinted easily at his side as he wove amongst the scattered religious and civil obstacles, her grasp of his hand steady.  The mouth of the avenue opened before them and he put on a burst of speed. 
And nearly ran full tilt into a fugleman leading a file at a dead run. 
"You there!  HALT!  Halt in the Viceroy's Name!"
Mar dodged to the left as the man swung his truncheon.  The fugleman stopped to brace for his swing, but the following guardsmen, unprepared for the sudden change, did not.  In the confusion ensuing from the trampling of the sub-officer, none of the Imperials attempted to impede Mar and Telriy’s escape.
They fled unhindered down the Avenue of Trade.  Pedestrians and wheeled traffic alike had been forced to a halt in the wake of the advancing file.  Curious looks followed them, but none of the citizenry made after them. 
Realizing that it was an error to be seen running, Mar slowed to a walk some blocks from the plaza, gasping.  Telriy kept hold of his hand, but did not speak, chest heaving.
“We’ll have to find a place to hide,” he told the girl.  The Viceroy’s Guard equated the act of running with an admission of guilt.  The fugleman, when his men revived him, was certain to send a patrol after them.
He looked south along the avenue and sighted an alley he knew.  “This way.” 
A dozen paces down the alley on the right in an otherwise featureless brick wall, a broken latch let them into a dark storeroom.  Without slowing, Mar pulled the girl around a stack of barrels to a large crate set against the interior wall.  Behind the crate was a cranny that he had hollowed in the soft brick many years before.  He had intended the space for one, but he thought two would fit.  Releasing the girl's hand, he took hold of the crate.  It took all of his strength to slide one corner away from the wall -- as it should.  He had added nearly two hundred weight of pig iron to its forgotten contents.
Telriy looked at the dark, irregular space thus revealed and began to shake her head.
"No time for argument," Mar told her.  "In!"  The distant, muffled sound of Guard whistles punctuated his order.
With a foul look hastily cast in his direction, Telriy eased into the cranny.  As the girl quickly discovered with a choked-off curse, the space was not high enough to stand in.  Mar pressed in against her back.
"Wait!" she hissed, rubbing her head.  "There’s no room!"
"Turn around and sit down!" he ordered.  "I have to pull the crate back against the wall."
They almost did not get in.  Mar finally had to pull the girl, protesting, into his lap, before he could be sure that all arms, legs, and other significant body parts would fit into the hole.  He grabbed the steel strap that he had long ago bolted to the backside of the crate and strained.  It did not move.  Thus entangled, he had no leverage.
"Help me!"
Twisting, Telriy slipped her hands beside his and heaved.
A fingerbreadth at a time, as they pulled in unison, the crate skidded toward the wall.  With a final bump that left them in almost complete darkness, the crate struck the wall.
Sighing, Mar relaxed.  At least, he tried.  His back rested against the broken brick behind him, every sharp point and fractured edge searching for his spine.  He had been somewhat smaller when he had last sheltered here.
The girl crouched rather than sat in his lap, her not insignificant weight bearing down on his knees and her elbows digging into his shoulders as she held herself, with a distaste Mar could almost feel, above him.
"If you’ll turn around and lean back,” Mar suggested testily, “I think we’ll both be a lot more comfortable."
The girl's face was a bare span from his own.  She could move no farther from him; the back of her head pressed against the cantilevered brick that roofed the cranny.  Her breath was a flushing warmth against his neck, and her hair dangled against his shoulders and chest.  He felt the pace of her breath quicken.
"If you touch me," she told him evenly, "I will kill you."
"So kill me.  I’m already touching you."
"You know what I mean."
Wondering if he did, Mar repressed an urge to be flippant.  "Look," he explained in what he hoped was a reasonable tone, "we’ll have to hide here for an hour or so.  At least until the Guard is fully occupied with the fire.  Can we have a truce?"
The girl was silent for a few moments in what Mar took to be indecision.
"A truce," she said at last.  "For now."
She had to lean forward against him to roll over, and her lips and cheek slid inadvertently across his chin as she twisted awkwardly.  She must have felt him tense, as she seemed to take special care thereafter to poke knees and elbows and shoulders into any tender spot she could find. 
With a few mumbled curses and minor contusions, they finally contrived to settle into what he thought of, but dared not name, as a lovers' embrace.  She reclined against his chest, legs draped over his, her head resting on his left shoulder, their cheeks almost touching.  His arms, perforce, circled her, the right wedged against the crate and the left against the interior brick.  There was nowhere to put his hands but across hers as they lay against her side.
"Move your hands."
Mar shifted about.
"Not there either."
"Where then?  There’s no extra space here."
She took his hands, one in each of hers, and folded them across her chest to her left shoulder.  Her grip was light, but firm, and she did not release him.  Though it seemed she wished to keep his hands in her control, the main effect of her tactic was to tighten his arms about her.
“Why did you burn the book?” he asked abruptly.
At first, he thought that she would not answer, but presently she said simply, “To destroy it, of course.”
“But why?”
“To keep anyone from following me.”
“Following you to what?”
“Why do you seek the Mother of the Sea?”
Mar realized that any truthful answer would reveal too much and any false one would introduce unnecessary complications, so he let his silence end the conversation.
Waleck had said the shelved books were copies, which Telriy apparently did not know, but even if the original survived the fire, getting it would likely be impossible.  This meant that Telriy would be indispensable to the continuance of the old man’s quest.  Mar was sure that the old man had realized this.  He wondered if the girl had also reached that conclusion. 
With a mental shrug, he moved slightly to settle his back against the brick, stretched his legs as far as he could, took a deep breath, and closed his eyes.
"What are you doing now?”  Telriy murmured.  There was no need to speak any louder; her lips were right against his ear.  She had just a trace of an odd lilt in her voice and some of her words rolled in a way that was not Khalarii’n.  Mar wondered where she was from.
"If you’ll be quiet," he said tiredly, "I’m going to do what I always do when I’m hiding in here."
“What’s that?”
“Sleep.”
"How will you know that it’s safe to leave?"
"When I wake, we will leave."
"Hmmph."
Nevertheless, he did not doze.  Telriy remained restless and her slight movements seemed magnified to irritating proportions by her proximity.  Not since he was a small child, when he had huddled together with other street children for warmth in the harsh Ice Valley winters, had he been forced into such close contact with another person.  He was not quite certain what he thought of it in this instance.
After a considerable time, Telriy spoke again.
"You never told me your name."
"What?”  Mar asked groggily.
"Your name," Telriy insisted, rolling her head to look at his face in the dimness.  "You have mine.  I want yours.  Names have power."
The last was superstition.  Mar had about as much faith in such as he did in the Forty-Nine Gods.  He almost offered her another lie, but finally gave her the truth.
"That’s all of it?" she asked doubtfully.
"Should there be more?"
Telriy was silent for a moment.  Perhaps unconsciously, she stroked his hands as she thought.  "It would seem so.  Men of import must have many names."
Mar gave a short laugh.  "There’s no more.  I’m no one.  Just a simple --"
“Murderer?”  Telriy stroked his hand again.  “No, that was a lie.”
Mar said nothing.
Telriy continued to stroke his hands, tracing her fingertips across his palms.  After a moment, she released one of his hands and examined the bond on his arm.  She slipped the armlet down a fingerbreadth and felt of his biceps.  She stiffened, then paused.
"You’re no bondsman."
Mar did not reply immediately.  Finally, finding nothing better, he asked, "Why do you say that?"
"Your hands are hard, but not hard enough.  Bondsmen's hands are like sandstone.  And there’s no chaff mark under your bond."
Mar shrugged, an awkward gesture in the confined space that nevertheless conveyed his meaning by feel rather than sight.  "I didn’t expect to have to submit to such a close inspection."
“Not a master,” Telriy said quietly to herself as if quoting, “not a servant, but a ....”
She released his arm, grasped his chin lightly and turned his face toward hers.  "What are you then?"
None of the answers Mar could have given, all half-truths save one, seemed safe to utter.  He had little experience dealing with women and found himself ill prepared to spar verbally with the girl.  He quickly decided that he did not want to be penned up with her any longer.
"It’s time to go."
Telriy sighed almost, Mar thought, wistfully.  "Where now?"
"The docks."



EIGHTEEN
 
"I can’t climb that."
Mar swung from his scrutiny of the mouth of the alley to stare blankly at the roof drain.  He noted nothing extraordinary in its appearance.  It was of a type common in the Imperial City: sections of glazed ceramic pipe, originally red but now a streaked brown, strapped to the brick with blackened iron bands.  It scaled the windowless facade of the building to the tile gutters above.  The climb was no more than six manheight.
"Why not?"
"I’m not a rat."
Mar did not laugh.  "Put your feet on the straps; pull yourself up with your hands.  Nothing to it."
"I’m not climbing that."
"There’s no other way to get to the roof," Mar insisted.  "You’ll have to climb it."
Telriy fixed her gaze upon him.  "I am not climbing that."
Her expression, though stern, affected Mar oddly, leaving his ire stillborn and his thoughts confused.  Almost in spite of himself, he found himself studying the gentle way the edges of her lips turned down in frown, the way her hair glowingly framed her cheeks, the color that rose to them as his gaze intensified.
"Stop staring, it’s rude."
"I’m not staring.
"Well, stop doing whatever it is that you’re doing."
Mar sighed.  "We have to get to the roof.  The Guard’s already hunting us.  That fugleman will report the two of us fleeing the Plaza.  Someone from the Library will say we were seen running from the fire.  In my experience, the Imperials will consider us guilty on those two facts alone.”
Telriy tossed her head.  "I understand that.  But I’m not climbing that pipe.  I cannot climb."
Mar took a breath, then let it out slowly.
"You’re staring again."
Mar ignored this, thinking.  "On my back, then?"
Telriy eyed him skeptically, then shrugged.  "Turn around."
Mar complied.  He sensed her move up carefully behind him.  Her arms circled his neck slowly, then bore down upon his shoulders as she climbed onto his back.  She locked her legs securely about his waist. 
"Very well, I’m ready."
Mar took a cautious step, judging the girl's weight.  Telriy was tall, but still underweighed him by better than a third.  He had often been forced to carry more over a greater distance and under much harsher conditions.  Satisfied, he set the toe of his boot on the strap nearest the ground and started the climb.
He had made such ascents hundreds of times and he accomplished the repetitive, methodical movements without thought.  This proved rather fortunate, as he was completely and enduringly distracted.   
All of his previous burdens had been cold, static, and hard -- the harvest of his midnight excursions.  Telriy was warm, mobile, and soft in the most disturbing places.  The contact was more than pleasant in a way to which Mar was thoroughly unaccustomed.  The girl remained uncharacteristically silent as he climbed, though her grip became less rigid and more considerate as the climb progressed.  He felt distinctly disappointed as he eased himself and his burden over the parapet and onto the flat gravel and tar roof.
Telriy's dismount was meticulous, almost reluctant.
She awarded him a half-smile.  "That wasn’t so bad."
He caught himself smiling back, forced a frown, and grunted.  "This way," he told her, gesturing.
They crossed that first roof without incident, then the adjoining, before they came alongside of an apartment, its roof a storey or so lower.  Lines of drying clothes radiated from the stairwell penthouse to poles mounted at the roof edge.  When he caught sight of the laundry, Mar stopped.
"Wait here," he told the girl, swinging over the parapet to drop to the roof below.  Several moments later, he climbed back up to find, somewhat to his surprise, that Telriy had obeyed him.  He dropped his prize at her feet.
She looked at the sheet wrapped bundle quizzically.
"By now, every Guard troop in the city will have been alerted.  The Imperials will be looking for any student and bondsman traveling together.  In these clothes, we’d be certain to be stopped.” 
He untied the bundle and handed her an assortment of clothing, still fresh and warm from the sun, before making his own selections from the randomly gathered heap.  Without thought, he stripped his shirt and tunic over his head as one piece and tossed them down.
"Where are we to change?”  Telriy asked, making him pause.
Mar blinked uncomprehendingly.  "What?"
She glanced significantly at his bare chest.  "Where will we go to change our clothes?"
"Right here," he answered shortly, slightly irritated.  The motive for her question eluded him.  There were no higher buildings nearby and he was sure that they were unobserved.
The girl looked at him pointedly for a moment and then gave a careless shrug, reaching up to undo the ties that held her heavily starched student collar in place. 
As he squatted to sift through his own new wardrobe, the significance of the situation dawned upon him.  Almost in spite of himself, his eyes rose and lingered on the girl.  She had already shed the pocketed tunic that all traditional students wore.  Fascinated, he watched as she casually unfastened the large brass buttons of her under shirt.  She seemed innocent of his attention as she slipped the garment from her shoulders and hung it over the parapet. 
Mar was not ignorant of feminine anatomy -- a normal adolescent curiosity and a certain skill at clandestine nocturnal excursions had completed that part of his education some years previously -- but his knowledge lacked practical experience.  He had, of necessity and by well thought choice, led a solitary life since his youth.  When idle, he had actively avoided gatherings of people, social or otherwise, perfectly content to bury himself in a stolen book.  In just the last few hours, he had spent more time in the company of Telriy than any other woman he had ever known.
Not, as it were, that his guileless stare availed much.  The girl had revealed only softly rounded shoulders, a narrow but not waspish waist, and a taunt midriff.  The baggy trousers were fairly effective at hiding the broadness of her hips.  She had bound her breasts beneath a broad swatch of heavy white linen that wrapped beneath her arms and fastened behind her back.  Clearly, this had been the essential component of her disguise, molding her bosom to proportions more readily concealed beneath the loose student's garb.
From all outward signs oblivious, Telriy reached both hands behind her. 
Mar's breath caught.
Telriy glanced toward him and froze as she became aware of his scrutiny.  Before he could recover, she snared his gaze with her own.  For a moment, she looked to rebuke him, but then a notion shadowed her face and her eyes turned calculating. 
Mar felt himself being weighed, as if she balanced his potential usefulness to a broader design and he found himself trying to guess to what scheme she molded him.  For a long moment, during which the air seemed to grow progressively thicker with words almost said, they simply looked at each other.
"No, not yet,” she told him finally, shaking her head.  A slight almost amused smile quirked her lips.  “Turn, please.”
Irritated without knowing quite why, but determined to conceal this from the girl, Mar immediately spun about.  He stood and as hurriedly as possible donned his new clothing, careful to project utter ignorance of the intriguing rustlings behind him.
"I’m ready," Telriy announced.
Still annoyed, Mar turned.  The girl had selected a plain white blouse with a modest neckline.  Over this, she had draped an open wool mantle which fell below her knees.  She had used the wide student’s belt to cinch the mantle, with the attached flat pouch swung around to her side.  Cross-weave cotton breeches had replaced her trousers, but she had retained the boots.  The outfit was nondescript enough to suit Mar, but sturdy enough to serve as travel garb.
The girl pirouetted slowly, beaming.  "Do you like?"
Discomfited by unaccustomed stirrings and feelings, Mar frowned, shook his head, and started off across roof.  He was more than ready to be rid of the girl.  The sooner they found Waleck the better.
Telriy awarded him an amused laugh and followed.
They descended to the streets via the fire escape stair of a warehouse situated on the low bluffs north of the docks.  As they prepared to emerge from the alley where the escape stair had deposited them, Mar grasped Telriy's arm once again in a restraining grip.
The girl laid her hand over his where it clutched her arm, but did not attempt to break his hold.
"Will you drag me?  I thought the idea was to escape notice?"
"What then?" he asked, relaxing his hand.  "I’ll not give you a chance get away."
"Hold my hand," she suggested.  "We can play at being sweethearts out for an afternoon stroll."
"You’ll not run?" he demanded.
"No, our truce stands.  I’ll swear by whichever of the Forty-Nine you wish."
"I’ve no faith in any of the Forty-Nine."
Telriy raised an eyebrow.  "My honor?"
Mar laughed.
"My family, then?"
"I trust none of those.  I don’t have gods, honor, or kin.  Swear by nothing but yourself or not at all.  Just keep your own word."
"My word then to you, but to you alone."
Unsure of the significance of this last provision, but with no real alternative, he nodded.  He felt certain that the girl would vanish at her first opportunity, but for now, she seemed content to go where he led.  In any event, once they were reunited with Waleck, she would become old man's problem and his no longer. 
Smiling, Telriy slipped her hand into his as he released her arm.
Once again, Mar found himself smiling back and he turned quickly to hide the damning expression.  Taking a deep breath, he strode from the shadow of the alley into the bright daylight of the street.
Abruptly transformed, Telriy played her part well, vivacious and gay, as they made their way down the broad stairs of Viceroy Khajdmachi's Way to the upper river promenade.  She chatted cheerily of insignificant things, satisfied with no more than mere nods from him, and greeted all whom they passed, warmly and profusely, no matter that they were all utter strangers.  She would lag a few steps, detaining him, as a greeting passed to a friendly conversation, gain a few steps, pulling him along, to point out a particularly bright hued bird nesting in the eave of a building.  When the conversation ended or the bird flitted away, she would hug his arm affectionately, lean close to whisper something incomprehensible in his ear and often brush a light kiss across his cheek.  Then she would rush on, their hands always linked, not a restraint, but a connection.
Telriy monopolized the eyes and interest of everyone.  The young men gazed at her enviously, furtively watching her pass down the street.  The old men smiled their fatherly smiles at her, chucking in remembrance.  The young women chatted with her conspiratorially, giggling over whispered comments.  The old women sighed knowingly, brassily supplying advice about childbirth and cooking.
Mar's own discomfiture with Telriy’s performance fitted well with the ruse.  His near silence and nervousness were universally dismissed as the anxieties of a young man in first love.  Few of the dozens they encountered bothered to glance at him more than once.  It seemed certain that no one would even recall what he looked like, much less have reason to inform the Guard of their passing.
As they advanced into the crowd of the Merchant’s Market in the shadow of the great arches of the Red Ice Bridge, Telriy shed the imposture but did not drop his hand.  They wove their path together through the lounging bargemen, haggling merchants, and cargo lots to reach the barge quay.
The old man was not in sight.  The crew was aboard and the bondsmen rowers seated at their oars.  The crates and barrels that had crowded the temporarily fenced stowage were now secured and tarped in high stacks amidships.  The mate stood at the head of the gangway, making ready to heave the cleated ramp with the aid of several sailors and shore hands.
Mar rushed forward.  "Wait!  Passengers to board!"
The mate’s face folded into a pained look at the shout and he swiveled to look down at them sourly.  The man glared for several long moments but then resignedly threw up his hands and then signaled his men.  The gangway dropped back onto the timbers of the dock with a thud.  The bondsmen idled quietly to one side and the sailors watched curiously as the mate bounced down the gangway.
"Aye, the Captain, he said there was passengers," the big man said doubtfully, eyeing first Mar then Telriy.  He examined her full length, though not crudely.  "But, the Captain, he said a merchant and his bondsman.  Nothing was said about a woman."
"A small change," Mar improvised, "Nothing more.  Merchant Waleck will be here shortly."
The mate wagged his head.  "The Captain’ll decide that."
"And who might you be?" the grizzled officer demanded when he appeared, stomping down to the quay.  "I've a boat to sail and I'll not be delayed by frippery."
As the Captain approached, Telriy shot Mar an inquisitive look.  Though he remained silent and did not change his expression, the girl seemed to take some direction from his stance.  She turned her face toward the riverman and smiled.  She did no more than that, but from that moment forward the Captain spared Mar not one further glance.  If the Captain recognized the young thief from the morning, he gave no sign of it
"Assistant Factor Third Chelmah, sir,” Mar lied smoothly, watching the bargeman’s eyes.  When he detected no reaction, he continued, “Merchant Waleck's accountant."
"And you, young woman?"
"Telriy, Merchant Waleck's daughter, sir."
"And where’s the Merchant Waleck?"
"Coming, sir, coming," Telriy assured pleasantly.  "He was delayed by unexpectedly lengthy negotiations for a lumber contract."
The Captain harrumphed, his expression pronouncing that none of this was his concern.  He jerked his thumb over his shoulder toward the barge.  "Two passages paid, two passengers aboard, but we'll not wait for yer father.  And if he shows before we cut loose, he'll owe another passage."
"Of course, sir,” Mar assured him, “and no doubt a premium for your trouble."
The Captain shrugged.  That was only his due.
“And there’s no providing for females,” the captain told Telriy baldly.  “The crew and the rowers is used to casting their middens o’er the side before the Gods and all.”
“I have traveled, Captain,” Telriy assured the boatman.  “My sensibilities will not be offended.”
The Captain grunted.  “You’ll stay to the foredeck.  Elsewise the rowers‘ll be having a pinch.”
“I understand completely, sir.”
The Captain dismissed them with an exasperated wave and they mounted the gangway.  The mate sent them forward past the rowers’ benches to a raised section of deck at the bow.  There were no cabins on the barge; the barges were built quickly and broken apart at their destination, with the timbers sold off to whatever purpose.  The crew, officers and all, slept on the open deck amongst the cargo or under awnings at the stern.  Reached by a flight of three unguarded steps, the small triangle of deck space was utterly bare and was heavy with the bright smell of sun-warmed wood.
Telriy turned to him.  "Well?  What now, oh Factor's third assistant Chelmah?"
Mar looked back toward the dock.  "We wait for Waleck."
"And where might this barge be bound?"
"South."
Telriy's face clouded.  "I know that!  What is our destination?"
"Mhajhkaei, I suppose.  Is there any other?"
Telriy looked pleased.  "Mhajhkaei.  Yes," she said, nodding to herself, "that will do."
Weary, Mar ignored her and walked to the starboard rail.  He scanned the quay, then the promenade, north and south, but saw no sign of the old man.  Already the gangway was aboard and lashed to its place atop some barrels of wine.  The mate and another hand came forward to cast lose the hawsers cinched about the short bow post and then went aft to release the stern lines.  Once that was done, the Captain would back oars to push the barge out to the river channel.
Just as Mar came to the conclusion that the old man would not make the barge before it sailed, a disturbance broke out at the stern.  Distracted, he turned to watch.
The mate, with considerable vehemence, was cursing and kicking at the knotted mass of the aft cable.  Somehow, it had become tangled and would not release the cleat.  His volume increased in accord with his frustration, and presently the Captain appeared, took one look, and called for an axe.
As the Captain himself raised the axe to sever the cable, a hail rose from the dock.
Mar looked, scarcely hoping, but, yes, it was indeed the old scrapper. 
Shouts went back and forth, hands were waved dramatically, and then the Captain had the stern snubbed to the dock with the cable.  Waleck clambered aboard, hoisted up by two burly rowers, clasped the Captain's hand several times in the midst of an abbreviated discussion, then started forward.
As the Captain turned back to the tangled line, it abruptly slipped free, whipped over the rail, and trailed down into the water.  The barge rocked slightly with the release. 
The bargeman glared at the cleat for a moment, shrugged, and spoke to the mate, who barked orders down the line of rowers.  The bondsmen on the starboard side rose to pole the barge into open water and then reseated themselves, oars poised.  The mate barked again.  With a synchronous splash, the oars bit the water, rose, and bit again.  The rowers began a bawdy tavern song to keep time, and the barge eased away from the dock.  Once it reached the channel, the Captain swung the wheel hard over to point the bow downstream.  As the rowers broke into a steady pace and a particularly popular verse, the barge began its long journey. 
Waleck reached the foredeck, breathless and grinning.
"A fine day for a trip, eh, Mar?" he offered, clapping the younger man on the shoulder.
Mar rolled his shoulders nonchalantly, hiding his relief.
"And our fellow passenger?" the old man continued in a more business like tone, looking to the girl.
Telriy's expression closed.  The light of the smiles she had shown Mar earlier vanished as if they had never been.  She gazed defiantly back at Waleck without speaking.
Waleck glanced about their small accommodation.  "A little sparse, but that can be mended, I believe.  I must see the Captain once more.  Wait for me, here, Mar."
The Captain remained at the wheel until the barge had passed the confluence of the Blue and the Red before passing the helm to the mate.  Waleck waited patiently as the Captain rattled off a standard set of instructions for the mate, and then engaged the bargeman in a conversation marked by extended discussions and intervening handshakes.
Mar stood by the rail as the barge gained its speed, looking back as Khalar, where he had spent the entirety of his life save for an unwanted half year in the Waste, disappeared from sight around the first great bend of the river.



NINETEEN
3213 Before the Founding of the Empire
 
Orethe had taken her last step and she knew it.  She did not bother herself trying to rise.  She did not remember sitting in the dry summer dust of the road.  Perhaps she had fallen.
"nMahr??"
She called her husband's name again, but he did not answer.
And he would not, for he was dead.  nMahr and all his brothers, his cousins and uncles, were dead.  Her own brothers as well, one by one in the last days of the siege.  Even little Freghth, the joy of her father’s old age, by nMahr’s side on that terrible last day.  He had cried out her name when the bolt smote him.
All the yeomen of Kharae Holding were slain; put to the sword or incinerated in the ashes of the buildings, blasted into bloody rag dolls by the contemptuous sorcerers.  All the women and children as well, though quickly and with what passed for mercy among the Oaurlervy Faction -- an example to forestall the defiance of others.  Some of the children had screamed, though none of the women.
She realized that the stars were out, a dark night, both the moon and the Orbitals down.  When had she lain down?  She dully noticed a spasm of pain and felt a rush of wetness between her legs.  Her water had broken finally.  The labor she recalled from the last league of her trudging walk would come to a conclusion.  nMahr’s son would be born soon.
Why she had fled the Holding even as the entire substance of her life was annihilated she did not know.  It had seemed important, somehow, to preserve something, anything.  The stench of the sewer tunnel still clung to her, though faintly.
The baby's first wail woke her.  She vaguely remembered the gasping and contractions as she fought with what remained of her being to birth the child.  She must have swooned afterwards.  She tried to rise, could not, lay back panting.  Her breath was fading; she had no strength left.  Again, the baby wailed, louder.  But she was dying and the baby would die with her, here in this dusty road.  She stirred, tried to raise her arm, wanting to touch him, comfort him.  Her arm did not respond.  She was cold, colder than she had ever been.
There was a rustling noise near her.  Wolves?
A small face peered down at her from a modest height, lit by its own soft glow.  Not a human face, though almost.  A magical creature then. 
Orethe spent what life remained in her to speak.  "Save ...  nMahr’s ...  son ...."
 
*************
 
As Lkai watched, helpless, the woman perished.  Alone and travel worn, squalling newborn fouled with its own bloody afterbirth between her sprawled legs.  Such was the way of human kind.
What to do now? 
The babe would perish as well; there seemed little doubt.  With none to care for it and no milk, it would cry till its voice gave out, then succumb, perhaps tomorrow or the next day.  That is, if the buzzards or foxes did not get it first, perhaps before morning.  Lkai rubbed his chin in a very human gesture.  Yes, more likely the foxes and buzzards.
Lkai looked closely at the babe.  His eyes were oblivious to the night -- the eyes of a forest cat, his sorcerous Master had once assured him.  The pudgy infant with its tiny clenched fists and insistent noise was as plain to him as if it had been noon instead of midnight well set.
Perhaps he should end its suffering now, mercifully, with his knife?
No, he could not bring himself to that.  But neither could he care for the babe.  Lkai was alone, the first and last of his kind.  His mate Lkoi was dead these decades passed -- an error in her coding, his Master had apologetically explained.  Lkai himself was old, his lifespan at an end.  Only fortnights remained.  His coding had been exact and he knew the tally almost to the minute.  He had fled to this forest to expire in peace, away from the raging conflict, released by his sorcerous Master in a belated gesture of compassion, as he himself departed to reluctantly join the fray.
Something must be done with the child, but what?  No answer came to that question, but the immediate needs of the moment were obvious.  Lkai dropped his pack, set aside his doubts, and busied himself with the task at hand.  He attended the baby first, detaching the cord, and cleaning it with water from his canteen.  Then he wrapped it in his spare shirt, which was barely large enough for the deed.  The child quieted then.
He could do little for the woman.  She was just too large for him to move.  For dignity's sake, he settled her limbs in a normal posture and covered her with her own blood stained clothing.  She had no possessions.
He carried the infant some distance away and laid it carefully in a hasty cradle of grass beside the road.  He thought for a moment then took the box of blazes from his pack.  There were four left, a parting gift from his Master.  A small corner of one would make a nice warming fire that would last most of the night.  Three set to expend themselves instantly would no doubt incinerate the woman's body, leaving nothing for the forest beasts.  Lkai nodded to himself; that was the right of it.
Lkai held the infant in his arms so that it could view its mother’s pyre.  The blazes flared quickly, blindingly, but the child uttered no further sound.  When nothing remained but smoldering ash, Lkai shouldered his pack, gathered the human man-child in his fur-covered arms, and steadfastly continued his journey.
The magical being let his mind wander once again around the problem of the human babe. 
Lkai, himself, could endure the forest well.  He was a broad-spectrum omnivore, much of his magically woven life coding derived from beasts, and could sustain himself with no more than nuts, berries, and the occasional grub -- even grasses and leaves, if necessary.  Such was his plan, to expend his remaining days in quiet and peaceful contemplation, hidden from all humankind.
The infant, though, was another story altogether.  There was not the slightest chance that it could survive here untended.
Sighing away his reluctance, Lkai dropped his gaze to the face of the babe and studied it.
This was more than a simple human look.  Lkai was an instrument, a magically engineered form of life designed, constructed, and utilized to measure certain esoteric flux potentials that were extremely difficult for humans to sense or manipulate.  His soul was the very substance of magic, compounded of elements both natural and artificial.  His mind was a machine of calculation and extrapolation, a painstaking combination of human intelligence and bestial cunning.  His being was the refined essence of vigor, a hybrid taking all the strengths and none of the weakness of his components. 
He had been invented on paper, proved through experimentation, and conceived in a laboratory.  His Master had considered him and his equally sterile mate to be one of the crowning achievements of his lifelong study of the magical disciplines.
Lkai had been born to read the destinies of men.
What he saw in the babe’s face chilled him.
But he now knew what he must do.
Lkai found a stone cottage he had not known existed in the depths of the forest, following directions written in the soul of the infant.  The dwelling had been abandoned for some time, perhaps decades.  The gravel path was overgrown, and the small garden lost again to the forest.  The whitewash had long since peeled away from the tight set stone, but the cottage had been well made and it seemed otherwise intact, guarded both by stout doors and shutters and subtle, yet deceptively powerful magic wards. 
The builder had not sealed the cottage against all entry, either with locks or magic, only dissuaded the interest of animals and casual wanderers.  Perhaps that lover of solitude had known that he would not again return to his cottage, and that others would have need of it.
Lkai pushed open the front door, noting that the well-crafted hinges emitted no sound.  He expected dust and disarray, but was pleasantly surprised.
The single room of the cottage was neat and clean, as if its owner had only just stepped out for a stroll.  Lkai could sense the powerful and artistically simple enchantments that endured here, banishing dust and insects, preserving each item in its prescribed place.
There was a small bed, handcrafted of forest oak, with a firm and inviting down mattress, where Lkai gratefully and immediately deposited his charge.  The inventory was of the possessions that a vanished man had found essential was short: One square table, one padded chair, one fieldstone fireplace, one storage rack with cookery, one stout but empty cabinet, one large bookcase.
Short, but not simple.  Lkai had much experience divining the products of intricately patterned magic (over the shoulder of his sorcerous Master).  The table would summon prepared food when desired, and likely vanish the remains, platter, silverware and all.  The chair intimated that it could assume any shape needed and might do wonders for an aching back.  The cookery was just cookery; no doubt the preparing of food was sometimes more interesting than the consumption of it.  The cabinet was indeed a marvel, with an almost frightening store of power, and laid claims to being able to produce any article desired.  The bookcase displayed many less than a hundred small volumes, but held upwards of ten thousand, ingeniously folded into space along magical axes that Lkai had previously been ignorant of.
Indeed the former occupant of the cottage seemed to have been a more powerful and skillful wizard than any Lkai in his long life had ever encountered.
Perhaps, though there was no hint of it in the child’s destiny, that masterful being had also discovered the peculiar side effect of his bookcase that had called Lkai to this place.  Perchance it had been the portal for the owner’s own final departure.
Lkai had doubts.  He could not see where or when the babe would arrive and only a haze for most of its future, but he did know that it would survive and perhaps prosper.  He also knew that in this time and place it would only find a simple, unmarked grave thirty short paces from the rear of the cottage.
Even so, Lkai’s course was set.  He accepted destiny, embracing it with a pure joy that human kind could never experience.  Fate did not frighten him.  He knew that there were choices inherent in any destiny, choices to which most men were blind. 
He gathered the babe one last time in his arms.
Its eyes remained shut and its breath even, as if somehow it accepted its uncertain future.
Or perhaps it was only exhausted.
Lkai moved to the bookcase and touched a shelf, pushing carefully.  Rows of dustless books appeared on the first alternate set of shelves.  He pushed again, and as the next alternate began to rotate into view, reached out quickly and exactly to halt the transposition, precisely in the manner his visions ordained, so that the opening between the shelves became visible. 
Magics flared in the whiteness of this hole into space, an eye twisting confusion that could not be perceived with mundane senses alone.  Colors to which human eyes were blind and sounds to which human ears were deaf washed over Lkai.  It was not the deadly flood of undertime, a peril not even his great Master had ever dared attempt.  This new and frightening place was a zone outside of time altogether, a conduit to everywhen and everywhere.
Lkai looked at the infant’s untroubled face once more.  One last thing -- the child deserved a remembrance.  He made a small gesture with two fingers of his right hand, a weak bit of magic that would nevertheless endure.
“Your name is the same as your father’s – nMahr.  Farewell.”
 With that, he covered the infant tightly in his spare shirt and cast it into the opening.  A scarce moment later, the enchantments of the bookshelf, detecting an incongruence, defaulted to the first shelf.
His task completed, Lkai turned and settled experimentally into the chair, complacently awaiting his own destiny.



TWENTY
 
“Do you know what you are doing?”
“Yes.”
“Do you want me to do that?”
“No.”  Mar glared at Telriy as he stirred the pot, but she refused to budge from his side.
“You used too much salt.”
“This is the way I like beans.”
Mar did not attempt to hide his annoyance.  Telriy had shadowed him since the barge had departed Khalar.  Neither hints, nor suggestions, nor outright demands had convinced her to leave him to his work.
“Mar,” Waleck called, “Come help me here.”
With some relief, Mar tossed the spoon at Telriy and strode across the deck.  The girl made as if to rise from her stool, looked warily at the old man, and then sank back.
 Waleck had propped the peak pole and corner poles beneath the heavy oilcloth of the awning, setting the butt ends in sockets nailed to the deck, but had not managed to take the slack from the fabric.
“Take that corner,” the old man told him.
Mar loosened a cord tied about a cleat mounted on the gunnels at the point of the bow.  Waleck pulled in the opposite direction to remove a sag.
“Good.  Now the other side.”
Mar walked down the side of the awning to a freestanding corner.  Here they had tied the anchoring cord to a hook driven into the deck timbers.  After a few moments of effort, Waleck seemed satisfied.  He then had the younger man hang the hammocks.
“Only two?”  Mar questioned.
“All the captain had to spare.  The girl – what is her name?”
“Telriy.”
Waleck paused as if considering the name.  “Telriy will have to sleep upon the deck.”
Mar lowered his voice, hoping that the girl, only paces away, would not hear.  “I’ll have to watch her through the night.  She’ll run off if she gets a chance.”
Waleck shook his head, not bothering to whisper.  “By full dark we will be ten leagues from the city.”  The old man pointed at the overgrown banks of the river, near on the starboard side, distant to port.  “Only a fool would try to walk through that.”
The young man shrugged, glancing at Telriy, who obviously had overheard the old man’s comment.
“Irregardless, we do not need her, only the information that she carries.”  Abruptly, Waleck turned and walked from beneath the awning.
Telriy rose as the wasteminer approached, circling to place the iron brazier, its glowing charcoal, and the hanging cooking pot between them.  She gripped the wooden spoon defensively.  She swung her head about quickly, as if for aid. 
The rowers faced the stern as they sculled and seemed solely intent upon maintaining the pace called by the mate.  The captain and the two remaining members of his small crew were all out of sight aft of the tarped stacks of cargo.
“Now, Telriy,” Waleck announced.  “You have caused us some trouble.  You destroyed Khavurst’s Travels – and likely a good portion of the Viceroy’s Library along with it.  I could speculate upon your reasons for this act but those reasons are of no consequence to me.”
Warned by a subtle shift in tone, Mar looked sideways at the old man.  Waleck seemed to have taken one of his moods again.  Coldness shadowed his eyes.
“I intend our ways to part at the first opportunity.  I also intend to have whatever knowledge you gained from Khavurst.”  Waleck paused and his face hardened even more.  “Once again, The Mother of the Seas?”
Telriy’s face grew equally hard.  “What you intend is also of no consequence to me.”
“I will have the information,” Waleck warned. 
Alarmed, Mar laid a restraining hand on the wasteminer’s shoulder.
Waleck whipped his head at the touch, then twisted savagely, fist flying up to strike the young man’s hand away.  Utter surprise held Mar in place.
Again, the old man wore the face that was not Waleck.  It had the same eyes, the same nose, the same lines, but it was not Waleck.  It was someone bitter with hatred.  It was someone powerful.  It was someone who would kill without thought.
The old man’s eyes flared as his other fist swung.
Mar did not retreat, though he knew the blow would stagger him.
Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the alien visage crumbled.  Falling back a shocked step, Waleck looked out from his own dark eyes once more.  A sudden sweat beaded his brow and his arms fell to his sides as if all strength had drained from them.  Confusion seized him. 
“I – I am sorry, Mar.  I do not know – understand –“
Tightlipped, Mar shook his head.
“—sorry.”  Bewildered and shaking his head, the old man staggered to the awning.
Lowering her spoon, Telriy rushed around the brazier.  “There’s something wrong with your master.”
“He isn’t my master.”
Telriy ignored this.  “The Gods have addled him.”
“Yes.”  Mar felt no desire to say more than that.  There was no remaining doubt; the old man was insane.
“What will you do?”
Mar wondered that himself.  He still had the gold, tucked beneath his clothes in a money belt provided by Rynthrahl.
“Nothing.”
“What do you mean?”
Mar knew he could follow the old man no longer.  He should not have followed him onto this barge.  He would leave the Waleck half the gold; that was fair.  In Mhajhkaei, he would simply disappear once the barge docked.  “I mean nothing.”
“You could come with me?”
Mar kept his face impassive.
“To aid me in my journey,” Telriy emphasized, taking a meaning that Mar had not intended.  Tilting her head pointedly at Waleck, she grasped his arm and tugged gently.  He let her lead him back to the stools before the brazier.
Mar’s stomach growled.  He looked into the pot.  The water had risen to a slow boil but the beans had yet to brown.  He took the spoon from the girl and swirled it in the simmering pot.  Beans that had not been pre-soaked took a long time to cook.  Their simple supper would be quite late.
At the stern, the Captain, consulting a brass external-spring clock, rang the ship’s bell thrice to signal a change in watch.  The mate called out an incomprehensible order, the yell echoing slightly off the trees of the near bank and the dark water of the river.  The barge rocked slightly as the thrust of the oars ceased, the rowers, mumbling quiet curses, abruptly breaking their rhythm and allowing their oars to trail through the water.  Propelled by the swift water of the channel, the boat slowed but continued to move at a good speed.  Mar’s pot swung slightly on its chain and the brazier puffed sparks as the steady movement of air eased.
 The mate gargled out another order.  Pivoting the long poles skyward, the rowers swung them inboard, dripping.  The burly men rose to lash the long poles in racks alongside the benches.  Then, released from duty, they clambered about, groaning, complaining good-naturedly, and laughing.  The barge rocked one way and another as they moved, shifting its trim.  Some fetched food; others simply hunted a comfortable spot to bask.  After some moments, the majority had satisfied whatever impulse struck them and a calm, punctuated only by an occasional jest and the gentle sighing of the water on the hull, returned.
Telriy gave him a keen look as the distraction subsided.  For a long moment, her face was unreadable.  Then, instead of continuing, she ducked her head absently and let her hair dangle.  After combing it swiftly with her fingers, she pulled it around to her left shoulder.  Without bothering to look, she let her practiced hands begin a braid in the middle of its length.  The girl locked her gaze with Mar’s.
“I also seek the Mother of the Seas.”
Mar waited.
“Aid me in my search and I’ll reward you richly.”
Mar wanted to laugh scornfully but did not.  “I won’t chase that fantasy any more.”
Telriy finished the braid and flicked it onto her back.  Her eyes widened.  “You don’t believe?”
“In magic?  Of course not.  I don’t believe in anything.”
Telriy frowned.  “I’m the daughter of witches through endless generations.  I’ve lived with magic for my entire life.  It’s as real as the earth or the sky.”
Mar did not react to her words, knowing that she expected shock or amazement.
“How can you not believe?” the girl blasted exasperatedly into his controlled expression.  “You’ve seen magic!”
Mar shook his head.  “Never.”
Telriy smiled thinly, reaching into the pouch at her waist.  When she withdrew it, she opened it to show him another black ball.  “This is magic!”
Curious, Mar peered at the ball.  It was shinny like a bead but had no hole for the string.  “You threw one of those into the book at the Library.”
“Yes.  This is a blaze.  If I dropped it onto this wood, it would burn a hole straight through to the river bottom and consume everything that did not sink.”
“Fire isn’t magic.”
“Everything is magic!”  Telriy insisted intensely.  “Magic is simply the means by which the unseen forces of the world are controlled!” 
“Waleck believes in magic.  His belief has driven him mad.”
That stopped Telriy, but only for a moment.  “Some foul humor has made him mad.  There are magical arts that could remove that humor.  The ancient sorcerers had those skills.”
“No myth will cure the old man.”
Telriy fell silent again.  She returned the blaze to her pouch and then simply sat looking at him for a long moment.
“One day, Mar,” she said at last softly, “You will believe in magic.  You will no longer be able to deny it because it will hammer itself into your pitiful little life with terrible force.  It will steal everything you hold dear.  It will change you in ways you cannot imagine.  Magic has destroyed lesser men.  I don’t doubt that it will destroy you.”
Mar stared hard into her eyes.  “Maybe Waleck isn’t the only one driven mad by a thirst for the impossible.”
Telriy gritted her teeth.  She made no sound, but her anger rode across her face like a pillaging flame.  She leapt to her feet, almost shaking, and flung the spoon at him, but Mar’s hand whipped out to catch it before it could strike him.  Eyes flashing, the girl spun on a heel and marched to the rail.
Mar turned the spoon in his hands for a moment and then carefully stirred the beans.
Telriy was dangerous. 
Mar had seen men do stupid things to please women.  It had seemed a common failing, but until now he had not completely understood that insanity.  The feelings she was able to brew within him with but a single glance unnerved him.
Yes, she was dangerous indeed.
In another time and place he might have gone to her side and said whatever it took to make her turn her smile upon him again.  But now he just sat and stirred the beans.
After some time, the mate called out again, putting the rowers back to work.  The barge rounded a bend, then another, and again another in a seemingly endless series as it followed the river toward distant Mhajhkaei.
Toward evening, the eastern horizon darkened.  The mate and captain consulted briefly, and then steered the barge to port into a slower channel, passing between bars into calm water near the bank.  The oars were lashed again, more permanently, and a rower dove overboard with a line, swimming to the bank.  Another pair followed the first and helped him haul a cable and lash it about a large tree.  Once the swimmers had returned and were pulled aboard, the entire crew set about preparing for the storm.
Telriy continued to behave as if Mar did not exist.  Waleck had climbed into a hammock and was apparently asleep.
Mar, with nothing better to do, stirred the beans.



TWENTY-ONE
 
Telriy's scream woke Mar.
His eyes snapped open, his heart pounding with a desperate urgency and his senses achingly alert.  For a long moment as the hammock swayed beneath him, he did not move, trapped between sleep and wakefulness, in that frontier where dreams seem reality and reality only dreams.
 Crying frantic messages, clouded memories tried to stimulate his lethargic body into action, but sleep clung yearningly to him.  With soft caresses that stilled his nerves and whispered comforts that soothed his heart, it lured him back to his rest.  Half-heartedly, he fought the dulling embrace for a moment, sorting through the impressions supplied him by his fear-enhanced senses. 
His eyes registered only jet, uniform in an uncompromising solidity, but this was more solace than vexation.  Beneath his clenched hands, the scratchy fabric and coarse stitches of the hammock were damply cool.  The rough-weave blanket lay heavy across his chest, a warming weight.  The steady thrum of the rain striking the awning was a soothing tone; the rattle of the oiled canvas curtains a slightly irritating counter.  A draught of chill air flushed his cheeks and filled his nostrils with the odors of soaked cloth and rain-washed air.  In none of these could he find reason for worry, and he abandoned his resistance and submitted to the demands of the darkness.  His eyelids rolled down.
The first big, splattering drops of fever warm rain had struck the deck before Mar had finished his second bowl of the unencouraging beans.  Scrambling about in frantic haste, he managed to soak only half of his clothing before he had tossed, skidded, and hurled the implements of supper under the awning, rolled down and secured the thick weather flaps, and chased an uncooperative and sullen Telriy into the relative dry.  He had half-hoped that the girl would dispute his occupation of the second hammock, such was the dark state of his mood, but she meekly curled up with a tossed blanket into the upswept corner of the bow.  Tucking her head with one last baleful glance in his direction, she had soon proceeded to emit a very mild snoring sound, or, at least, a good imitation of one. 
Waleck had proven to be locked still into a deep, heavy sleep.  Mar, weariness dragging upon his limbs, had not hesitated to climb into his own hammock and let its intermittent rocking lull him into a similar condition.
The spastic flare of a flash of lightning stabbed through Mar's eyelids, piercing like an icy sword.  Its accompanying rumble of thunder jolted the entire barge, driving out all other sound before its fury.  Gasping, he threw back his blanket and rolled from his hammock to a straining crouch on the deck, the bottoms of his feet stinging as they slapped the wet planks.  Lightning erupted then on all sides, lighting the enclosure with every other breath, and the sound of the rain increased to a rapid tattoo as the core of the storm found the barge.  In the glimpses afforded by these snatches of light, he found the situation maddeningly normal.  Waleck was a motionless lump in his gently swaying hammock, oblivious to the calamitous noise of the storm, for all intents and purposes, a dead man.
Startled by this thought, Mar moved to the old man's side and reached out a tentative hand, a sour feeling welling in the pit of his stomach.  Reassuringly, the flesh of Waleck's cheek was warm and dry, and, from his new position, Mar could make out the gentle rise and fall of the old scrapper's chest.  His anxiety calmed, Mar's eyes glided around the makeshift cabin once more.
Scattered across the deck, wherever they had come to rest, were boxes and pouches, an oddment or two, and piles of varied commodities.  All the supplies that Waleck had purchased from the captain remained undisturbed.  The heavy-footed brazier, an orange glow peeking from the depths of its ash-filled belly, did not appear to have shifted to any degree from the spot to which he had dragged it.  The pot, still begrimed with the dregs of the sodden remains of the beans, sat stolidly beside it.  Belatedly, he realized that he should have left it out for the storm to clean.  And there, just beyond it, on the little section of deck that Telriy had claimed in the nook of the bow, lay the girl's empty, crumpled blanket.
Confused and then stunned, Mar took half of an undecided step as thunder crashed, a deep, pounding roll that repeated and repeated and repeated.  Faintly, an almost familiar sound fought its way through the racket, a noise that sounded too awfully, frighteningly much like a piercing feminine scream.
Instantly alarmed, he concentrated.  Amidst the concussion, it came again, loud and distinct, full of frustrated rage, and inarguably the girl's voice.  Outside!
He scrambled about for his boots, found one, the wrong one, and cast it aside without sparing breath for curse or prayer.  The other eluded him for a long frustrating moment and then sprang to his seeking hands like a chastened hound.  Hastily, he fastened his hand upon the hilt and tried to fling the boot away, but the knife tangled in its sheath and then he did curse.  With a desperate yank, he ripped it free and was up and running.  Restraining thongs parted with one clean slash, and instantly the wind grabbed the ends of the flaps and threw them back.  Another hurtling step and he was out into the storm.
Immediately, he was drenched.  Half-ice water lashed at his flesh, and a maniacal wind ripped his clothes in a hundred different directions.  He was blind, the darkness total.  He screamed for the lightning, and it was there, a wall of brilliant spears springing down to fence in the barge, for one glorious moment turning night into day.  The scene revealed was frozen in his mind even as the night slammed back.
The small space of the foredeck was crowded with better than half a dozen struggling figures, arrested in silent poses of conflict.  Though all were obscured by the driving rain, mere gray shadows, their identities were unmistakable; the hooded outlines of the majority proclaimed them monks of the Brotherhood of Phaelle.  The wildly gyrating slimmer form presented by the tableau in the desperate grip of the monks could only be Telriy. 
The storm chose to gift Mar with another glimpse at that instant.  In his brief moment of sight, Telriy managed to sling one of her attackers away, raging unrestrainedly with fists and feet.  But her freedom survived only a scant second.  As a group, the monks swarmed over her and wrestled her to the deck.
With scarcely a thought, Mar hurled himself forward.  Almost at the same instant, a wind ripped shout cut through the uproar of the storm.  This strident command came from a man whose demeanor gave him a presence even in the deluge, an aura of demonstrated strength and undisputed command.  In obedience, one of the faceless Brothers swung toward Mar.  The young thief did not see the monk plant his feet firmly and bring his weapon, a poniard of gleaming gold with a two handed hilt and back curling bar guards, to bear.  Nor did he hear the three nonsense words the man sang in his brokenly flat baritone.  But he did feel the pulse of crimson fire that sprang from it to engulf him.
Mar was swallowed by pain.  Every muscle in his body spasmed with indescribable agony.  Unable to control even the twitch of his smallest finger, he slammed face first to the deck like so much dead meat.  His nose broke with the impact and spurts of blood washed across his lips and into his mouth.  He gagged as blood and rain filled his airway, and retched, disgorging the full contents of his stomach onto the puddling deck. 
But Mar was ignorant of the physical damage done his body.  His mind was filled with nothing but the pain, totally consumed by the torture that gripped him.
Time eclipsed itself.  Mar retreated, far, far down into himself, and still the pain was there.  He fled on, through the layers of his soul, searching for sanctuary from this reason stealing torment.  At last, he came to a place of dreams, a dimension of all-encompassing stone-hard monotonically reverberating BLACK.  Here he found refuge, for the BLACK – which was heard as well as seen -- held the pain at bay with casual ease.  To reach this shelter, it had been necessary to sacrifice all but the most minute shred of his being.  All of his memories, his hopes, his fears, his intellect, his name, his future, his past -- all of the things, major and minor, that made him who he was had been abandoned by the side of the path that led to this place.  The fragment that remained was doubly refined, the essential essence comprised of instinct and primal need, and was unencumbered by any of the supra-conscious baggage that crippled the greater whole. 
This remnant’s course of action was unhesitatingly evident.  It drew upon the power of the BLACK and rotated obliquely through an extra space to view its body.  It noted the convulsed features and the rigidly twitching limbs, but felt no concern.  Such weaknesses had been sloughed off at the very beginning of its retreat.  After a moment of non-time manipulation, it looked through a second pair of eyes.  A grating-light-blue, softly pulsing energy halo encased the entirety of the body.  The fragment studied this.  The halo pulsed with a readily discernible pattern, a continuously repeated routine that consisted of a simple twin beat interposed with a double pause.  It judged this energy manifestation of minor concern; it could be managed with little effort.  The fragment explored further, examining the relationship between the halo and the body. 
Anchored in the nerves, the halo produced the afflicting signals and also served to amplify them to a debilitating level.  The fragment reached out matter-of-factly and established control utilizing the BLACK, and then sought for a place to discard the halo.  The halo's own point of origin immediately presented itself, being relatively adjacent both in time and normal space.  A cursory scan revealed that this matrix possessed a significant flaw in the base order of its fundamental structure, which, unfortunately, would in all likelihood prevent it from re-assimilating the energy surge of the reflected modulation.  The fragment did not rate the possibility of destructive consequences unrelated to its host as of sufficient importance to deter it from its chosen course of action.  Gathering the halo into a chaotic bundle, the fragment returned it thence, observing placidly as the originating matrix shattered in a burst of augmented light that incinerated its owner, a small portion of the deck, and a major segment of another monk standing nearby.  As expected, the poniard had proved itself quite unable to take what it had given.  The immediate threat removed, the fragment allowed itself to expand.
The pain vanished.  The rain shoved no mercy, but continued to beat down on Mar's battered face.  Sick and weak, he could do nothing for an immeasurable time but shiver, and then when he did move it was only to drag a feeble hand across his mouth to wipe bile and blood away.  Propping himself up on his elbows with an effort, he drew a series of ragged breaths.  His nose and cheeks were swelling quickly, threatening to pinch his eyes shut.  He wanted desperately to lay his head back down, hide from the hurt, forget Telriy, but perversely picked himself up.  He spat to cleanse his mouth, his nose throbbing abominably.
Events took upon a disjointed sequence then, the lightning coming with progressively less frequency.
There was Waleck suddenly, his face bright with rage, bursting from the awning.
A long moment passed before Mar could see again. 
Waleck appeared a second time, several long steps farther, shouting, his words stolen away by the wind, his arms raised, gesturing.
 Another moment of sightlessness. 
Telriy, pinned by strong arms, her lips tight in the silence of desperation, threw Mar a pleading look before the night hid her once more. 
Then blasts of hissing, varicolored light cut the dark between the thunders, reaping destruction, splinters and flesh flying.
Blackness. 
Answering fire flew, and then Waleck was down, the monks swarming over him.
With a brittle clank like that of glass falling on metal, a white doorway grew from the deck, light streaming from it to transform rain shrouded men into black shadow figures devoid of detail.  The shadow monks began to retreat to this doorway, carrying their captives.  By ones and twos, they leapt into the white doorway and vanished.  One group reached the doorway and Telriy's last cry was cut off as abruptly as if the sound had been chopped in two with a cleaver.
The girl's aborted plea reached out with almost palpable force and snared Mar, dragging him forward.  He staggered on uncooperating legs and collided with the group rushing Waleck's limp form toward the doorway.  He grabbed at hands and arms and cloth, trying to impede.  Fists pounded and shoved at him, but he ignored them and fought savagely to reach the old man.  This, though, was all to no avail, for his body had suffered too much.  The will was there, but the strength had fled.  He was thrust away with blows and slung to the deck with a jar that stole his breath. 
A monk stood over Mar.  A pale blue light pulsed for just an instant in the darkness.
A cold voice pronounced, “No, not this one.  There is nothing but the merest background residue.  He is just a servant.  Get rid of him.”
Half in a daze, Mar felt himself being lifted by many hands, carried a few jarring steps, and thrown with a quick swing far, high, and out.  He fell a long time and crashed into water.
He struck the river tumbling slowly, first his head, then chest, and then legs.  Water erupted away from him with a sound not unlike that of fish guts hitting pavement.  He plunged beneath the choppy surface, gasped involuntarily, and choked on the shockingly cold fluid.  Convulsively, he thrust downward with his arms and shot his upper body back into the air, spewing.  He had barely time to cough once more, choke-near vomit, and feel the acid burn of water in his nostrils, before he sank back beneath the river.  He might have drowned then, save that his arms and legs seemed determined to survive no matter what the rest of him wanted.
Treading water, he forced a cough to clear his lungs and then sucked air greedily.  After a moment of drifting with the weak current, he regained enough presence of mind to strike out with careful strokes toward the black slash against the background gray that he vaguely perceived as the shore.  He had thought it a goodly distance, but scarcely a full moment passed before his right hand dug into the sandy bottom.  Standing with difficulty, the surprisingly persistent clutch of the river off-balancing him, he waded up onto the sharply inclined beach, such as it was, and collapsed in a heap.  His awareness faded for an unknown length of time, and he came back to himself shuddering with a bone-leaching chill.  He wrapped his arms tightly around his knees and hugged them close to his chest.  Hoarding his own warmth, he pressed his face down against his forearms.  He would have been content to sleep just so had it not been for the insistent sting of the rain upon his neck.  Just then, this slight irritation was more annoyance than he could bear.
All that developed from his first attempt to stand was an overwhelming desire not to do so.  His total exhaustion surprised and confused him.  Beatings he had taken before, though by no means recently and none as severe, but never had these left him in such a state.  And his ordeal was certainly not over.  Only the Forty-Nine Gods knew how long it would take to find shelter from the storm -- if any shelter was to be found.
Stubbornly, not quite knowing how he managed it, he got to his feet.  Begrudging himself one small grin of triumph, he rested a moment.  The bar -- it could be nothing else -- sloped upward sharply before him, and if there was a refuge, some hopefully dry nook or cranny, it seemed reasonable to assume that it would lie on the most elevated part of the islet.  His set his jaw against the ache in his muscles, staggered a cautious step or two, and then, encouraged, assayed more ambitious strides.
  And promptly hooked his foot on a protruding piece of driftwood and fell on his face in the course sand.
He would have cursed then, but he could not for the life of him remember the name of the deity empowered with the oversight of sand.
Simply because he had to, he got up again.  Always, there were no choices.  He had to climb to his feet and try again.  And again, if necessary.  And still again.  Surrender had no meaning for him; he could not quit, no matter the pain, no matter the cost.  Had he been able to do so, he would have given up better than a decade ago when he was a scrawny, starving boy in the back streets of Khalar with nothing and nobody and nowhere to go.  But not now.  Never now.
He plodded on and did not bother to count the times he fell.  He made it to the top of the rise, a plateau of sorts -- the uneven stretch of grass-hummocked sand measured barely ten paces long by half that wide. 
He turned about, unsure of which direction to look, peering into the dark and rain.  He knew the barge was out there, but he could find no hint of it.  The strange lights of the Phaelle’n – and Waleck and Telriy – were gone.  He turned back again.
A dark, ragged mass perched before him, deflecting some of the wind.  He moved toward it, straining to see.  He had to close within an armlength before he could discern the nature of the mass.  It was a raft of driftwood, uprooted trees, and other such flotsam woven in an incredible tangle.  It was high and free of the sand and must have been left by the receding of some seasons past flood.  Somehow, he found a relatively dry cubby formed by the over-reaching roots of a massive stump.  With what he knew to be the very last of his strength, he burrowed into the sand to await the dawn.
He did not concern himself with what he would do when that dawn came.  He already knew.  That had been decided before he had been thrown overboard.  Telriy's last cry had been just one simple word. 
With her final hope, Telriy had called his name.



TWENTY-TWO
 
Mar had no boots.
Not that this might be deemed unusual in any sense.  He had not worn shoes on a regular basis until he was nearly grown.  In Khalar, shoes were made on demand to fit the customer; no cobbler bothered to keep unmarketable stock on hand for the convenience of persons minded to squeeze through unshuttered windows on moonless nights.
Though he did not relish the prospect of walking any distance in his bare feet, this problem, in all likelihood, would not have been an insurmountable one.  As it was, the other major difficulty confronting him threatened to expand the first to nearly heartbreaking proportions.  He faced the shore, looking out across the eddy pool, his view unobstructed.  A tentative mist hovered over the slack water, waiting for the sun to banish it back into the depths.  It shifted back and forth in a hesitant dance as if also seeking that which Mar had sought in vain.
The barge was gone.
He was very well and without a doubt stranded, for there was no sign of it as far up and down the Ice as he could see.  Nor of any other barge, ship, boat, bucket, timber, or any other contraption that might be coerced to float.
He had awakened from his fitful sleep at dawn, still drained and weary, when the first sunbeams had loopholed through the mass of the raft to his burrow.  Even then, by all appearances, the barge had been long gone.  The captain must have pressed on sometime in the early morning, driven by the opportunity presented by the end of the storm, by some esoteric boatman's sense which appointed times and schedules, or simply by fear of the magic which had exploded on his foredeck.  It mattered little which of these, or even if some other motivation Mar would never know and could not guess at, had spurred the captain's departure.  The barge had vanished and with it any hope of reaching Mhajhkaei anytime in the near future.
As if his situation was not sufficiently dire, the Brotherhood's magical assault had left him almost completely destitute.  He had the clothes he wore, but nothing else -- no weapons, no gear, no food, and no boots!
He laughed hollowly and winced as a flare of pain from his nose cut the laugh short.  He could not honestly claim to be destitute.  Reaching under his shirt, he pulled the money belt from about his waist and threw it onto the sand.  He still had twenty gold.  But one could not wear gold, eat it, or fight with it.
Mar did not bother to indulge in self-recrimination and felt no confusion or alarm springing from his sudden, painful, and absolute conversion to an inescapable belief in the horrible truth of magic.  He had never denied any fact of reality simply because it did not suit him, had never railed about the unfairness of any circumstance that could not be altered.  There was no longer any doubt that magic was all too terribly real.  This force, or power, or only the Gods knew what, was more dread than strength or wealth or steel.  It was all that Telriy had claimed it was and more.
But neither would he simply submit to that power.  It was simply one more bodiless adversary, one more thorny barrier to his intents and desires, like hunger or exhaustion or fear, to be overcome and thrust aside.
And even at that, it was of no immediate concern; it was but one of many obstacles he could foresee in his future, all of them rearing up in his mind's eye like fractured cliffs to bar the path he had set for himself.
That path was a simple one.  He would find the monks.  He would free Waleck.  He would free Telriy.  And then he would destroy all who swore by the name of Phaelle!
Gingerly, Mar probed at his nose, feeling the stretch of the swollen flesh and tracing the jag of the splintered bone.  It hurt abominably.  He had considered trying to set it aright, but his courage had wavered at the thought of the self-inflicted pain, and it was not at all certain that he would improve his condition with his amateurish efforts.  Curious, he descended to the water's edge to examine his reflection.  Even in this backwater the river was too disturbed to offer him much of a view, just a blurry shadow against blue and gray surges and swirls.  He had never considered his face handsome, but the damage made the rippling image grotesque even to his own eyes.
He raised his gaze again to the glaring, sun-washed greens of the bank.  His nose would heal in time, which was one commodity there would be no lack of during the long trek to Mhajhkaei.  He rubbed his nose gently, trying to relieve some of the aching soreness.  The injury would surely sap his strength as he walked.  It was no doubt a cruel conspiracy of the Forty-Nine Gods that Marihe and her shop lay in the wrong direction.  He would cheerfully chance another of her strange visions, if she would but heal him once more. 
He smiled wryly, but the river paid no heed.  More deplorable than the reputed capriciousness of Khalar's non-existent Gods was his own ignorance.  There was no doubt that the battles that lay ahead of him would be fought on fields ruled by magic.  He faced foes who could kill him in ways and by means that he had never bothered to imagine.  If only he had paid more attention to Waleck's text...
Seized by a thought, which blossomed almost instantly into a burning compulsion, he slowly reached down, scooped up a palm full of the damp, reddish brown sand, and stared at it.
And stared at it.
And stared at it.
Disgusted, he flung the sand into the river.  At best, the idea was ludicrous -- that he, of all things, could use magic!  Even supposing that his unknown heritage had bequeathed to him whatever skill was required, he had no real notion of how to begin.  He had no inkling of what it was, exactly, that he was supposed to do.  Sense the ethereal flux?  Oyraebos had made it no clearer.  How in the name of the Forty-Nine Gods did one do that?
In a black mood, he squatted and idly traced his finger in the water.
He knew he must head south toward Mhajhkaei.  This was his only option, for Khalar was clearly no longer safe for him and he did not believe that the Phaelle’n would have returned to the Imperial City.  Unashamedly, he knew practically nothing of the geography of the lands south of the Khalar.  His journey with Waleck to the Waste City had been the first time in his life that he had traveled farther than a few leagues from the environs of his birthplace.  He had been told often enough that the Ice flowed almost due south to the port of Mhajhkaei on the Great Silver Sea, but the rest of the world remained an utter mystery.  It had never occurred to him that he might have need of such knowledge, as he had always thought himself perfectly content to have remained in Khalar for however many more years he could continue to elude the headsman's axe.  He had had a place in Khalar.  And a trade, such as it was.  Now he had neither.
Equally innocent of things nautical, he had no way of determining how far they had come from Khalar, though surely it must be dozens of leagues.  How much farther it was to the barge's destination, he could hardly guess.  Fifty leagues, possibly, though more probably half again that.
Yes, Mhajhkaei was his only logical goal.  The monks must have passed through the seaport to reach Khalar, and surely somewhere in The Greatest City in All the World he would be able to beg, buy, or steal information that would lead him to them.
A rush of dizziness made Mar unpleasantly conscious of the fact that he had recovered little of his vigor.  He rolled backwards to lie on the sand, the sky spiraling in his eyes.
Mercifully, there were no clouds above to swim in his vision, just the sharp blue dome of the world.  The storm had scrubbed the sky clean of even the highest clouds and had left the morning cool.  Now that the sun had topped the trees towering above the riverbank, it was pleasantly warm and the golden light bathing his face eased some of the dull pain that burned inside his head.  The dizziness passed quickly, but he made no move to rise, his body leaden.  He let his eyes close against the glare, the soothing sun cradling his aching flesh.  In just a few moments, he was asleep.
Mar dreamed of a vast ebony universe, empty and pure.  With no warning, the ebony split, invaded by an infinite blaze of ivory, so that he now stood on an incredibly immense white plain with a great black sky arching over him.  He found his eyes drawn down to the ivory on which he stood.  After eons, it became clear that the ivory was in actuality no more than sand, a pristine, powder-dry beach that stretched from limitless horizon to limitless horizon.  As he continued to peer at the sand, the ebony receded until nothing remained within his vision but the motionless, coarse surface. 
He had an incredible clarity of sight as he studied the sand; he could see the individual grains and the spaces between them.  As he looked closer, the grains swelled to the size of gravel, then again so that they appeared large jagged stones heaped together, and yet again till the face of one grain obscured his sight of the others, spreading beneath him like a rocky plateau.  This particular grain continued to grow, crevices and fissures opening from hairline cracks and vague lines to become crags and gorges.  The splintered and broken walls of one rift widened and rushed up around him, swallowing him, and for a moment he had the frightening sensation of falling.
He saw inside the grain of sand.  There was a riotous thicket of bright light hiding here in the heart: ribbons, and bands, and lines of all colors wrapped and tied together.  There were points and knots, weaves and tangles, complexity and simplicity; in every direction and to the limits of his vision lay glowing, pulsating light.
And every light had a tone.  They blanketed the scale from bass to soprano, every pitch he had every heard played or sung and thousands more that no voice or instrument could produce.  Some cycled, some warbled, some shrieked.  Some droned, some bounced, some thundered.  But, amazingly, all of them could be distinguished from the background of all the others, separated from the cacophonous symphony that seemingly should overwhelm the ears.  An intricate arpeggio caught his attention.  Without knowing how he knew, he knew that it sprang from that convoluted mass over there.  He reached out and grabbed it.  It was soft in some places, sharp in others, and hot in the middle ...  though those words really did not describe the sensations he experienced as he stroked the complicated construction with his hands.  The various lights fixed in the mass had streamers flowing off in all directions, and they began to pulse brighter as he held it.  He felt tension, compression, attraction -- his mind would not settle on one concept, but whirled from one to another, uncertain.
Suddenly weary of the escapade, he buried his hands in the mass and pulled.  The world of lights exploded.
Mar woke with a start and groaned as he sat up, his head throbbing.  He despised dreams that lingered into wakefulness; the transitional moment of utter confusion disgusted him.  Blearily, he looked around.  Nothing had changed: the pool was still vacant, his feet were still bare, and his stomach was still empty.  He started to rise and stopped, as he became aware of smooth objects gripped in both hands.  Wonderingly, he brought the objects up before his awestruck eyes.
He held two matching spheres, both perfectly round and as smooth as glass to the touch.  Their weights were negligible, but as he moved them he felt resistance, as if he pushed them through water.  Their mottled surfaces reflected the same bits of color as the shingle on which he sat.  Disbelieving, he closed his hands and the spheres promptly slumped into handfuls of tinder-dry sand that quickly dribbled between his fingers.
Mar reached with trembling hands to fill his cupped palms once more.  With his breath caught in his throat and his heart thudding madly in his chest, he formed the sand into a sphere. 
How he did it, he could not quite explain.  He could sense something there sighing through the tiny bits of earth bone, some force with fluctuating energy, varying volume, but it was like nothing he knew in the physical realm.  None of the words of measure he knew could be applied to it, but still he thought that he could judge its strength it in a strange, uncertain fashion.  At least, he could tell that this portion was larger than that one, that this certain part here had greater force than one there.  And he could discern certain patterns and cycles, that, for lack of better terms, seemed like songs of colors and melodies of shades.  Some were quiet, bleached and mournful, others boisterous, brilliant and raging.  He could not see them or hear them or touch them, but he knew they were there, and he could manipulate them.
How?  Again, he did not know.  He just made the waves or bands or vortices -- whatever they were -- do what he wanted.  The text had said that it was like walking.  You could walk without thinking about how you did it -- you did not have to willfully control each individual muscle or manage each motion or adjust your balance -- you just walked.  That dictum applied ten-fold to magic.  He wanted to make a sphere, so he simply did so.
Experimentally, Mar closed his hands upon the spheres, working at the unheard kaleidoscopic refrains to strengthen the bond that wove the grains together.  He found that he could not crush the spheres, and when he threw them down, they behaved most unnaturally, lodging instantly in place where they struck, denying the steep slope of the bar.  He toyed with the spheres for some time, creating and destroying them, making one absorb the other, sticking them together, tossing them in the air, and, finally, dropping them into the river.  When he did this, he discovered a most unusual and very welcome property of his magic spheres -- they floated.
He occupied himself for the better part of the afternoon in the construction of his first raft.  What had seemed a simple idea in conception had proved complex in application.  The spheres did not actually float as a length of wood did, but rolled across the surface of the water as if beads on glass, bobbing up and down complacently with every ripple.  They had no draft and no amount of force that he was able to bring to bear would cause any measurable portion of them to submerge.  This characteristic struck him as harmless, so he disregarded it and rushed to complete the one manheight by two platform.  While the joints he fashioned between the spheres were unbreakable aside from a literal act of his will, his original efforts proved universally fluid, so that the raft, when launched, flapped like a gossamer bed sheet, mirroring every rill and wave.  It required a dozen blind experiments to discover a method of forming rigid bonds, but at last he managed to produce a raft as flat and inflexible as a paving stone.
Pushing the raft ahead of him, he waded into the shallows at the southern end of the bar.  Quite pleased at the ease with which it slid across the water, he hopped aboard to attempt his first trial voyage. 
And was immediately disconcerted.  His sand raft did not budge from the spot at which his last push had placed it; the current had no affect upon it whatsoever, passing underneath without producing any sound.  Unsure of the balance of his craft, he scooted to the edge on his buttocks and tried paddling with his hand.  In quick succession, he vainly recited the names of six of the Khalarii pantheon, as his efforts did no more than make his raft spin slowly about its central axis.  He profaned a dozen more when the raft continued to rotate in place without any sign of slowing after he stopped paddling.  In a peevish fit of compounded frustration, he rammed his arms to the elbows through the spheres of the deck.  The raft promptly dissolved with a slosh and dunked him in half a manheight of cold, swirling water. 
The bath chilled his mood as well as his flesh, and when he crawled out onto the bar, his mind was already churning in search of an answer to this new dilemma.  It seemed his dreams were the key to his newfound skill with magic.  At rest, his mind seemed released from the conscious bonds that clouded his awareness of the -- what had Waleck called it?  The ether?  In his dreams, he could literally see, touch and hear the forces he was dealing with, and his mind possessed a keen understanding that eluded him awake.  If only he could somehow tap into that understanding.  But he was much too agitated to attempt another nap, and doubted, even if he did manage to fall asleep, that he could predetermine the course of his dreams.  He could not, with his eyes, see the streamers of sound-color that had so possessed his dream of the sand; numerous ridiculous contortions of his vision had already proven that.  How did one see without seeing?
Mar composed himself on the sand, sitting upright comfortably.  Daydreams were visions that only his mind saw.  Perhaps the forces of magic could be seen through his mind's eyes/ears?
He closed his eyes to the distractions of the river and the forest beyond it and set his mind adrift.  His visions began with the familiar, a populated Waste City; these coasted through his mind with barely an effort.  He sought no direction, but simply let vision lead into associated vision -- places in Khalar, sunsets he recalled, nights he had rather forget, sometimes glorious mornings, being full and warm, silver in his pockets, persons he had knowledge of, a drunk, small children, Waleck, a girl with long hair and dark eyes lit with a crystal blue fire and a ready smile and loose clothing and a willingness...
Mar blinked his eyes open.  That was definitely not the path to greater enlightenment.  Leastwise, not of magic.  And that sort of daydream was of the utterly fantastic variety; that Telriy should smile like that for him was simply too incredible even to imagine.
He sighed, pushed the image of her face from his thoughts, and began again.  He daydreamed of similar things, different things, following paths as he was minded to -- the river, rolling in its millennia old bed, pulled by the strength of the world, a sheer reddish bass haze that bound everything together, constant and harmonic; the trees, snatching at the twinkles flooding from the sun, throwing some off, swallowing others to bring some order to the harsh static; the air, broken by myriad swirls of color and tone, changed and transformed as they passed into and out of his lungs; the sand, tied eternally to the world by loops of the red haze, loops that could be weakened here, untied there, formed into new and unnatural knots, lines, and constructions.
Mar smiled with satisfaction as he rose to work upon his new raft.



TWENTY-THREE
 
The ruin huddled miserably on the plateau, forlorn and empty.
Mar circled the crumbling complex warily, scanning the sprawling collection of stone buildings for nooks where men might hide.  He maneuvered carefully, banking his raft against the sideways force of his turns.  He rode seated, feet braced forward and hands locked on improvised cleats built from sand bubbles.  As yet, he had not managed to fashion the magically bound sand into any other shape; a knife had been his first thought, then boots, but neither attempt had succeeded and the products of the efforts had been rather comical.  A natural limitation of some kind seemed to be at work.  He would have to study the problem.
He saw no one, but did flush pigeons from a high tower that had lost much of its domed roof.  He remained aloft for some time longer, his eyes full of a spectacular sunset, and then, more or less assured that the site was indeed deserted, cautiously directed the raft to coast downward toward a large courtyard.
A geological freak, the plateau rose triumphant from an otherwise unbroken expanse of level flood plain forest.  The sides of it were sheer and, to his eye anyway, unscaleable cliffs.  He had sighted the anomaly as evening approached, and its oddness had drawn him from his course above the river to investigate.  While flying was the most efficient and speediest means of travel that he had ever undertaken, it was also, after the initial awe-inspiring thrill of the experience had waned, undeniably dull. 
Landscape was landscape, whether afoot, afloat, or aflight.
He dumped the last of his speed in careful stages as he dropped lower, calming the yellow tympani that drove it and the quiet turquoise that pushed down against the earth, and brought his raft to a coasting stop.  He accomplished this with less finesse than he would have liked, but did manage to avoid a sudden wrenching jerk.  His first attempt at halting the raft had almost pitched him over its side, arse over pate.  Somewhat pleased with himself, he rose to stretch, looking about.
He had seen more than enough piles of rubble in the Waste City to consider himself a fair judge of the age of quarried stones.  These, he did not doubt, had seen centuries of weathering.  Their surfaces were gray and splintered, cracked from hundreds of seasons of freeze and thaw.  At a guess, it seemed that this ruin was contemporary with that fallen city of the Waste.  No great spasm of destruction had struck here, however.  Most of the structures and walls were reasonably intact, though a few had settled into moss-blanketed heaps.  There seemed to be no main edifice, but rather numerous towers of different shapes and rambling chambers interconnected by arcades and balconies.  He considered investigating the interiors, but decided with darkness approaching that he should restrict himself to the open. 
He wondered briefly how the builders had reached the apex of the plateau.  The distance from the peak of the mount to the forest floor was better than thirty manheight.  While it may not have been impossible to build scaffolds up the face of the cliffs, it seemed a tremendous feat of engineering.  Perhaps, like he, they had simply flown up?
On the western end of the court, a thorny thicket covered a large patch of ground -- possibly the countless seasons-wild offspring of an orchard or garden plot.  The remainder of the court was paved with flinty, mahogany-colored stones, and was clear, though moss and thin grass grew sparsely between the cracks.  A building on the east was without a doubt a stable, with horse-sized doors and interior partitions in the nature of stalls.  A great part of its slate roof was miraculously intact.  While wondering at that, he marked it for the coming night's shelter.  The weathered stub of a fountain and its large reflecting pool commanded the center of the court.  Thirsty, Mar stretched his legs and started toward the pool.
Expecting perhaps stagnant rainwater, and pondering what benefit magic might avail to the cleansing of such, he was pleasantly surprised to discover that clear, untainted water bubbled slowly from a crack in the base of the fountain.  The water rolled down a deep worn channel into the pool, also free of scum and corruption, and then overflowed into a drain set in the pavement.  He tasted the water, found it refreshing, and drank his fill.
A knee-high curb of small milk-glazed tiles, some missing or shattered, confined the pool.  The curb formed not a circle as he would have expected, but rather, he realized as he stood drinking from his cupped palms, a horned crescent -- the three-quarter moon.
No domestic fruit or vegetable had survived the ages of neglect, but Mar did scrounge some late berries in the thicket before the light completely failed.  The meal was not as satisfying as he would have liked, but was sufficient to send him to a hasty bed in the old stable building with a half-full stomach.  He found the roof supported with age-blackened iron joists, not wood.  Wondering anew, and with only a pile of the previous years dusty leaves to soften his repose, he slept.
Sometime after moonrise, he woke with a dry mouth and a full bladder.  Sitting up, stiff and chilled, he listened for a moment at the dark beyond the wide door of the stable.  The courtyard was quiet; the sounds of the forest bellow the massif did not gain its height, and whatever fauna might exist within the complex quiescent.  Rising, he made water in the gutter of the courtyard wall and then moved quickly across the cold stone toward the fountain, regretting yet again his missing boots as the pinpricks of unseen pebbles made him dance.
The night was bright, Father Moon nearly full, though the Cousins were out of cycle.  The priests would explain that Knorthrha the Night God, sated with nearly a month of feasting, had been able to take but a single bite from his monthly prey.  This obese crescent moon, shinning in a clear sky, swept the courtyard with a wash of soft grays.  The tiles bounding the pool, through some mystery of a long dead potter's art, blazed with an astounding white brilliance.  Dazzled and curious -- the glow neither growing nor diminishing as his perspective changed -- he knelt to drink.
His reflection gazed back at him, curious, perhaps amused, deep in its eyes a certainty of knowledge.
He paused, taken aback, and stopped to rub the sleep from his eyes.
Surely this was not he: hair graying, shoulders thick from years of bearing the sword, lines that bit deep and bore the cares of a thousand concerns, a thin scar that marked his right cheek from eye to jaw. 
Only luck that the dagger had missed the eye.  But his surgeon had had a good hand with a needle.  He could have knit the flesh without seam by magic, could in truth erase it with but a pass of his hand at any time he wished, but he kept the scar for the memory, a reminder afresh as oft he gazed into a mirror...
Startled, he sprang back from the pool and stood ready.  For what, he did not know.  As he moved, the image slid from view, hidden behind the curb of the pool. 
The pool had given not a reflection, but a vision.  Akin that of Marihe, but more complete, stronger, as clear as his own sight.  But more than just sight, for he had known the thoughts of the image as his own.  With a sinking feeling, he realized it could be nothing but another apparition of his own future, another equally unwelcome look at what ...  would?  ...  could?  ...  might?  ...  be?
His first thought was to leave the place immediately, fearful of what might be revealed, but the temptation of a glimpse of his own future was simply too great.  Surely, whatever the magic pool might show him could only lend advantage, if no more than the advantage of knowledge over ignorance?
Steeling himself, he stepped back to the pool's edge.
His image awaited, looking back keenly as if aware of its earlier self.  Mar looked closer, repressing his uncertainty.
The man who looked back was indeed much older.  More so than the lines and the gray might speak of. 
He had killed a score less one men with his own strength, all men who had threatened harm to his and his own -- many assassins, some villains, a few rivals in magic.  No quarter asked or given.  He knew all their names, even the ones who had crept anonymous from the night, and tallied them each and every day without fail as a memorial.
This was his favorite place, this balcony.  He had had it built especially so, a place of peace and security, but foremost privacy.  It was a place where none need be on guard, shielded with the most powerful magical wards he could devise.  Men of unquestioned loyalty, one a giant of a man, gone white-haired and near blind, but still deadly and unstoppable, held the one doorway.  A small bit of magic insured that.  Careful magic, that few if any could detect, but necessary.  Mar could not be everywhere at once, and so could not always be in the right place to defend those he loved.
Peace and privacy yes; Telriy could nurse the new baby openly here, as she did now...
Mar looked over the shoulder of his future self.  Yes, there was the girl, seated in a wooden rocking chair, dressed simply in a nursing gown, suckling a tiny infant no more than days old.
...but no more a girl.  No gray, few lines, and ten births all live; magic made an excellent physician.  Six sons and this one made four daughters.  Telriy had accused him often enough of using magic to influence the sex of their offspring, but he had left it all to chance.  Not that he had not considered how the feat might be accomplished.  Great finesse was required...
Mar scanned the balcony revealed in his vision.  This was a family gathering: eight stair-step children lounged or scampered about, reading, playing, mock sword fighting...
...Rhe, the oldest son at seventeen, the heir, who made magic with sometimes frightening ease, so much Mar's son that rumors abounded that Mar had simply forged him from his own blood.  He stood just to the left of his father, more serious than any young man need be.  He watched all, spoke little, knew the demanding course of his life and embraced it unblinkingly.  He would be a king whose deeds were praised for a thousand years.
 Eiriyh and Eiriih, the twins with their mother's hair and eyes, sixteen months younger and frankly lethal with any edged weapon; they styled themselves the King's Bodyguards and had already killed an assassin at their mother's feet.  They would know struggle and danger all of their very long lives.  Lauryh, brassy and bold, perhaps her mother's favorite, and quite proficient at magic, though she disdained it.  Sadness awaited her.  Then the little ones, the oldest five hard years of the Great War younger than Lauryh.  Khorli, Meghiy, little Mar, barely toddling Telrhie, and the baby whose name day was still fortnights away.  The little ones were all still only children; Mar had vowed never to divine the character of their lives...
...and of course, Gherihy, she of the contrary spirit, off somewhere with her betrothed.  An odd pair, inseparable since the final stand of the
siege of Whendispool, of an age, forever arguing but working in tandem like no others, bearing similar scars.  Gherihy the Contrary; the daughter who was to be a son, an outrage that Telriy had yet to forgive Mar of; the eldest who declared herself youngest and so renounced a kingdom; a magician with a gift unfathomed, who refused instruction; her future could not be seen...
Again Mar leapt back from the pool, overwhelmed, his heart racing.  This was simply too much detail, too much knowledge.  He stood there for a moment, frozen with doubt and confusion.
How could he be a king?  That was simply ridiculous.  There were no kings -- no kingdoms – in the modern world.  Nor could one be raised.  Klendhor the Great had killed the last of the despot kings and thereby shattered the final surviving sea-spanning kingdom of the ancient world half a century before the founding of the Empire.  The First Charter of the Empire had outlawed life bound allegiance, as had every law code since.  Without those unbreakable blood oaths, no king could be crowned.  Even mighty Mhajhkaei ruled only a loose confederation of bickering city-states.
And how was he to become such a powerful magician when he barely knew anything about magic at all?
Telriy was to be his wife?  All those children .  .  . 
How in the worthless names of forty-nine idiotic gods could such incredible events come to pass?
His mind spun.  Were all of these things set, beyond his ability to change?  Or could he somehow alter what he had seen?  If it were possible to avoid this future, should he dare attempt to do so?  What horrible consequence might befall him if he tried to rebel against fate?
Did he have options?
Moments passed but no answers came.
He left the pool then without a backward glance, climbed aboard his raft and flung it and himself into the night sky.



TWENTY-FOUR
3197 Before the Founding of the Empire
 
Waking from his dream, Knight-Commander nhBreen hurled himself from his bed and ran barefoot from his quarters across the parade ground toward the command bunker.  He ignored the startled guards and leapt headfirst into the jump shaft.  The safeties adjusted for the added speed of his launch and prevented him from crashing messily into the bottom of the shaft thirty armlengths below.  The next set of guards barely had time to raise an eyebrow as he burst into Central Command.
His second, Vice-Commander Karhle, half rose from his seat.  “Sir...?”
“Bulletin to all stations!” nhBreen barked.  “Evacuate the city!”
Karhle spun and began firing orders to the other officers in the room.  nhBreen’s prescience was legendary; any warning from the Knight-Commander was not to be questioned.  Consoles about the terraced room flared as pre-configured coded messages flashed.  The massive alloy doors of Central Command closed behind nhBreen with a great crash.  The same sound echoed distantly as other armored doors throughout the underground complex sealed themselves.
The Knight-Commander did not pause.  “All Bastion personnel to attack shelters!  Abandon all perimeter defense posts!”
Karhle threw nhBreen a glance at that last.  Standing Orders required the manning of the anti-flyer posts of the Bastion at all times and under any circumstances.  But Karhle had served with nhBreen for a decade and had utter faith in him.  The orders went out.
nhBreen took a long breath.  “Collapse the Wards.”
Karhle tensed, but then his shoulders dropped marginally, and he turned to nhBreen for unnecessary confirmation.  At nhBreen’s quick nod, he turned and spoke to the Chief Warder, seated to his right and one level down.
“Chief Warder Dhavif, collapse the Wards to the outer wall--”
Chief Warder Dhavif was a gray-haired veteran with four decades service and he did not hesitate as his hands moved to perform an action that would leave half a million citizens unprotected.  Everyone in the Defense Service had always known that trying to defend the entire populace was unrealistic.  The Wards had never been designed to shield the outlying towns; political expediency had forced that decision on the Council.
“No, “ nhBreen interrupted.  “Collapse the Wards to the Bastion!”
Chief Warder Dhavif’s hands froze. 
Karhle whipped about to face his superior officer in obvious shock.  “Sir...?”
“This is the end, Karhle.”  nhBreen pronounced without emotion.  “We cannot save the city.  The Wards will fail catastrophically if we try to defend it.  I have foreseen it.  We may save the Bastion, but the City is doomed.”
Karhle dropped to his chair, as if his knees had buckled, his expression one of utter horror.
nhBreen stepped past his paralyzed second and down to Chief Warder Dhavif’s console.  “Chief Warder, collapse the wards to the Bastion, no interstitial.”
Dhavif did not move.  “Sir?  Are you certain?”
“Yes!” nhBreen snapped.  “Collapse the Wards now!”
Duty and training warred in Dhavif’s face.  Duty won.  The Chief Warder pushed himself away from his console and stood, grim.  “Sir, I cannot obey that order.”
“You are relieved.  Place yourself under arrest and report to the lower bunkers.”
Dhavif braced to an exact salute, with only a tightness about his eyes betraying the emotions that raged in his heart, and then marched stiffly toward the drop shaft.  nhBreen dropped immediately into the dismissed officer’s chair, hands flying already in control sequences he foresaw but did not fully comprehend.
A chair overturned with a clatter as a young ComSpec shot to his feet, ripping off his headset.  “Sir, my family is billeted in Ol’Lighton!”
“Dismissed!” nhBreen fired off, knowing that he would never see the junior officer again, but that the man would somehow survive the cataclysm.  The ComSpec grabbed at his port bracelet and vanished.
“Any others?” nhBreen called out without raising his head.
Several men and women, of various grades and specialties, ported out, leaving exactly thirteen people in the room, including the two infantrymen assigned as guards.  Thirteen was the fourth of the Hidden Significant Numbers.  Some authorities claimed the emergence of thirteen would doom any endeavor.
nhBreen’s hands stilled, the necessary actions complete.  He got up, took a step back, and cast a master level ward of his own devising upon the console.  The ward was a keyless infinite loop and nhBreen knew that none of the other officers present had either the finesse or brute power to break it.  The terrible deed was done and it could not now be undone.
The Knight-Commander glanced at the soldier manning the next console, quickly reading his nametag and insignia.
“Warder Third Lyrh, what is your range?”
Warder Third Class Lyrh was only six months into his first term of service.  He gaped at the warnings strobing on his console, which was now and forever locked into Maintenance Only mode.
“Uh, I, I don’t ...”
“Attack Source Detection!” the Chief Skryer suddenly sang out in a breaking baritone.  “Seventy-Three Degrees South by South West of City Center!  Nature:......unreadable....Magnitude:.......off the scale!”  The single word “Confirmed!” followed in seconds from the Chief Skryer’s deputies.
“Lyrh!  Your range!” nhBreen commanded.
The Warder Third jumped.  “Sir, three armlengths, Sir!”
Abominable, but it would serve.  “Lyrh, place yourself at the edge of your range and operate your console.  You must maintain the Wards at maximum strength.  Do not make contact with your console or move any closer.  Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir!”
The remaining officers in the room had begun verbalizing status reports.
“Bastion locked down and sealed......All personnel accounted for.....Nature of attack: undetermined, repeat, undetermined...Flux Reserve: Maximum....Tenth Mobile Flyer Group Ported to Reserve Position...Query from Army Group Command...Second Naval Squadron requests order confirmation ....Query from Municipal Government...Query from--”
“Disable all auxiliary comm links,” nhBreen directed.
Disbelieving eyes pinned the Knight-Commander.  He got to his feet and raised his fist, the fiery glow of Orghon’s Wrath forming about it.  nhBreen was a master sorcerer of the eighth rank.  He could summon enough raw power to incinerate a human body. 
The several skry glasses about the room were powered down hurriedly.
nhBreen lowered his hand.  His orders would be obeyed.
“Karhle, are you fit for duty?”
The Vice-Commander raised his head from his hands, and then took a long breath, straitening his jacket.
“Yes, Sir.  I crave the Commander’s pardon.”
“Granted.  Never speak of it again.”
“Yes, sir.  Your orders, sir?”
“Emergency shut down of all systems save the Wards and CentCom.  Drain all flux potential into the Ward Reserve.”
“Yes, Knight-Commander.”
Karhle’s hands flew about the command console.  The air stilled and grew heavy as the circulation ceased and then the lights went down, plunging the room into darkness.  Groups of consoles went dark, in stages, until only those of Vice-Commander Karhle and Warder Third Lyrh remained active.  An officer on the fourth tier opened a pocket beacon, spraying the room with white light.  A skryer just beyond Lyrh opened another.
“Kill those!” nhBreen barked.  The room went dark again.
“Vice-Commander, general order to all personnel.  All self-powered mags to be neutralized or oublietted immediately.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Everything, Karhle.  Chronos, calc boards, comm devices, hand weapons, everything.  Do you understand?”
“Yes, Sir.  Everything means everything.”  He began pitching orders into the small skry glass on his console.
nhBreen looked toward the door.  He could not really make out the guard stationed there in the gloom.  But he could foresee him.
“Sergeant Jhelkl, come here.”
Jhelkl marched forward with parade ground precision and snapped to attention.  “Sir!”
The sergeant was bearded, grayed, scarred, and had thirty years experience on the front lines of the wars.
“Make a light, sergeant.”
“Sir?”
“I said, make a light.  You can do that, can’t you?”
Jhelkl reached for the beacon at his belt.
“No, sergeant.  MAKE a light.”
“Sir!”
Jhelkl cupped his palms, his forehead furrowed in concentration.  After a moment, a blue glow appeared between his hands and then blossomed abruptly to fill the room.
nhBreen looked pointedly at the other guard.  “You!  Come here.”
Jhelkl’s junior companion was younger, taller, bigger, and, despite the pinned up sleeve of an amputated left arm, probably deadlier.  He had the patch for Special Group Commando, and therefore no nametag, and three citations for bravery among the decorations on his jacket, including the Blaze of Glory, which to nhBreen’s previous knowledge had only been awarded posthumously.
“Take the sergeant’s equipment, including his sidearm, and gather every other portable mag device from this room and oubliette it.  Understood?”
“Yes, sir.  Understood.”  Instead of moving away, the soldier undid the two large buttons of his jacket, shrugged out of it, and offered it to nhBreen.
“Yes, what’s this?”
“Perhaps the Commander would like to make use of this to cover himself?”
Wordlessly, nhBreen took the jacket and tied it about his waist as a sort of kilt.  It was his habit to sleep unencumbered by clothing of any sort; he contended that this state eased his transition into the dream plane.  Regardless, up to this point he had been stark naked.
Unconcerned, nhBreen turned toward CentCom as the soldier saluted and began gathering and destroying the mags.  “Vice-Commander.”
“Sir.”
“Status.”
“MSG: Priority One, from Double-C.  Attn: Orders...”
“Ignore.”
“Query...”
“Ignore all queries.”
“MSG: numerous units, Emergency: Strategic Ward Failure Detected, Emergency Protocol Nine enacted, Local and Tactical Wards deployed.”
“Command Priority Override,” nhBreen injected, casting his voice into the floating comm that appeared before him.  “To all units:  Incoming attack targets all magics, repeat, all magics.  Wards ineffective.  Repeat: Wards completely ineffective.  Disable and neutralize all flux reserves immediately.  Emergency shut down all wards and weapons.  All flyers: Ground immediately.  All naval units: Abandon Ship, repeat, Abandon Ship.  Survive at any cost.  Attack expected within --”
“Eighteen minutes thirty,” Karhle supplied.
“-- Eighteen minutes.  Survive at any cost.  Again, survive at any cost.”
nhBreen paused.  “Acknowledgments?”
“Two, three....a dozen, small units, logistics, clerical...  4th Special Group Commando...  Eighth Light Armored Tortoise Brigade...Warship of the City Raging Fury reports scuttled ...”
“Total?”
“Close to ten percent of all forces responding.  No other capital ships, no flyer units, no major commands.”
The Vice-Commander skipped a beat.  “Command circuit signals now encrypted and we have been locked out of the loop.”
“Broadcast similar message on civilian emergency circuit.”
Karhle made adjustments and began speaking slowly and clearly into the comm on his console.
nhBreen raised his voice.  “The rest of you!  Up here now!”
The mag officers ceased milling about and rushed instantly up to the level of the CentCom.  The tall soldier returned, but took a post behind the rest.  Some of the officers were obviously frightened, some stoically calm, and one appeared amused.  They composed the normal mix of graveyard watch standers, junior and senior officers, all mags, though one Warder had a line officer pip.  As one, the eight of them saluted.
“Split yourselves up.”  A natural seeming division occurred.
“Right.  You four with Sergeant Jhelkl.  You others to Warder Third Lyrh.”  nhBreen centered his attention on the latter group.
“I want you each to generate a personal ward for Lyhr, weakest to strongest in layers.  If your ward fails, the backlash will kill you.  If Lyrh dies, the Wards will fail and we all die.  Understood?”
He received two nods, a fatalistic grin, and a stiff affirmative from the senior officer.  “Get to it.”
Jhelkl had not moved from nhBreen’s side or changed his pose.  Sweat had begun to bead upon the soldier’s forehead, but his light had not diminished.
“Your job,” the Knight-Commander advised the remaining mags, “is to channel overload flux away from the sergeant’s light.  Everything that penetrates the wards will home on it first.  It is the strongest source of manipulated flux remaining in the Bastion.  As long as it shines, CentCom and Warder Lyrh will be safe.”
The men were of an age, obviously comrades of longstanding.  They swapped almost imperceptible glances, struck reversed fist to reversed palm in the archaic salute, and chanted in unison “WE FAIL NOT!”
nhBreen sent them with Jhelkl to the lowest tier of the room, which was as far from Lyhr as the dimensions of the chamber would permit.  His foresight informed him that they were indeed Academy classmates, that they would surely perish today, one by one, but that they absolutely would not fail.  Jhelkl would live.
nhBreen looked left.  The nameless commando had moved silently to his elbow.
“Karhle, time.”
“Seven minutes twelve.”
“Summarize civilian status.”
“Less than one percent of urban populace evacuated to distance of forty leagues.  Most appear to have disregarded warning to abandon mag equipment.  Local Wards of various strengths erected in all precincts.  Level 5 Tactical Ward deployed on Government Hill--”
“Fools.” nhBreen said quietly.
“--High traffic on all civilian comm circuits.  Municipal Guard on alert.  All civilian defense organizations have mobilized.”
Karhle looked up from his console.  “They are simply waiting.”
“Time.”
“Six minutes forty-two.”
“Status of the League?”
“All cities east our position have ceased contact.  All cities west our position have mobilized.”
“Time.”
“Six minutes thirty-one.”
“Vice-Commander Karhle, give Witness.”
Karhle came instantly to his feet.  “I, Karhle, House of jKeeih, Officer of the Defense of the City, Give Witness To All That Is Done Before Me.”
nhBreen faced the nameless commando.  “I, nhBreen, House of Zhet, Heir of nhBryr, at this moment name you as my son and heir, as if you had been born of my house, and award you the name nhBrenl.  I hereby bequeath you all my lands, titles, and possessions, wherever they may be and whatsoever state you find them.”
“I, Karhle, Give Witness.”
The expression of the newly minted nhBrenl did not change.
“I, nhBreen, Knight-Commander of the Defense of the City, under the authority of Emergency Ordinance Eighty-two, sub paragraph H, in the face of the enemy and imminent disaster, promote you to the rank of Sub-Commander.”
“I, Karhle, Give Witness.”
“Time.”
“Five minutes twenty-two.”
nhBreen rushed on.  “Authority aforesaid, I promote you to the rank of Vice-Commander.”
“I, Karhle, Give Witness.”
“Vice-Commander nhBrenl, give Witness.”
nhBrenl did not hesitate.  “I, nhBrenl, House of Zhet, Officer of the Defense of the City, Give Witness To All That Is Done Before Me.”
nhBreen swapped his gaze to Karhle.  “Authority aforesaid, I promote you to the rank of Commander.”
“I, nhBrenl, Give Witness.”
“Four minutes fifty-six.”
“I charge you both, individually and in concert, to preserve and defend my command.”
Karhle struck fist to palm.  “I fail not.”
nhBrenl bit the heel of his hand savagely and spit blood onto the floor.  “I obey, my father, my lord, my chieftain.”
nhBreen sighed.  It was done.
“A second and final strike – a conventional tectonic weapon of unprecedented size -- shall come two days hence.  The City, what remains of it, will be submerged beneath ten fathoms of ocean.  Refuge, of a sort, lies to the north.  This is all that may be revealed.”
nhBrenl said nothing.  Karhle nodded.
“Four minutes twenty-seven.”
“Commander Karhle, deactivate but do not disable CentCom.  You will need it later.”
“Sir.”  CentCom went dark.
nhBreen looked at both men.  There was only one thing further to say.
“Goodbye.”
nhBreen turned his back on the two before they could speak and hurried toward the stairs adjacent to the disabled jump shaft.  He took the steps three at a time.
As a command officer of the City Defense, nhBreen possessed almost a score of miniaturized mag devices, including a comm and a port, implanted under his skin.  As an heir to a Council Seat, he had infinitesimally small magical signatures bonded into his blood.  As a Sorcerer, he was permeated with the residue of every spell he had ever cast. 
The weapon unleashed by the Khyvhnhe Republic was an ingenious breakthrough.  It targeted and destroyed by generating cumulative positive feedback in flux fields.  The tactical and personal wards about the City would channel and magnify the power of the assault, consuming what they were intended to defend in a blazing holocaust.  All other magical devices and persons would be subject to unrestrained overloads that would simply result in their immediate annihilation.
nhBreen had been unable to project any combination of actions that would result in his continued existence.  In all lines of futures, he simply vanished at the instant of the attack.  It was certain that he would be annihilated along with his city.
Not, as it were, that he had any desire to continue to exist.  By the actions he had just taken, he had betrayed every oath he had ever sworn.  He may have saved a few thousand here in the Bastion, but he had condemned nearly a million men, women, and children to sudden destruction.
Nor did it bring him any solace to know that the Khyvhnhe Republic and her allies would be destroyed by the unforeseen consequences of their own weapon, which would not expire as predicted but would circle the world in six days to consume them as well.
He found an empty storeroom on the unoccupied second level down.
He was still counting seconds when the world he knew came to an end.



TWENTY-FIVE
 
Mar sighted the smoke -- dark black columns that formed a curtain across half the sky -- as he crested a ridge.  Stunned, he allowed the raft to slow, then drift, as he stared at the towering pall for uncounted moments.  Numerous unpleasant possibilities assembled themselves in his mind.
One thing was clear – such a conflagration could not be natural.  Forest fires did not make such a great quantity of smoke, and only the works of men burned so blackly. 
Mhajhkaei must be ablaze.
And if that was so –- and there seemed little doubt -- then The Greatest City in All the World was at war.
And it was losing.
In something of a daze, he gripped the sand cleats tightly and brought the raft around to point its bow directly toward the smoke. 
Three days before he had decided to ignore the winding oxbows of the river and instead to set a direct course by sight, reasoning this to cut many leagues from his journey.  By day, he had guided the craft in a more or less direct line toward the moving point where the Ice crossed the horizon, allowing the river to wander where it would.  At night, when the sky was clear enough to allow the Cousins or the waxing moon to light his way, he had targeted a bright star closest to his route, stopping only sporadically to doze. 
This method had worked well until the previous night, when he had allowed his eyes to close for an exhausted moment.  As sleep had overtaken him, the raft had sailed on, not deviating even a single degree from its last course.  When the face of dawn had woken him, he had discovered in somewhat of a panic that he had altogether lost sight of his one sure guide, the Ice River.  Below him, from horizon to horizon, only the swaying tops of great hardwoods verdant in the fullness of summer foliage had been visible.
It had only taken a moment to consider what course he should set.  It had seemed clear that his best – if not only -- option was to strike due south toward the Silver Sea.  Mhajhkaei, as well as he could remember, was not sited at the mouth of the Ice, but east along the coast adjacent to a deep-water bay.  He had reasoned that once he encountered the sea, he could work his way up and down the coast until he found either the city or the delta.  And so, using the sun as his compass, he had aimed the raft as close to directly south as he could determine. 
Now, with Mhajhkaei apparently to his southwest, it appeared that he had strayed far to the east of the Ice.
 As the city and its predicament rushed ever closer, he urged greater and greater speed from the raft till the wind of his passage threatened to sweep him from its deck.  Grimly, he pressed himself prone to the glassy spheres and gripped the cleats with all the strength he could muster.  Struck by a thought, he sent the raft climbing, putting height between himself and whatever foe assailed Mhajhkaei.  He rose higher than he had ever previously dared, and the air grew moist and cold.  Shivering, he tucked his head against the wind and demanded yet more speed from his raft.
Within moments, woodlots, farm buildings, and pastures began to emerge in ordered squares from the rolling forested hills.  Scattered hamlets and linking dirt roads appeared.  As the roads became stone paved highways, the city itself became visible in the distance.  When he judged Mhajhkaei only a couple of leagues off, he reined in the raging saffron percussion that propelled the raft and hung his head over the edge.
Immediately, he spied refugees, not the flood he expected from so large a city but a mere trickle, fleeing north and east along highways.  Some others trudged on the unpaved side roads as well, and a few were cutting across the open fields in no particular direction, apparently wanting only to put distance between themselves and the city.  From this height, the people were miniscule, but it appeared that few had carts or wagons and in general carried little baggage, suggesting that retreat was haphazard and disorganized.  There were some small groups but many were alone and afoot.  Ominously, the number of those escaping the city looked to be only a mean fraction its population.
There was no sign of a besieging army, but Mar could not decide if this boded well or ill.
He began to cough as the air grew thicker about him.  The rising smoke had grown into an anvil, like a thunderhead, and the winds from the sea had begun to push it inland across his path.  The haze grew, shrouding his view.
He banked back sharply to the east, retracing his course, and swung out and around the smoke, dropping lower to approach the city in clearer air.  As he did so, the coast and the vast expanse of the Silver Sea came into view.  At another time, he might have gazed in awe at the sparkling blue waters.  Today, he blithely ignored the storied and historic sea as he swept back toward the walls of the stricken city. 
Mhajhkaei was predominantly a city of two colors juxtaposed: the lower was the white, from whitewash through faded granite, of its building walls, and the upper the red, from deepest maroon to near orange, of its fired tile roofs.  Few of the buildings were more than one storey, but there were a great many of them: houses with walled courts, commercial buildings lining well-planned streets, civic edifices on broad plazas.  The city covered ten small hills and many square leagues of flat coastal plain from the estuary of the Ice River to a ridged peninsula that formed the backbone of the sheltered bay.  Khalar, Old City and Lower City both, could have been dropped in one small quarter of the metropolis.
Mar slowed cautiously as he neared the outskirts.  The city had outgrown a low curtain wall constructed along its landward side and neighborhoods spilled out beyond it and along the roads leading into the countryside.  These districts were mostly abandoned but untouched.  Likewise, when he crossed above the curtain wall into the city proper, he discovered few signs of war.  A building on the northeast corner of a large plaza was ablaze, but he judged accident had set it alight, as there was no conflict near it.  Some thoroughfares were jammed with abandoned carts and wagons, but for the most part the streets were clear.  The normal bustle of traffic that he would have expected under other circumstances was understandably absent, though here and there hurrying individuals and small bands of citizens darted about seemingly without purpose. 
The great bulk of the smoke rose from the area of the harbor.  Mar had a fair view of the bay from this angle and turned his attention there.  Counting, he numbered better than fifty vessels, merchant scows, many-oared war ships, and smaller craft, burning furiously at their moorings.  Only three ships, whose crews had proved either sufficiently fortunate or sufficiently skilled, had managed to cast loose and row far enough into the shallow waters of the bay to be sunk.  Their higher decks and masts extended above the fouled waters, and from this height their dark outlines could be made out beneath the waves.  As he watched, the supply of smoke from the trapped ships began to be adulterated with roils of steam as hulls and rigging were consumed to the waterline. 
This did little to diminish the quantity of smoke, however, as the dockside trade district was even now being put to the torch.  He fixed the lifting sound-color of the raft so that it would hover and watched as armsmen in maroon tabards and gray cloaks set fire to stacks of lamp oil barrels, cotton bales, and other flammable goods.  The quays of Mhajhkaei covered more than a league, and row upon row of large sheds, storage yards and squat brick warehouses lay landward of them.  None of these had been spared by the invaders.  Already, a great conflagration engulfed the western most section of the commercial area, with raging orange flames spreading from the waters of the bay to the curtain wall that paralleled the shore.
As he looked out across the bay, it was now clear that the blow that had been struck at Mhajhkaei had come from the sea.
The enemy fleet anchored safely in the deeper water near the breakwater numbered forty or more ships.  Two-thirds were broad beamed multi-sailed cogs.  Most of these rode high in the water, apparently empty, but some were still in the process of disgorging armsmen into smaller boats.  A few of the remaining vessels were oared warships with prow-mounted rams and single half-hearted masts, similar to the destroyed Mhajhkaeirii’n fleet.  The remaining three ships were like none Mar had ever read of, been told of, or imagined.
Centered in the invading fleet, these were larger by three times than any of the other vessels and were completely gray in color from stem to stern.  The color was darker than mill scale and flat, with no highlights from the sun or wave reflection.  All had sharp angles and edges as if, astonishingly, their construction were mainly of metal rather than wood.  Possessed of blunt sterns and needle sharp bows, each ship had an elevated central structure wrapped with catwalks and platforms.  Unknown frames and complicated apparatus crowded these structures and others were spaced along each deck.  He could detect no normal means of propulsion -- he saw no sign of sails or oars.  His immediate and obvious guess was that these odd vessels moved by means of magic. 
Intrigued, he thought for a moment to venture closer to the harbor for a better look.  The smoke and the heat from the fires discouraged him, however, and caution persuaded him against attempting to approach the vessels from the sea.  If magic drove them, then they might also mount incredible weapons that could be brought to bear on his raft.  He nudged the raft further west and considered what he had seen. 
From all indications, the Mhajhkaeirii’n fleet had been taken completely by surprise.  Worse, its utter destruction hinted that the power of the attacking forces had been overwhelming.  Certainly, there was no sign of an active defense by the Mhajhkaeirii.
From what little he could see, the harbor defenses – several towers, the substantial curtain wall, a thickly buttressed fortress on the peninsula, and another strong point to the west -- were intact but overrun.  The numerous gates stood open as if they had been taken before an alarm could be given.  Large blocks of armsmen, most in the maroon and gray, were streaming steadily into the city, completely unopposed. 
Only one battle seemed to have taken place.  Two blocks north of the harbor along a tree-shaded boulevard, bodies littered a large, rectangular plaza.  Most of the dead were clad in sea blue livery.  Mar was felt certain that he had read that sea blue was the color standard of Mhajhkaei.  Craters scored large sections of the plaza pavement near the head of a wide boulevard on the north side.  Some of the buildings adjacent to this area were heavily damaged.  It was here that most of the casualties lay.  At no other point along the harbor or in its vicinity could he discover any other evidence of battle or of armed resistance of any sort.
Mar rolled upon his back, turning his eyes from the death and destruction below, and stared at the high clouds above him. 
He should leave the city. 
Mhajhkaei was doomed. 
The burning of the warehouses surely meant that the city was to be destroyed, not merely sacked.  Whoever had attacked The Greatest City in All the World intended to wipe it from the face of the earth.  With the harbor taken and the heart of the city pierced, its fall could only be a matter of days, perhaps hours.  He would not find the rest he hoped for in Mhajhkaei. 
His stomach cramped, growling, a painful reminder of his near starvation.  He had had little to eat but berries and river water since he had eaten the beans on the barge.  He had found the acorns in the forest to be bitter and inedible.  There were fish aplenty in the river – he had seen them in the shallows from above -- but with no hooks or lines, he had had no chance of catching them.  He had half-heartedly tossed stones at birds, but his aim had not proven good enough to overcome their grace and speed. 
But there was food in the city, surely even now, and he need only land away from any immediate conflict, snatch it up, and speed away.  It would be almost suicidal to depart before he had found something to eat.
It struck him as ironic that his first visit to The Greatest City in All the World would coincide with its destruction.  Wryly, he began to catalogue the great wonders that he would never chance to see.  The Great Aisle of Ships -- now clearly destroyed -- the narrow and winding Imperial Canal with its storied overarching bridges, the Seat of the Principate with its great rotunda, the Citadel...
From stolen books, he knew that at the center of Mhajhkaei stood a mighty stronghold, a construction of the Empire contemporary with the founding of Khalar.  The Citadel occupied the highest of the ten hills and had defended Mhajhkaei from the unwanted attentions of the Imperial Cousins’ rival armies during the dissolution of the Empire.  From it in the following decades the fleets and legions of the city had sallied to dominate the vast region now known as the Principate.  Over the centuries, eight times the Citadel had withstood close siege as rival cities contested Mhajhkaei’s power.  With constant conflict as a spur, the fortifications had been expanded and extended to the point that they were universally deemed “impregnable.”  That very reputation alone, some scholars had boldly asserted, had been the overriding reason that the so-called Mhajhkaeirii’n Peace, which shadowed a quarter of the known world, had endured for the last century and a half.
The fall of the Citadel would certainly be history, not mere sanitized words or opinionated rhetoric on paper, but the raw fury of the actual bloody event.  It would be a sight that would be argued over for generations.  And he had the perfect seat from which to spectate.
As he thought further on it, he concluded that he would tarry above Mhajhkaei.  From the sky, he could witness the fall of the city with impunity.  He could always flee if the need arose, and he could not bring himself to abandon this opportunity.  The fall of the Citadel would mark a turning point in the affairs of the entire world.
 His empty stomach continued to clamor for precedence over his curiosity, but hopefully he could satisfy both desires together.  When he located an inn or tavern, he would swoop down, raid what food was ready to hand, and ascend back to his high refuge.
Rather than risk being sighted by the invading legions, he swung far out beyond the city wall and circled to approach the Citadel from the north.  From the air, at least, the fortress was indeed impressive.  The triple walls surrounded the flattened hilltop in ascending tiers, each wall many dozens of armlengths thick even at its apex.  The innermost wall was the highest and broadest, topped by a wide, continuous roadway that completely encircled the Citadel.  Deep, dry moats separated each tier and bastions were sited at the cardinal points about the perimeter.  The area inside the walls was approximately a square league.  Here, though, it was clear that the martial nature of the Citadel had succumbed to the civic demands of one hundred fifty years of peace.  A spiderwork of haphazardly placed streets and attendant buildings had grown over the former practice fields and parade grounds.  Some buildings that could have been barracks or armories remained, but for the most part the heart of the Citadel had become claustrophobically urban. 
And, here, finally, were the missing citizens of the city.  Thousands upon thousands were jammed into the narrow ways.  It was not perhaps the bulk of the populace, but certainly had to be a large fraction of it.
And it was here, also, that the last defenders of Mhajhkaei awaited their fate, manning the walls.  Many wore sea blue, the remains of the city’s legions, but rather more than half looked to be common folk either pressed or volunteered into the defense.
Arrayed against them was an army that looked to be many times their number.  Even now the invaders were completing the encirclement of the Citadel, disciplined formations marching along adjacent streets to take up positions just out of bowshot of the walls.  Mhajhkaei was a city given to large plazas and open commons and the besieging army used these conduits as it marshaled its forces.  Catapults and trebuchets, though curiously few, were already being erected about the Citadel, most to the south.  He allowed the raft to shift in that direction.
Below him he spotted a crow, circling lazily.  After watching the bird for several moments, he banked the raft and began to mimic the bird’s slow spirals.  He would be only a speck to those on the ground, and he hoped that any that might notice him would take him for a natural beast of the air.  It would not be to his advantage for anyone to believe or even suspect that a man could fly.
The maroon and gray legions had massed along a tree-shaded boulevard that ran up to the huge southern gates of the Citadel and this appeared to be the major focus of their attack. 
The gates themselves were formidable.  A buttressed portal twenty armlengths wide pierced each of the three walls.  These gates were offset one from the next and adjoined by interconnected covering fortifications, switchbacks and murder zones.  The outermost gate had an extra set of round towers set forward of the barbican.  These towers were sited to have open fields of fire on the gates themselves and were connected to the outer wall by wide, open-arched bridges.  The tops of the towers, the bridges, and the wall above the gate swarmed with what Mar took to be bowmen.  It seemed obvious that anyone foolhardy enough to attempt to bring rams to bear on the outer gate would only find only death in the square marked by the four towers. 
Mar’s knowledge of true warfare was as limited as his knowledge of geography, nothing more than a skim of ideas and words gleaned from imperial texts, but it struck him as unlikely that the invaders could breach those impressive gates in less than many days.  That fact alone suggested that his earlier prediction of the city’s imminent fall was overly pessimistic.
As if to belie this judgment, high-pitched descending shrieks abruptly split the air.  A series of sharp cracks punctuated the shrieks and then the forward towers below him vanished in a huge upwelling of dust.  Startled, Mar almost bolted, but doggedly suppressed the urge.  Whatever had struck the towers had passed a good distance below him.  He continued to circle, waiting until the dust had settled.
Shortly the effects of the unknown attack became evident.  The western projected tower was gone, naught but a pile of rubble that had slumped to fill the space before the gate.  The lower half of the eastern tower remained, but its upper half had been blasted backwards and had struck a section of the outer wall, carrying it away into the dry moat behind it.  Of the many defenders who had manned the towers and bridges, even less was to be seen.
The air screamed again and another salvo struck the gate.  The wood and iron barrier exploded into a hail of splinters and the stone of the gatehouse above it collapsed onto the remains.  The barrage continued, interspersed with short pauses, as salvo after salvo pounded the fortifications around the gates.
Mar backtracked the sounds to the harbor; the projectiles were too quick to be seen as more than blurs which roiled the smoke curtain as they passed.  It was clear that some type of catapult of fantastic power was firing at the Citadel from the gray ships.  This seemed evidence enough that the strange vessels were indeed magical.  No natural mechanism could hurl a bolt or stone that distance. 
One question had been answered but one very important one remained -- who commanded the gray ships?
As far as Mar knew, the entire world was ignorant of magic, save for the few of his own acquaintance: Marihe, Waleck and Telriy wherever they might be, himself now, and the Brotherhood of Phaelle.  That there were others who knew of and used magic seemed certain.  But it also seemed certain that these others kept themselves well hidden and were few in number, for no secret of such magnitude would have been able to survive a multitude of tongues. 
He did not doubt that the Brotherhood would attack Mhajhkaei, or that they were capable of such a venture, but he felt a raw need to have that surmise confirmed. 
Reasoning that the invaders’ attention should be fixed to the north, at the Citadel, Mar brought the raft in from the east at speed, low to the rooftops, hoping that the buildings would shield him from view.  He shot across an angled street two blocks east of the boulevard, passing barely a dozen manheight above a crew erecting a siege engine.  When the buildings on the opposite side of the way flashed beneath, he immediately hurled the raft skyward, the force of the assent crushing him flat to the deck.  He got only a single glance at the men below, but this fleeting view was sufficient.  Amidst the crowd of maroon and gray laborers had been a score or more cowled in brown.
So, it was true.  He had found the Brotherhood, far sooner than he had expected and in far greater strength than he had ever imagined.
Now what?
As he gazed down through the smoke and ash of a great city brought low, he began to perceive something other than crushing defeat.  Here, arrayed before him, was his enemy.  He had not been compelled, as even his most hopeful imaginings had insisted, to scour the entire world to locate them.  Nor had he been made to pursue them for year after frustrating year.  Against all odds, they had delivered themselves into his hands.  Here, not at last but at first, was his chance to revenge himself. 
He felt no especial love or compassion for the Mhajhkaeirii, none of whom had ever done him any kindness or ever even crossed his path as far as he knew, but he hated the Brotherhood.  His anger burned as he thought of them now.  He intended to hurt them.  Again and again and yet again.  He would bring them low, break their here so clearly demonstrated power, both over magic and over men.  He would send them slithering, crushed and bleeding, back into whatever pit they had emerged from.  He had vowed these things to himself.  Not in the name of any of Khalar's ridiculous pantheon, but through the sum total of all the strangled anger of his entire life. 
This was as good a time as any to begin his revenge.
While flying south, he had found himself burdened with hour after idle hour.  The raft did not require his constant, or even frequent, attention.  It would continue in whatever direction he had last set for it and the utter emptiness of the sky permitted him to fly for leagues without the need to adjust his course.  With no activity to occupy him but dully staring at the horizon, he had fallen naturally into bouts of speculation.  He had brooded sadly of Telriy and Waleck, wrapped his mind around the question of the true power of the Phaelle’n, and studied his own abilities to use magic.  These thoughts had funneled together to bring him with simple progression into a search for weapons, magical weapons powerful enough to combat the Brotherhood, and he believed that he had discovered at least one means to make war. 
The raft itself was certainly a weapon, for it gave him unchallenged control of the high ground.  Or, rather, he was fairly certain that this was so.  The Brotherhood had thus far revealed no flying craft of their own; surely if they had such they would be employing them now to subdue the city.  In any event, his surprise appearance would gain him an advantage in any aerial duel.  The forces on the ground, in the absence of windborne opposition, would be at his non-existent mercy. 
He had speculated that had he arrows or spears or, better, heavy stones, he could rain them down upon the monks from a great height, hopefully with terrible effect.  Though he had had no way to obtain any of these, he believed that he had discovered a substitute ammunition that would serve just as well.  His plan would involve the sacrifice of a portion of his raft, but he was convinced that he would have no trouble fashioning other spheres later.
Mar steered eastward, climbing till Mhajhkaei's streets became mere lines, and then let his raft coast with the prevailing north wind.  Bending down, he grasped one of the sand spheres at the edge of his raft.  The vibrant tones and singing colors trapped within it came immediately to his mind.  By now that regular chorus/palette was all too familiar.  He erased first the almost green lifting notes, and then, gripping the globe firmly, the oddly snakelike trilling rainbow of attraction.  His arm bobbed slightly as the bond relaxed, and he drew the sphere up to eye level, delving the undulating flow of the ether.
It might just work.



TWENTY-SIX
 
Mar dove down directly out of the freshly afternoon sun, with the bow of the raft tipped nearly vertical.  He had hooked his feet through new cleats fastened at the bow edge and slipped his arms up to the elbows through the enlarged original ones, but still felt the earth below reach for him with a frightening strength.  Determinedly, he accelerated toward the street.  Scarcely ten manheight above the pavement, he released his spheres and wrenched the raft skyward, counting.
One.
Two.
Th…
The blast wave tossed the raft like driftwood on a boisterous sea, flinging it wildly and tearing the breath from Mar’s lungs.  Careening, his craft lost balance and flipped, then tumbled.  The raft’s gyrations tore one of his feet free and then the other, whipping them out away from the raft.  The sand cleats exerted bruising force on his upper arms as he locked his hands together in a desperate attempt to remain attached to the raft.  His concentration slipped as he struggled with his physical peril and then failed completely as the raft finally decided to sling through the sky in a corkscrew motion that spun his view in dizzying circles.  Uncontrolled and unpowered, the sand raft began to descend rapidly.
Mar closed his eyes to the erratically alternating view of city and sky and focused on the sound-colors that sailed his raft.  Immediately he sensed that the raft’s irregular motions had generated a discordantly bass-mauve wave that stymied his own magics.  He focused on dampening this wave while strengthening the raft’s normal syncopated baritone yellows.  After several tense seconds, the raft yawed left for an instant and then straightened into normal flight.  When he snapped his eyes open, he found the onrushing multi-tiered spire of a temple filling his sight.  For a single petrified moment, he stared blankly into the jade eyes and ruby fangs of Ptem-ko-ah, God of the Outerworld and steward of all things evil.  Banking sharply, he yanked the raft onto its side to dodge the reaching claws of a pack of carved daemon sorcerers, frozen in eternal flight from bas-relief damnation.  The underside of the raft sheared several talon-tipped fingers from the frightful denizens and sent the pieces flying into the void.  He winced as the fractured stone grated across the sand spheres, but the raft did not appear to take any harm from the collision.  Rolling the raft back to level flight, he circled and climbed, gathering his breath and allowing his racing heart to calm.  After gaining his bearing on the Citadel, he accelerated back toward the site of his attack.
Mar’s first target had been a just completed trebuchet of apparently mundane nature and the crew of men drawing down its throw arm.  Erected in a small square west of the Citadel, the trebuchet was clearly within range of the inner wall.  Low buildings in the typical Mhajhkaeirii style edged the square, most of them apparently houses.  A ransacked inn had occupied one corner, its tables scattered, and next to it a nondescript apartment building.  There had been upwards of a full troop of the invading legionaries occupying the area.  None recognizable as Mhajhkaeirii had been visible.
Mar expected significant damage, but was unprepared for the extent of the devastation that his missiles had wrought.  The inn and many of the houses were severely damaged, with windows and doors blown in and roofs ripped away, and the inn itself was on fire.  The apartment had collapsed, the front and sides pealing away to leave denuded floor timbers jutting from the orphaned rear wall.  A crater as wide as the square and nearly that deep had been blasted where the trebuchet had sat.  Of the invaders, not even a tattered cloak could be discerned.
Mar nodded to himself.  As he had suspected, Waleck’s warning to the innkeepers had proven to be more than simple stage dressing.  He had needed only to weaken the integrity of the sphere and infuse the raw red screaming energy of the sun into the heart of the sand to make a weapon of terrible power.  On impact, as he had guessed, the weakened containment of the spheres ruptured, releasing the stored power catastrophically.
A tardy concern that Mhajhkaeirii civilians might have hidden in the buildings around the square pricked his conscience, tempering his satisfaction, but he callously shrugged it away.  Magic made a new manner of war that made no distinction between friend and foe.  Grimly, he swept the raft higher to begin selecting his next target.
His immediate priority was the southern side of the Citadel.  The bombardment from the gray ships had ceased, but the invading legions had already begun to muster for the final assault.  Troops in open square were assembling into three lines along the divided boulevard.  The forwardmost had already begun to advance toward the rubble field where the Southern Gate had previously stood.  Each line appeared to be a full legion, a thousand men, broken into close ranks of swordsmen, pikemen, and bowmen, in that order.  The boulevard was two hundred paces from curb to median to curb and Mar guessed that there were better than one hundred and fifty legionnaires in each rank.  A thin line of Mhajhkaeirii defenders faced them, perhaps no more than five hundred, their flanks anchored on the remains of the outer wall.
Having learned from the near catastrophe of his first attack, Mar cruised across the boulevard at an altitude of fifteen manheight, releasing single spheres from the rear section of his raft at intervals of five breaths.  He chose a route of attack that placed him scarcely fifty paces in advance of the front ranks of the Phaelle’n legion.  Even with his moderate speed, he only managed to jettison four missiles before he had passed on to the east, and at that the last struck between the ornamental tree row of the pedestrian walk and the buildings on that side.  This time, he was sufficiently far away to fully appreciate, rather than merely be overcome by, the tremendous concussion and brilliant flash as each sphere exploded.  With the worse than thunder sounds echoing still over the city, he rushed back to survey the damage.
His errant last missile had brought down many of the buildings along the eastern side of the boulevard and had set several adjacent structures ablaze.  For a good fifty paces beyond the central area of total destruction, the carefully pruned trees of the ornamental row had been reduced to feathered stumps.  His other missiles had gouged huge craters deep into the ground in a linked chain across the boulevard, spraying rubble and yellow earth for a hundred paces and effectively digging a huge trench.  From the lip of the craters south to the second legion’s line, bodies lay strewn, many stirring, some not. 
Incongruously, the legion’s standard remained upright, its shaft somehow driven into the pavement.  Its banners were ripped away, but the shinning brass symbol at its apex, the old Imperial twelve, survived.
Admirably, but unfortunately for Mar’s purpose and in denial of his projections, the other legions remained in their positions, though there appeared to be some agitation among the officers and rankers.  Frowning, he considered this.  If the discipline of the legionnaires of the Phaelle’n Brotherhood was great enough to hold them in the face of his attacks, unexpected and horrendous as they were, it seemed unlikely that he would achieve the quick victory he hoped for. 
Realistically, he had to admit to himself that he did not have the resources required to destroy the entire army besieging Mhajhkaei.  He had originally produced only enough sand spheres to form a deck large enough for him to lie prone, and only that because he had thought of the need to rest or sleep on the raft.  At the time, there had seemed no pressing need for a larger craft.  With no cargo (no weapons, no food, and no boots!) such extravagance had seemed an unjustifiable waste of effort and time.  An earlier count had shown that if he preserved half of the raft for an aerial platform and used the remainder for missiles, his maximum possible ammunition had numbered forty-eight.  Having already expended six, he now had only forty-two available.  Not nearly enough, he was sure, to clear the streets, drive the raiders from the docks, and attack the gray ships.  And he dared not retreat to the river or the sea to find suitable sand to form more spheres; the hour or more that that would require would be all that the Brotherhood needed to complete their conquest.
Even had he the resources, the destruction necessary to eliminate the Phaelle’n army, from the experience of his first two attacks, would likely also level a good portion of the city.  As much as he hated the Phaelle’n, this would simply make him an accomplice to their plan of destruction.  Somehow, he must devise a strategy that would both compel the Brotherhood to retreat from the city and preserve as much of Mhajhkaei as possible.
His first task, though, was to relieve the Citadel.  He was certain that he would be able to destroy the two remaining Phaelle’n legions, but that might burn up to a third of his remaining ammunition.  A far better course, he thought, would be to apply only enough force to cause them to withdraw.
From histories he had read, he knew that numerically inferior forces had often routed entire opposing armies on bygone battlefields.  As he recalled, many of the incidents described had resulted from similar causes: ill-timed failures, prominent displays of outright cowardice, extravagantly superior enemy tactics, or strokes of just plain bad luck.  The common element of these martial disasters, at least as far as the common soldiery were concerned, seemed to be fear: fear of the enemy in the rear ranks, fear of incompetent leadership, fear of defeat, or a simple selfish fear of imminent doom.  This fear had often been described as a contagion, a gut spinning panic that spread from man to man to whole troop to entire legion.  Many of those armies had reportedly been as well trained as the Phaelle’n legions appeared to be, but fear had broken discipline then and he was convinced that sufficient fear would break these legions today.  He simply needed to find some way to make them afraid.
Distracted, Mar set the raft to circle above the Citadel and allowed it to descend as he studied the boulevard and the array of the Phaelle’n legions.  Presently hearing an odd sound, he glanced over the side to discover that he had inadvertently settled to but a few manheight above the Mhajhkaeirii defenders screening the breach.  Incredibly, he realized that the ragged and weary men, many with cloaks in the colors of Mhajhkaei but some in common dress, were cheering.  Feeling foolish, he silently cursed his inattention, but it was much too late to attempt to hide now.  On a whim, he brought the raft to a stop, leaned over its side, and waved at the dusty faces below.  Another cheer greeted his gesture, even louder than the first.  Some clambered atop heaps of jumbled stone to wave swords or bang shields at him.  Smiling oddly, Mar waved again and coasted southward away from the Mhajhkaeirii. 
Perhaps he could simply charge the Phaelle’n line to drive them back?
For lack of better, he seized upon the idea, swinging about to lay his course down the throat of the boulevard.  He dropped lower as he crossed the rubble field, until he was barely a double manheight above the broken stones.  Accelerating, he flashed over the craters, passed above the scattered heads of the surviving legionnaires from the first line, and aimed directly for the center of the Phaelle’n position.  He was less than a hundred paces from the second line when he saw a cloud of arrows leap upward from the rear ranks.  Heart beating madly in his chest, he desperately pulled the raft into a sharp climb. 
As the raft raced for the clouds, he threw a look over his shoulder.  The swarm of black dots rose after him, seemed to be gaining for an instant, then slowly fell away, dropping back to the earth.
None of the arrows had come close the raft, but this near disaster struck and rang Mar’s confidence like a bell.  The speed and height advantage of his raft seemed to make it practically invulnerable to the normal weapons an earth-bound army might bring to bear, but if he foolishly discarded those advantages then he also foolishly discarded that safety.  As he should have expected, the Brotherhood was already devising means to combat his aerial attacks.  He might have added a new element to warfare, but that did not mean that his enemies would not quickly adapt. 
Once again, he lined up on the boulevard, facing south.  Another frontal assault was out of the question, but he could still dive straight down at them as he had the first time, much as a hawk or other bird of prey might.  If he could discover no other strategy, he would be compelled to barrage the legions below until none survived to menace the Citadel.  Regardless of the cost, that would buy him sufficient time to formulate other options.
But as he prepared to make another run over the Phaelle’n lines, the mental picture of a diving hawk gave him pause.  He had often perched atop some gable or window ledge in Khalar and watched the fisher hawks swoop screeching at rats and mice fleeing across the rooftops.  Most of the rodents, having survived previous encounters, had learned to ignore the piercing scream and never hesitated as they sprinted for their holes, but on occasion a young mouse or inexperienced rat would be startled into a leap that brought it right into the fisher’s talons.
It worked for the hawks, perhaps it would work for him?
The spheres had proved all but soundless as they fell, their almost perfectly smooth surfaces parting the air without resistance.  With little or no warning, none of the Phaelle’n had been able to anticipate his attacks and it seemed unlikely that they had appreciated the danger he and his raft presented.  They had experienced shock and alarm, but not fear.  No man could fear something, or know that it was dangerous, if he did not realize it existed.
He reached down and plucked a sphere from the raft.  Air passing at speed through a small hole would create sound; anyone that could whistle knew this.  Tiny voids in the surface of the sphere should cause it to emit sound, he felt sure.  After pondering for a moment, he began to experiment.
Sometime later, after he had modified five spheres, he once again aligned the raft for a run down the boulevard.  He kept to an elevation above bow range of the ground and watched the foremost Phaelle’n legion carefully for any sign of arrows.  He released his first missile when he was but a hundred paces from the first rank of Phaelle’n swordsmen.
The change was dramatic.  The sphere immediately began whistling shrilly as it left his hand, greatly increasing in pitch and volume with each second of fall, till just before it stuck the sound reaching Mar was painful enough to cause him to cover his ears.
When the sphere struck, the world blinked.



TWENTY-SEVEN
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension
(1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
 
Aerlon nh’ Rhe, Commander of what he still thought of as the Seacrest Legion, which originally had been sworn to Plydyre and now sported the cursed Phaelle’n colors and a number in place of its hallowed name, watched pitilessly as his worm of a prince, Dralkor, sweated.
“My Prince,” he repeated, “We must withdraw.  This new magic of the Mhajhkaeirii will destroy us --just as it did the 12th Legion.”
The 12th had come from the former Princedom of Whalgheir, an island neighbor to Plydyre in the Bronze Archipelago.  The legion had been known as the Whalgheirii’n Royal Marines prior to the suzerainty of the Phaelle’n Brotherhood.  Aerlon had known them to be disciplined and courageous, a courteous foe or steadfast ally, depending upon the politics of the moment.  He had watched in utter astonishment as the blasts of the Mhajhkaeirii’n spells consumed those unfortunate stalwarts in explosions of fire and dust.  He doubted that half of them survived.
Aerlon, himself, had no expectation of surviving this Gods’ cursed day.  If Trhoozh, Master of Luck, was with him, he would -- mercifully -- fall in battle, but his end might come much sooner.  He gambled with his life even now, daring to speak of retreat in the presence of the Archdeacon of the Phaelle’n Brotherhood.  Foreign officers who failed to please the monks often vanished without a trace.
The Archdeacon, still smiling, turned emotionless eyes on Aerlon for a moment.  Traeleon the Dutiful, eighty-seventh Archdeacon of the Brotherhood of Phaelle, stood in the center of the pavilion surrounded by plainly attired but powerful brethren.  These half dozen men were the senior monks of the Brotherhood of Phaelle, and, though Aerlon hardly dared think it, sorcerers. 
Traeleon had thrown back his hood, revealing the shaved and tattooed skull that marked his origins in the Brotherhood’s much feared and highly secretive militant order.  He was the youngest Archdeacon in a generation – and certainly the most hated.  Gossips whispered that he had traded his still beating heart to the daemon wizards of the Outerworld for a single book of vile spells. 
Aerlon could well believe that the Archdeacon had no heart; he had seen him order terrible punishments on rebellious villages and peoples.  Neither women nor children had been spared.  According to other accounts, one small town, for the crime of rejecting an envoy of the Brotherhood, had had its entire populace crucified, from infant to hag, its buildings burned to ash, and its fields sown with salt.
The tasseled awning above their heads flapped in a gusting draft from the burning buildings up the boulevard.  Prince Dralkor jumped at the sound, cast a fearful sidelong glance at Traeleon when the other’s head was turned, wiped sweat from his forehead with an unsteady hand, and continued to vacillate silently. 
Aerlon held nothing but unvoiced contempt for his prince.  Dralkor had been a beacon of exuberance and bravado when they had advanced from the harbor.  His façade had crumbled when the magic of the Mhajhkaeirii had annihilated the 12th.
The Prince of Plydyre was somewhat young, though not so young as Traeleon.  A thin man with a wisp of a mustache, he was not, by anyone’s estimation, a tenth the man his revered sire had been.  He had sold his Princedom – and his soul as well, many said – to the Phaelle’n Brotherhood in exchange for titular rule over the entire Archipelago.  With the foul magic of the Phaelle’n to back him, his small navy and army had, almost bloodlessly, forced the submission of the other major and minor islands.  Today, the Phaelle’n proclaimed him High Prince, with a dozen or more once rival princes made – under threat of Phaelle’n sorcery -- to bend knee to his throne.  Publicly, his absolute rule extended over an area of the Silver Sea that stretched from the Nharlae Peninsula fifty leagues east of Mhajhkaei southwest through the island chain almost to the southern continent of Szillarn.  The truth, Aerlon knew, was that his prince dared not make water without the leave and oversight of the Phaelle’n Brotherhood.
Traeleon smiled at Aerlon, but his smile held no kindness.  “Calm yourself, Commander.  This development was not.  .  .  unexpected.”
As he spoke, the Archdeacon rather casually stroked one of the large rings on his left hand.  Aerlon had always wondered at that.  Though Traeleon wore the simple drab clothing and hood that was the standard uniform of the monks, with no other ornamentation, he sported gold and silver rings, some with large precious stones, on nearly every finger of his hands.
  Without turning, the Archdeacon spoke to the commander of the 3rd Legion.
“Lhevatr.”
“Yes, Preeminence?”
Lhevatr, a tall man with graying hair, saluted.  Though dressed in gray armor and maroon cape, with the badges of a senior commander of legions, he was Phaelle’n, a senior priest – though they called themselves “deacons” -- of that order in his own right.  3rd Legion was Phaelle’n to the core, manned with fanatical adherents of the secretive doctrines of the Phaelle’n sect and commanded by a cadre of monks.  It was no accident that the 3rd Legion had assembled in the rearmost position facing the smashed gates of the Mhajhkaeirii’n Citadel.  Nor that the two conscript legions of Bronze were at the forefront of the battle.
“Has Deacon Khlotr been summoned?
“Yes, my lord.  He is in the plaza to the south, making preparations.”
“Fetch him.”
Lhevatr saluted again and strode from beneath the awning, his aides and guards following.
Aerlon subsided, internally seething.  He had known that Dralkor had not the spine to oppose the Archdeacon, but his own sense of duty had demanded that he attempt to preserve his command.  The Seacrest Legion seemed surely doomed.  His legionnaires had no defense against the mysterious Mhajhkaeirii’n attacks from the sky and could not retreat with the 3rd Legion blocking the way.  He turned stiffly to face Dralkor once more.
“My prince, have I your leave to return to my men?”
Prince Dralkor opened his mouth to speak, but said nothing, flicking his eyes to Traeleon.
“Pray tarry but a moment until Lhevatr rejoins us, Commander,” the Archdeacon requested amiably.  “We will face the magic of the Mhajhkaeirii with powerful magics of our own.”
Aerlon knew that despite the light tone, the Archdeacon had given a command that he dare not ignore. 
After some moments, Lhevatr returned with his retinue, accompanied by a middle-aged monk wearing a workman’s leather apron over his simple clothing.  The latter bore a small rosewood chest bound in elaborately chased gold.  The Phaelle’n had always shown reverence for their relics.
“Brother Khlotr,” the Archdeacon inquired, “the device is ready?”
“I believe so, Preeminence.”
Traeleon raised an eyebrow.  “It has been tested?”
Khlotr frowned.  “As well as we can.  The enchantment triggers properly, but it has spent millennia in the bottom of a tomb and some degradation is to be expected.  The vessel does not show outward damage.”
“The Binding is in order?”  Traeleon demanded sharply.
“Our best savants were unable to delve the complexity of it, my lord, but all peripheral indications are that it is indeed sound.”
The Archdeacon seemed to consider this.  “Which brother will operate the device?”
“I am most familiar with the key sequence, Preeminence.”
“Is that wise?  Perhaps one of your assistants.  .  .”
“None have the ability required, I fear.”
“Ah.  Then –” the Archdeacon made a small sign.  “The Work,” he intoned.
“The Duty,” Khlotr responded.
And then all the Phaelle’n present, guards, officers, and attendants, chanted in unison with the Archdeacon, “The Restoration!”
Aerlon had heard the catechism before; it seemed to have many meanings in many situations.  He did know that the Phaelle’n recited it when they buried one of their own.
Without waiting for the monk, Aerlon spun on his heel and marched beyond the edge of the awning into the smoke-scattered sunshine of the boulevard.  He had purposefully neglected the salute expected of subordinates leaving the presence of Prince Dralkor.  Nor had he paused and inclined his head for the customary blessing of the Archdeacon.  Both of them could be damned to the Outerworld; he had already demeaned himself enough for one day, especially if it was to be his last.
Gyldaen, his own second, and the quad of Seacrest legionnaires they had brought as guards waited at a short distance.
Gyldaen saluted.  “My Lord Commander, do we withdraw?”
“No,” Aerlon said shortly, gesturing to one of the legionnaires for his sword and scabbard.  Only Phaelle’n were allowed to bear arms near the Archdeacon.
Gyldaen might have made comment, but he saw Deacon Khlotr. 
Aerlon turned to the monk.  “What do you require of me?”
Khlotr displayed no offense at Aerlon’s preemptory tone.  “I must erect the ward near the center of your position.  None must be farther than two hundred and fifty paces from me.  The protection will only extend that far.”
Aerlon had dealt with the Phaelle’n often enough to understand that a ward was a protective shield of magic, invisible to the eye.  He had known wards to stop arrows and sometimes blades for individuals and once a half file of sappers, but had not known that the magic could be extended to defend an entire legion.
“Will my legion be confined to that spot or may we maneuver?”
“The legion may advance, but no faster than I can walk.”
“Follow me.”
Scabbard held out to his left, Aerlon set off at a steady lope up the boulevard.  Gyldaen and the legionnaires, trained well, matched his pace.  After tucking the rosewood box securely under his arm, Khlotr followed without comment.  They were passed through the ranks of the 3rd Legion without incident, though many of the legionnaires knelt with heads bowed as Khlotr passed.  Beyond the Phaelle’n position, the boulevard was clear and they covered the hundred paces to the rear of the Seacrest Legion’s formation in fewer than twenty seconds.  Aerlon was only mildly surprised to see that the monk had no trouble keeping up.
The guards of the headquarters troop shifted formation to admit them.  Aerlon’s under officers, gathered at his previous order to await his return, saluted.  Some were young, but all of them were solid.  They had no need of oratory to bolster their resolve and expected no explanations in the midst of a battle.
“Prepare to advance,” he ordered.  The troop commanders dispersed quickly without comment.  He knew his officers had great faith in his leadership.  As far as most of them were concerned, it was his skill alone that had preserved the Seacrest Legion through three years of Phaelle’n wars and their confidence that he could lead them through this disastrous day was unshaken.
Fuglemen called orders up and down the line.  Equipment rattled and the pavement murmured as a thousand men readied themselves.  Aerlon had much practice judging the demeanor of his legionnaires.  They had all witnessed the Phaelle’n use magic to turn battles.  Khlotr’s presence had been noted instantly and had seemed to brace the wavering courage of some. 
Aerlon, behind a stony face, hoped fervently that that faith would prove justified.
A shout went up from the forward rank and Aerlon knew that a thousand pairs of eyes, as had his own, had locked instantly upon a dark shape racing towards them against the gray of the smoke, the white of the clouds, and the blue of the sky.
Aerlon nodded to Gyldaen.
“Archers!” his second bellowed.
Two hundred yew bows creaked as the same number of armlength long steel tipped shafts aimed at a dangerously high angle.  Some of the arrows would fall back upon the legion itself.
Aerlon strained his eyes to make out the figure of the man he knew sat upon the tawny and oddly glinting platform.  He thought he saw a hand raised.
“Are you ready, Priest?”
The intricate chest bounced on the pavement, its lid flapping, as Khlotr threw it down.  He now gripped the relic it had contained, a multifaceted blue globe, tightly between his cupped palms.
“PRIEST!”
Khlotr did not respond, all of his attention focused inward, one of the Brotherhood’s nonsensical chants rolling repeatedly from his lips.
Aerlon snapped his eyes back forward.  A shimmer appeared in the air beyond the front of the legion and seemed to curve back over and behind them as well.  He began to have hope.
Something detached from the enemy platform and an intolerable screeching echoed over the boulevard.
“That’s .  .  .  different,” Gyldaen offered, a trace of doubt in his voice.
Aerlon heard a strangled gasp from Khlotr.  He tore his eyes from the approaching missile and snapped his head about.  The monk’s face had gone ashen.
“Gods!  Priest, what is it?”
In a weak and horrible voice, Khlotr whispered, “The magic will not hold.  .  .”



TWENTY-EIGHT
 
Mar’s missile never reached the ground.  It struck something not quite visible several manheight above the Phaelle’n legion.
A wave of blistering white noise that rolled outward from the point of impact jarred the world, passing through Mar’s very being with a burning shock that froze him in place.  For just an instant, everything – earth, air, sea, time, life – was completely still.
Then the land below him shivered feverishly, buildings blurring and dust rising.  After a single terrifying moment, the shivering became a wild uncontrolled dance as the air about him went mad.  The raft plummeted alarmingly for several breaths and then buoyed upward rapidly.  For many moments the air plunged and erupted around him senselessly, slapping him with gusts from a dozen directions.  Determinedly, he hunched his shoulders, locked his fists on the cleats, and focused all of his attention on maintaining control of the raft.
Abruptly as it had begun, the insane upheavals of the earth and air ceased.
Mar raised his head and found the layout of streets below unfamiliar.  Swinging his head to locate the Citadel, he discovered that the calamity had tossed the raft about half a league west of the boulevard.  Rotating the raft to bring the boulevard in view, his eyes widened.  Filled with questions, he sped back towards the battle.  Arriving above a point that he felt sure had been the center of the Phaelle’n legion, he slowed and banked into a tight orbit. 
In a great circle that reached north to the Citadel and just as far to the east, west and south and encompassed the entire area of the boulevard upon which the Phaelle’n had marshaled their forces, everything had been flattened. 
Everything – buildings, trees, men.  Nothing higher than rill of rubble an armlength deep remained standing.  Even the fires had been blown out. 
Mar knew that his sphere alone could not have caused this calamity.  The sand missiles simply did not have the power required to cause this magnitude of destruction. 
Almost without effort, he had discovered the technique for drawing power from sunlight.  While he had floated above the city, musing on the possible destructive strength of his sand spheres, a cloud had passed from before the sun and the golden light had bathed his face.  His appreciation of the warmth that washed over him had drawn his thoughts though the ethereal components of that light.  Careful manipulations had shown that a screaming red fraction seemed to possess the most energy, but that a precise limit existed on the amount of it that he could infuse into the sand.  Each time that he had siphoned the fraction down into a sphere, he had sensed an approaching weakness.  Even as much as a tenth more, he felt sure, would cause a sphere to rupture and that failure would no doubt be deadly.
It seemed likely that some magic of the Phaelle’n must have failed when his missile struck.  Perhaps the force of the sphere had caused the other magic to fail.  Or perhaps the interaction of the explosion of the missile and the -- what should he call it?  – spell of the Phaelle’n had released an amplified amount of … something.  It seemed unlikely that he would ever know.
Regardless, he had accomplished his goal of turning back the spearhead of the Phaelle’n attack, albeit in an unexpectedly destructive fashion. 
Now what?
His belly remained empty and he had not had any water since the previous evening.  Perhaps he should find something to eat?
And yet -- the bulk of the Brotherhood’s forces, probably more than ten thousand legionnaires, still besieged the Citadel to the north, west and east.
Mar scattered five more concentrations of Phaelle’n legionnaires and obliterated three artillery positions in the time it took a man to walk fifty armlengths.  He worked his way clockwise around the Citadel, sending warning shots where he could, but striking directly at any siege engine.  He made a point of demonstrating his power, dropping missiles on long arcs so that their screeches reverberated over the city.  By the time he reached the northern side of the Citadel, the enemy had begun to flee at his approach. 
Scanning the streets immediately around him and seeing no one, Phaelle'n or Mhajhkaeirii, he swung lower and paused above the broad ochre expanse of a three storey marble-faced building.  Letting the raft hover just an armlength above the peak, he slid off onto the gentle slope and walked about to stretch his cramped limbs and back.  His bare feet soaked warmth from the sunlit tiles as he stared out across the city.  There were almost no fires in this portion of the metropolis, hardly any smoke, and sounds were distant and muffled.
 Though still stiff, after several moments, he reluctantly climbed back aboard and took stock of his much-diminished raft.  Only another twenty-nine spheres could be scavenged if he held true to his original plan.  The forward cleats were gone and he could no longer stretch his legs out completely.  Resignedly, he detached fifteen spheres and began to convert them into missiles.
Several hundred paces to his east along a wide avenue sat a great circular plaza with some type of monument at its center.  Though obscured now by intervening buildings, he had scouted it well before he had landed.  The plaza radiated avenues like wagon spokes and one prominent way ran south, climbing a slight rise to reach a set of modest gates in the outermost wall of the Citadel.  He had sighted a trebuchet firing from the head of this avenue and every few minutes continued to hear the crack of its flung stones striking the fortification.
 Finishing his missiles, he carefully attached them with blue piping tones to the raft.  The blue tones were delicately formed and allowed him to detach the spheres with a simple tug, but were strong enough to hold the spheres in place during flight.  Then, bone weary and gnawed at by his hunger, he sat unmoving for many moments. 
His need for food and water was desperate, but he could not stop now.  If he slacked his pressure, the Phaelle’n were certain to attempt to regroup.
Taking firm hold of the cleats, he smoothly rolled right and set off in precise level flight across the rooftops toward the plaza.
He allowed himself a small smile of satisfaction.  His flying skill had improved greatly.  He had found that he could better steer the raft if he did not focus on the details, but simply let it fly, and had grown adroit in automatically adjusting for the pitches and forces generated by various attitudes.  He could swing about, dive, and accelerate with hardly a bobble.
As he cruised toward his target, he scanned the sky in all directions.  He had began to wonder again if the Phaelle’n had mastered the magic needed to make objects fly.  The skill seemed rather elementary to him, considering that he had discovered it in a single day, and he could only expect that at some point windborne opposition would confront him. 
No enemy in flight presented itself.  Wondering, he turned his gaze toward the bay, slowing unconsciously in an attempt to gain a steadier view.  He could barely catch sight of the warships, some leagues away.  What little he perceived in the dim distance did not indicate that any alarm had yet been raised there. 
With his inner warning screaming too late, he ran headlong into a swarm of arrows.
Mar ducked reflexively as the arrows sliced all through the air about him.  Whipping his head about, he sighted archers crowding a high balcony down to his right and instantly hurled the raft sharply left.  Almost as an afterthought, he blinked.  An arrow had passed close enough to scratch his eyebrows with its quills and another had slapped stingingly at his shoulder, but none had pierced his flesh.  The deck of the raft itself had shielded him from most of the shafts, a goodly number having struck its underside.  Fearing a further attack, he made the raft swerve and dance as he sped away.
The arrows had not penetrated the spheres, but bounced from the tight glassy surfaces with odd and frightening sounds.  Searching their structures for damage, he discovered a spreading fragility in several and realized that the containment bonds of almost a dozen would burst in less than a heartbeat.  Frantic to prevent the catastrophic failure of the spheres, he broke down all the artificial ethereal constructions and released them back to their normal states.
The raft was transformed instantly into a falling shower of sand.



TWENTY-NINE
142nd Year of the Reign of the City
(1644 After the Founding of the Empire)
 
Ghorn nh’ Rzhem, commander of the Defenders and 3rd Lord of the Council of War, could no longer repress his grunts of pain as the surgeon bound together the ripped flesh of his leg with brutally efficient stitches.
“Quickly man!”  Ghorn demanded, struggling ineffectively against the heavy hands of the men who held him to the bloody table. 
The surgeon grinned and then splashed a cup of doubly distilled brandy onto his patchwork.  The fiery pain ripped a choked outcry from Ghorn’s throat. 
The surgeon was white-haired, retired off a ship as were most surgeons attached to the legions, and like most of them had an inborn contempt for landsmen.  “If’n I was t’ hurry, milord, you might grow corruption in th’ wound and then it’d be better if’n I was t’ just slit yer throat right now.”
“Curse you!  Hurry!  The South Gate has fallen!”
The surgeon gestured with an arthritic finger at the pale face of the boy on the next table.  “Aye, I hear’d th’ messenger.  He might live, if’n you’ll shut up and let me finish so I can start on him.”
Ghorn gritted his teeth to bite back a useless reply as the man went to work with needle and thread once more.  A Phaelle’n blade had gashed his right leg from hip to knee in the desperate, panicked retreat to the Citadel.
The light darkened as a large shape moved across the doorway of the gatehouse.  A captain of marines, taller by head and shoulders than the surgeon and his burly assistants, eased into the room, stepping carefully around and over the many wounded men packed into the improvised surgeonry.
Surprised, Ghorn repressed an urge to leap up.  “Mhiskva!  What news of the battle?”
The captain was filthy, covered in dust and blood, some of it, by the look of it, his own.  His armor, never more than plain and practical, was scarred and pitted, many of the leather straps were broken and dangling.  The front half of his right pauldron was missing entirely and the chain mail sleeve below it was split, the metal cloth dangling free as he moved.
Mhiskva swept a simple pot helmet from his head and saluted.  His craggy face was grave.  “Your brother is dead, my lord Ghorn.”
Ghorn slumped back against the table.  His older brother had commanded the defense at the Southern Gate.
“You are certain?”
“Aye, my lord.  We have recovered Lord Dreznor’s body.”
Wetness pooled at the corner of Ghorn’s eyes and a single tear of rage and pain leaked through the sweat and dirt that plastered his cheek.  He raised his shoulders and with the strength of desperation, thrust the surgeon’s assistants aside.  Shrugging, the surgeon nimbly nipped a last stitch with a pair of shears and jerked a thumb to direct his men to the next table.
Wincing, Ghorn swung his legs over the edge and made to stand.  He gasped as fire lanced through his leg and only managed to prevent himself from collapsing to the floor by grasping the splintered edge of the table.
Mhiskva stepped forward quickly and caught him by the arm with one massive hand.  With almost frightening ease, the large man raised his commander to a standing position.
“Take me to the battle,” Ghorn commanded flatly.
Mhiskva’s face remained impassive.  “There is no battle, my lord.  The legions of the Monks were destroyed only moments ago.”
“What?  How?”
The captain hesitated.  “We are not sure, my lord, but it appears to be some sort of magery.  After the South Gate fell, there were loud concussions in the distance, towards the west, perhaps near Reef Street.  I thought at first that it was the work of the Monks, but as we regrouped and formed to face the assault, the enemy arrayed on the Avenue of Triumph was attacked from above and decimated.  First a single legion, with thunder and fire, then all the rest in a terrible single blast.”
Ghorn frowned.  “I heard that.  The entire building shook.  I had thought it was some new evil weapon of the Monks.”
“Nay, my lord.  I saw this with my own eyes.  There was a small ship or boat, though not like a boat at all, which floated above the city.  A man rode upon it, guiding it.”
Mhiskva smiled slightly.  “He waved down at us.  He was too high for me to tell what manner of man he was, but he fought the Monks and if that does not make him an ally, I know not what does.”
“Magery, you say?”  Ghorn’s tone was filled with disgust.
“It could have been nothing else, my lord.  I have never heard of the like, even from the Monks.”
Ghorn fell silent.  Suddenly, the reek of blood and urine and the moans and cries of the injured men overwhelmed him.  “Bring me outside, Mhiskva,” he ordered weakly.
The captain took his arm and bore his weight as he limped out into the court of the barbican, holding his leg out stiffly before him.  Other less seriously wounded men were laid about, filling the small-flagged space save for a cleared aisle back into the bailey and another out through the gate.
“Send for a horse.  I’m going –“
“No, my lord Prince.”
The simple refusal stopped Ghorn short.  His cousin, Prince Kherl, had been young, of good heart and brave, but impetuous and headstrong and had died early in the day at the first battle in the Plaza of Imperial Glory.  With Dreznor now dead as well, the title of Prince-Commander of Mhajhkaei and the command of all the forces of the city fell upon him.  He was also, may all the gods curse rabid Phaelle to unending torment, now but second in line to the throne of The Greatest City in All the World, what was left of it, anyway.
“The Crown Prince?” he demanded.  As the Council of War’s liaison to the Palace, the welfare of Prince Davfydd was Mhiskva’s first duty.
“Safe.  The Lord-Protector has sealed the stairway leading to the Residence and he and his crew are camped at the base of the tower.  He allows none to come near.  They fired crossbows at me as I approached, though only warning shots.”
Ghorn and his captain shared a look that said much that could not be spoken aloud.  The prince pointed to a wooden platform above the gate. 
“I will base my command up there.  Have messengers brought to me.  I want reports from all the commanders of the North, East, and West quadrants.  Send runners to Lords Purhlea, Zhelorthoz, and L’Ghevh.  Inform them that I am now in command and that you are my Second.  Order Commander Renz to me—“
“Dead, my lord.”
The Prince-Commander cursed vilely.  “—then whoever commands the Defenders in his place.”
“Aye, my lord.”
Ghorn jerked his head toward the open stone steps that led up to the platform, ignoring the rasping pain generated when his ripped and bloodied trousers rubbed across his stitches.  Mhiskva calmly assisted him upwards.
“I want more information on this sorcerer who appears to be helping us.”
“I have Berhl and two quads from my troop holding sight of him.  They are riding the Upper Reach of the Tertiary Wall to keep up with him.  He is moving north, attacking the Monks as he goes, staying within a league of the Primary Wall.  Berhl’s last word to me is that the Monks are falling back before him.”
Ghorn grunted.  “Perhaps this defeat can be turned.”  He fell silent as the assent to the platform consumed all his energy, even with the steadying presence of Mhiskva.
When they had climbed a little more than half way, a man in the high boots, sleeveless leather brigandine, and gold-chased sea blue cloak of a Mhajhkaeirii’n Marine rode clattering through the gate behind them.  Immediately, he leapt from his horse and started shouting Mhiskva’s name.
The captain steadied Ghorn against the wall, and bellowed down at the marine.  The excited man spun, threw down his reins, and sprinted up the steps.  Mhiskva reached out carefully and caught the marine when his haste threatened to pitch him off the stairs. 
“Captain, the flying boat is down!”
“Steady Berhl.  How and where?”
“Ten cables off the North Gate, sir!  The Monks brought him down!  Looked like arrows!”
“Does he live?”  Ghorn interrupted.
Berhl turned and saluted.  “I think so, my lord.  He fell onto a house but the Monks’ legionnaires are thick about him.”
“Mhiskva, go now and bring the sorcerer to me,” Ghorn barked in instant decision.  “Bring him to me alive, whatever the cost.  Do you understand?  Whatever the cost.  We must have magery of our own if we are to have any hope of driving back the Phaelle’n.”
“Aye, my lord,” the captain answered grimly.  “I understand.”



THIRTY
 
Lhevatr dug frantically with bleeding hands, throwing aside the crushed stone, wood fragments, and crumbled brick that had mounded in a small dome shape above the sloping side of the wide pit.  The house that had stood on the site, like dozens of others near it, had fallen in on itself to fill its own cellar.  His fingers slid smoothly across a soft surface that had the dimly perceived gray feel of ethereal force.
Rising, he waved both hands above his head and shouted at the other brethren, “Here!  He is here!  I have found him!”
Advocate Brother Zheltraw arrived first, sprinting.  Zheltraw had been en route from the harbor when the tactical ward artifact had failed.  He was covered with dirt and sweat from digging in the rubble, but unbloodied.  Lhevatr did not know him well; Zheltraw was from a clandestine mainland cloister from the city of Pelthwoir.
“Does he live?”  Zheltraw demanded breathlessly, dropping to his knees to assist, attacking the rubble with a marked enthusiasm.  Lhevatr knew Zheltraw to be an adherent of the rigidly spiritual Brohivii’n Sect. 
“His personal ward is active.  If its dampening fields were functional, he should have survived.  Otherwise … well, he will look like the others.”
Zheltraw put two fingers of his right hand to the back of his left wrist to make a circle, then adroitly turned his hand to bisect the traced image thrice.  This symbol was the ancient sign of the Tripartite. 
“The Work,” Zheltraw intoned, as was his right as junior.
“The Duty,” Lhevatr responded automatically then joined Zheltraw in the quiet chorus, “The Restoration.”
Ghme, Senior Encourager Third, Second Troop, 3rd Legion, jogged up slowly.  He sank to his knees then sat back heavily.
“I found the High Prince.  And his advisors – I think they were his advisors.”
“Dead.”  Lhevatr did not make it a question.
Ghme nodded his head, his face pale with pain and his hair plastered to his head with sweat.
 Like Lhevatr, Ghme had also miraculously survived the failure of the tactical ward.  His right arm was broken in more than one place and that shoulder wrenched from its socket.  Lhevatr had pulled him from the ruins of a wagon that had somehow shielded him from the full brunt of the wild forces released by the collapse.  Lhevatr had bound the Senior Encourager’s arm to his side with bits of rope and a belt pulled from a corpse.
With a visible effort, Ghme roused to assist them.
Lhevatr waved him back.  “Rest easy Brother.  Brother Zheltraw and I are fit to this task.”
Ghme sagged, eyes drifting.  “Are we all that are left?”
Lhevatr did not pause in his digging or take his gaze from the revealed curve of the ward.  “The collapse destroyed only this portion of the city, Brother.  The cloisters in other parts of the city are unaffected.”
Ghme was silent for several moments.  Then, “Of the 3rd, I mean?”
Lhevatr felt his face grow hard.  “I believe that the focus of the blast was drawn to the restored devices with which the 8th Militant Cloister was equipped.”
In a halting voice, Ghme recited the First Caution, “Magic will destroy its own.”
“They have sacrificed their substance for the Restoration!”  Brother Zheltraw declared proudly, eyes shinning.  The thought seemed to lend the Advocate strength; he redoubled the speed of his furious digging.
Suddenly, the milky surface of the globe vanished and the debris began to subside around the revealed form of the Archdeacon.  Lhevatr grabbed Traeleon’s reaching right arm and, Zheltraw taking his other, they dragged him out of the hole.
Traeleon gained his feet on the slope, calmly extricating himself from their grip.  He appeared unharmed and undistressed, despite having spent nearly three hours trapped within the bubble of his personal ward. 
Zheltraw fell to his knees, head bowed, praying.  “Glory to the Duty, the Duty of All Men, and damnation to those who shun the Duty.  .  .”
Ghme made to rise, but his eyes rolled back in his head and he slumped over backwards in a faint.
The Archdeacon’s eyes flicked from Lhevatr to Zheltraw to Ghme then in a wide sweep across the destruction. 
“Give me an accounting of this debacle,” he commanded.
“Of the Brethren,” Lhevatr relayed dispassionately, “it appears that the 3rd Legion no longer exists.  This includes the 8th Militant and all of their equipment.  None of your retinue save the Advocate Brother here has survived.  Some number of the conscripts did survive as I saw them fleeing the area, but neither legion is any longer a viable force.  High Prince Dralkor and the members of his council who were present also perished.”
Traeleon looked at Lhevatr sharply.  “The pilot of the flying relic?”
“From my observations, I would say that he escaped harm entirely, my lord.  He flew away to the northwest and continues to hary our forces.”
“What weapon did he use to break Brother Khlotr’s ward and how was the area of rupture so magnified?”
“There was a great flaring of ethereal force, like nothing revealed in the ancient texts.  Even I, with my limited Ability, was able to detect it and its nature was thoroughly unfamiliar to me.  More power was released than the ward relic was capable of storing by at least a factor of ten.”
“The Mhajhkaeirii were responsible?”
“Likely, Preeminence, but this is not certain.  I will have to consult the skryers to determine a more accurate description of the event.”
Zheltraw rose to his feet suddenly.  “Preeminence, we must withdraw your person to the Holy Ships!  You are not safe here!”
The Archdeacon waved his underling to silence without turning from Lhevatr. 
“Lhevatr, you are to go immediately to the harbor.  Send communication to the Monastery.  Summon Brother Whorlyr and his entire cloister.  They are to travel at once through the Emerald Gate and bring all of their operational restored weaponry.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Dispatch them to capture the Mhajhkaeirii’n pilot and retrieve the flying relic.  Failing that, they are to kill the pilot and destroy the relic.  Do you understand?”
Zheltraw gasped.  Willful destruction of ethereal relics was blasphemy.  “Preeminence!  Surely you cannot mean –“
The Archdeacon ignored the Brohivii’s outburst.
“Do you understand my orders, Commander?”
“Yes, my lord.  It will be done.”



THIRTY-ONE
 
Before Mar could manage a panicked outcry, his feet dropped from under him, and he fell.  Frantic, he relaxed every  muscle in his body.  Only a scarce heartbeat later he crashed feet first into a sloped tile roof.  He allowed his body to fold to absorb some of the force of the impact, but still his breath was driven away and his knees slammed into his chest.  The pitch of the roof pulled him down, rolling and bouncing, and he flattened to halt his slide.  Bursting tiles and peeling hide, he skidded a dozen armlengths and finally came to a wrenching halt wedged sideways against a chimney.  Here he lay unmoving in a scraped and twisted heap, drawing several long shuddering breaths, and wondering at his luck. 
And his stupidity. 
He had known there were archers.  He had been within moments of total victory, and had thrown success and his priceless raft away with one moment of inattention.  Disgusted with himself, he wearily rolled onto his back and flexed his arms and legs.  To his vast relief, he found everything basically intact, though he had several small cuts that had smeared blood across most of his torso and legs. 
An arrow grew quivering from the chimney above him, brick chips splashing his face.  Without pause, others screeched off tiles or thudded into lathes revealed by his passage.  None struck closer than two armlengths, but a jolt of fear spurred him to action.  Spitting a curse on the head of Zsnigh-mhi, the demi-god of tile roofs, sheds, and cisterns, he snatched up a loose tile and scooted down the sloping roof and behind the broad, yellow chimney.  A quick peek revealed his assailants to be a pair of archers in maroon and gray straddling the peak of another roof a short distance behind and slightly higher than his own.  They drew and loosed in unison almost before he could snatch his head backward.  Their arrows ricocheted off the soft brick fingerlengths from his face. 
In the space of hardly more than one runaway heartbeat, Mar flooded the tile with all the screaming red he could summon, adjusted a pink wiggle and an orange tone, and let fly with a backhanded toss, all without pulling his sweat soaked back from the warm brick.  Though he could not see it, he felt the tile as it knifed through the air, flying with magical aid and guidance, and accelerated toward his attackers.  It struck at their feet faster than they could react and shattered, exploding with a tremendous release of ethereal energy that shredded everything in its path for ten armlengths in every direction. 
Mar flinched as the sound shook him, and covered his head as splinters and debris rained down upon him an instant later.  Hoping that the explosion would give the remaining archers reason to pause, he surveyed the inner court visible beyond the roof's edge. 
Plainly, the ravages of war had until now bypassed this idyllic family sanctum.  Stone benches watched the reflecting pool quietly, unconcerned by the havoc in the city without, and the small orchard bore ripening pears.  A few had dropped to the well-tended lawn.  The arcades to the left and right, and front spread uncompromising shade over finely upholstered couches and ornate tables.  All were vacant.  As no one had been drawn by the racket of his impact to challenge his intrusion, it seemed clear that he house was empty, the owners long fled to the Citadel or the countryside.  He moved as soon as his survey was done, staying within the shielding shadow of the chimney.  He slid upon his buttocks to the roof edge, balanced for a moment upon it, and then kicked his feet out to drop to the marble walk beneath. 
His only advantage in this war was his sky raft; afoot he was simply a frightened thief who would die with depressing rapidity on the swords of the Phaelle’n legionnaires.  It was imperative that he build another as soon as possible, but that construction required undisturbed time and plentiful sand, and he doubted that he could expect either here and now.  He must elude the invaders, first and foremost, and would worry about a counter blow after he had found a scuttle hole. 
He ran across the court, plucking a pear in each hand with sudden twin inspiration as he bent to avoid the drooping branches, and swept under the arcade and through the spread double doors into the room beyond.  A bedroom, its disheveled garish finery gave the first indication of a hasty departure, and its unshuttered windows flashed him a bright view of a tidy, narrow street. 
His mind racing, he eased to a halt in the center of the room and consumed the pear in his right hand with three ravenous bites.  He was sorely tempted to eat the other as well, but followed through with his earlier idea.  Absently tossing the first core aside, he fixed his intent gaze upon the fruit in his left hand, playing delicate mental fingers upon the chords of the magical fields. 
With a loud, mushy POP, the fruit burst, splattering his face and chest with pulp.
A rigid chill crawled heavily up his back at this shocking reminder of the warnings printed in Oyraebos' text.  Sourly, he decided that he had had enough of magic for the present, and jumped to the window centered in the exterior wall.  The street outside was unblocked and was empty as far as he could see in both directions.  Quickly, he flipped the latch and pushed the hinged sashes open.  He was preparing to vault the sill when the clash of weapons broke upon his ears from his left, and he jerked backward into the shadows.  Pounding feet, running shouts, cries of pain, and the ring of steel upon steel washed down the street in a swelling tide. 
He caught himself as he turned to flee back the way he had come, forcing himself to think.  Sounds of fighting meant not only the armsmen of the Brotherhood, but surely those of Mhajhkaei as well?  If the Mhajhkaeirii had sallied forth from the Citadel, then perhaps his best course was to remain in hiding till the conflict bypassed him.  Surely the battle would catch up the archers who had downed his sky raft, and it was possible that the Mhajhkaeirii could repulse the Phaelle’n now that his attacks had weakened them.  Regardless of the outcome, if he were caught in the midst of the battle he was certain to be killed.
This bedroom was too exposed to offer sanctuary.  Stealthily, he retraced his steps into the courtyard, all the while cocking an attentive ear to the pandemonium developing beyond the house’s walls.  The sounds seemed strongest from his left and rear, the north and west, if his sense of direction had not been addled.  He briefly considered the roof, but, mindful of the archers, continued with an instinctive negative into the east arcade, searching with a constant back-and-forth swing of his head for any alternative that might present itself.  This room proved to be the kitchen, a smallish room with a freestanding hearth, several stoutly framed oak tables, one of which looked as if it had been used recently to cut meat, and an orderly set of polished brass pots and utensils hung about the walls on pegs.  Disappointingly, there were no windows.  The only doorway led to an even tinier room hung with onions and garlic above shelves that held crocks of dried beans, flour, salt, and such.  A quick search revealed no bread or cheese to ease his still empty stomach; the family must have fled with any portable victuals.  There were no other exits from the pantry. 
The clamor without had grown greatly in volume and it appeared as if the clash was only moments from overflowing into this very house.  Desperately, Mar spun about the kitchen, his eyes flickering from object to object, trying to force an idea.  No new solutions sprang to his mind, and he was at the point of dashing back to the court when his eyes locked upon one of the tables.  The pear had failed as a magical vessel, but wood was a greatly more resilient material.  He had read something about the suitability of wood in Oyraebos, hadn’t he?  Again, his memory of his single study of the text failed him, leaving him unsure.  Still, any possibility was better than none.
Not worrying that the noise might draw unwanted company, he grabbed the bulky table with both hands and with a whole-body lurch hauled it squalling and shreeing into the courtyard.  He stopped just short of the reflecting pool, well clear of the overhanging arcades.
The table had six legs each as large as his calf.  The top was reassuringly solid, constructed of joined half-span thick planks.  It measured better than a manheight long by a third that distance wide.  No mere arrow would bring this great beast tumbling from the sky; if he could make it fly, he would have a much more battle worthy craft.  He heaved it onto its side and then flipped it with a solid thud so that the legs pointed upward.  Forcing calm, he knelt and wrapped his fingers around the rough posts.  Even with the battle din rising to a crescendo, he hesitated.  The bursting pear had made a slight mess, but a bursting table would make an undoubtedly deadly mess.  Rising, he took several steps back, reconsidered, and scuttled all the way back into the kitchen. 
He had thus far attempted magic only while in physical contact with a vessel.  He had no idea whether it was possible to manipulate the ethereal sound-colors at a distance.  Or whether he was talented enough in whatever skill was required if that feat could in fact be accomplished.  But he knew that only by experiment could he prove the issue.  Responding to a vagrant thought, he remained in the doorway to maintain eye contact with the overturned table, though he tensed his body for a sudden scramble out of this opening, and drew a breath to settle himself.  Carefully, he reached out with the still-not-quite-familiar peculiar mental effort used to control magic.
He found the table quickly and delved it faster than he would have suspected.  Something different was required here.  The percussive yellows would not work.  .  .
The table vibrated and then placidly rose a span above the marble. 
He had encountered a feeling slightly varied from his previous experiences as he groped for the table's magical soul, a minor wavering or difficulty created by the distance involved, but had sensed no impairment of his adjustment of the shades and tones.  He suspected that there existed some natural resistance to remote magic and thought that he would be limited to a precise range, but the specifics would require further experimentation.
To test his new sky raft, he snatched a heavy stewpot from its hook close beside the door, and hurled it at the table, jumping to cover as he did so.  After a barely perceptible interval, there was a sharp metallic bouncing sound, but no earth shattering concussion. 
Even the noise of battle seemed to be waning.  Suddenly alarmed, Mar raced for his raft. 
Too late!
Dusty, blood splattered men spilled into the courtyard from every doorway to the north and west, swords and halberds held high despite the exhaustion imprinted upon their faces.  A massive man whose bare head towered above his fellows and whose shoulders would have done justice to a draft horse stepped between Mar and the table, his great strides pulling him ahead of the other men.  Blood ran down his face from a long cut across his brow and sweat had plastered his long hair into a shock that flared away from his shoulders.  Captain’s badges flapping loosely from one arm, this giant casually cut the air before the young thief with an axe as long as he was tall, whipping it back and forth as if it were no more than a nettle.
"HOLD!  YIELD OR DIE!" the captain thundered as his men trotted near. 
Mar, for once, was easily convinced.  He stopped immediately and carefully raised his hands.  Burly men in brigandines and battle-scarred chain mail closed in warily from either side and brutally wrenched his hands behind his back.  In short order his wrists were securely bound.  Others continued on, running doggedly, obviously searching, into the remainder of the house.
"Mhiskva, look!" cried one of the men guarding Mar.  The man pointed excitedly.  The giant turned to follow the unsteady digit.  As his gaze fell upon the table, hovering still as Mar had left it, he tensed in shock and whirled to face the young man once more. 
"You!  The sorcerer!" the thusly named Mhiskva exclaimed. 
Mar's captors staggered back as if stunned, leaving him alone, and the giant approached with purposeful, determined strides.  He stopped within an armlength of the young man and brought his great axe around in a sweeping arc.
Even as his heart fluttered, Mar eyed the giant unwaveringly, knowing he had little chance of dodging a blow of the huge weapon but determined to make an attempt.  If luck struck, he would sprint for the closest exit.
The massive Mhajhkaeirii turned his wrist in a deft flourish, the stained and glinting metal blurring from incredible speed.  The haft of the axe crashed down on the flagstones with a sharp crack as the Mhajhkaeirii fell to one knee.
“KNEEL YOU SONS!  KNEEL BEFORE THE SALVATION OF THE CITY!”  Mhiskva roared in triumph.
Then, before Mar’s completely astonished eyes, the wildly cheering armsmen, one and all, knelt to pay him homage.



THIRTY-TWO
 
“My lord Sorcerer--” Mhiskva began.
The descending wail of a hurtling catapult stone overrode the captain.  With a great rending blast of sound, the shot plunged in and a building on the right side of the avenue violently expelled bits of itself in every direction.
Mar dove behind an overturned oxcart as another head-sized cylinder of stone, companion to the first, flattened the last standing wall of a second building on the far side of the street.  Brick bounded outward in a dark brown wave, skipping and spiraling across the cobbles.  This shallow breaker coursed around and over other debris – burnt timbers, sections of wall with plaster still attached, a crushed barrel – leaving sharp featured drifts behind the larger obstacles, before subsiding with a skitter of sand and fragments no more than an armlength from his refuge.
Since leaving the abandoned house, they had been under threat from the bombardment, which apparently originated from the gray ships.  The attacks seemed random, with the paired stones slamming down at odd intervals, sometimes near, sometimes streets away.  Only this section of the city seemed under fire and Mar had begun to consider the increasing likelihood that he himself was the target of the attacks.
Mhiskva had remained standing and was outwardly unperturbed by the near miss, though his men had likewise taken cover.  They began to rise, dusting their clothes and cursing – those that had the strength to do so.  With exaggerated courtesy and just the slightest hint of disapproval, the captain extended a hand to draw Mar to his feet.
“As I was saying, my lord Sorcerer –“
“Don’t call me that,” Mar snapped.  “I’m not a sorcerer, I’m a –“
Thief?  No, not any longer.  What had Waleck said?
“I’m a … magician.”
“Ah, indeed, then, my lord Magician—“ Mhiskva frowned in thought for a moment then continued,“-- these magery driven catapults of the Monks and their godsforsaken sail-less ships are beyond the strength and understanding of normal men.  Why, as you can see –“
Another double impact, this one a block or so to their rear, shook the ground.
“-- they can throw a stone over several leagues!  Our fleet was caught unawares in the harbor, attacked while the Phaelle’n ships were still below the horizon.  Metal bound barrels of burning pitch rained down all across the moorings.  The fire was hotter than any I have ever witnessed.  Before we had any sense of what was happening, half the ships were already sunk.”
“Yes, I saw the bay.”
Mar glanced at the captain through the side of his eyes.  Mhiskva’s looming presence struck him as oddly reassuring and unaccountably familiar.  It was as if Mar had previously known the hulking Mhajhkaeirii.
Mhiskva’s keen eyes caught the look.  “Yes, my lord Magician?”
“Nothing.”
“We should proceed, my lord.”
Mar nodded, thinking, and continued along the street.
“I believe that I can sink the Phaelle’n ships,” he offered after several moments.  He actually doubted that he could even get close enough to the magical vessels to mount an attack, but any ruse to return him to the safety of the air was worth trying.
“I am sure that Lord Ghorn will be pleased to hear this,” Mhiskva replied noncommittally.
“We should strike now, before they have a chance to prepare a defense.”
The captain smiled patiently.  “The Prince-Commander has ordered me to bring you before him, as I have told you, my lord Magician.  This is what will be done.”
Mhiskva spoke in an even, congenial tone, but Mar had the distinct feeling that it would be easier to move a mountain than to shift the huge captain from his course.
“Then let’s use my sky raft to fly to your Lord Ghorn,” Mar proposed, turning to wave back at the table, which trailed behind him like a faithful hound.
Mhiskva had sent fifty of his men forward to scout their route back to the Citadel.  Another forty trailed several blocks as a rear guard.  The rest, including some wounded born on improvised litters, were arrayed in a loose square about Mar, Mhiskva and the table.  The Mhajhkaeirii’s reactions to the raft ranged from awe to outright distaste, and none would approach any closer to it than several paces.  Mar had indulged himself for the first five or six blocks, making the table lunge to one side or the other at unexpected moments.  Some of the unfortunate Mhajhkaeirii had almost done themselves injury while springing out of its path.
  “We can be above the Citadel in minutes,” Mar insisted.  “It’ll carry the both of us, I’m sure, despite your size.”
And, at his first opportunity, Mar would jettison the Mhajhkaeirii officer.
Mhiskva shook his head.  “I cannot leave my command.  We are still outnumbered in this part of the city.  I started with less than a full troop and we took heavy causalities when we sallied from the Northeastern Bastion.  We were only able to drive the Monks away because they were disorganized and surprised.  If they are able to regroup, they will be certain to push back toward the Citadel.  No, my lord Magician, it is best that we remain with my marines.  We are less than a league from the North Gate and we will reach it in under an hour, even at this pace.” 
Mar shrugged.  His burst of relief at the revelation that he had been taken by the Mhajhkaeirii and not the Phaelle’n had quickly soured when he realized that his ostensible rescue was, in truth, a capture.  Regardless of the captain’s thus far deferential manner, Mar felt himself a prisoner.  Mhiskva and his marines were as much his jailers as his protectors.
As they approached an intersection marked by a large tavern on one facing corner, Mar began to feel a twinge of nervousness, as he often did when being watched.  As a thief, he had taught himself never to dismiss such feelings outright.  He stopped and turned about slowly. 
Mhiskva halted also, frowning, then looked at Mar’s face.  His hand went over his shoulder to the haft of his great axe.
“We have to get out of this street,” Mar warned.
Before Mhiskva could reply, the shrieks of incoming stone cylinders began to fill the air.
Mhiskva snatched Mar up with a sweep of his arm, took a tremendous leap, and threw the younger man against the wall of a house. 
Mar grunted as his back struck the whitewashed stone, his view of the street shrinking as the captain’s shielding bulk towered over him.
The catapult stones, this time more than a score, struck all at once with a deafening crash.  Some fell as close as the house on the opposite side of the street, smashing through its roof and upper floors, breaking and buckling its walls.  Many punched through the pavement at the mouth of street ahead, slinging out rock and earth.  A good number destroyed buildings on opposite sides of the street half a block to their rear, the rubble spilling out in huge heaps across the roadway. 
Scraps of rubble and wood flung from the house across the street impacted the wall near Mar, knocking off spalls of granite.  At least one large piece hit Mhiskva, ricocheting off his armor.  There were yells and yelps from many of the marines as well.
Mhiskva stood back, rubbing the back of his thigh as he spun about.  “Tryhl, get the men up!  We need to move now!”  The captain did not wait, but jumped about, dragging men to their feet and shoving them towards the intersection.
Seeing his opportunity, Mar dashed for his new raft, summoning it towards him.
A bright lance of green fire arced in before he had taken three steps and struck the table, bursting it in twain and casting smoldering planks in opposite directions.  Other green lances began to fall among the Mhajhkaeirii marines.
Recoiling when his sense of the table died, Mar whirled and sprinted for the door of the closest house.  As he ran, he became aware of a strident chartreuse driving toward him through the ether, seeking him, and guessed immediately that it was the ethereal heart of a green lance.  Almost without thought, he deflected it.  The flaring lance rebounded into a marble column supporting a porch and burst in a billow of fire.
Mar stumbled, losing a step, as the significance of this success jarred him.  In the last few hours, he had begun to believe that his abilities to perceive and manipulate the forces of magic were blossoming dramatically, perhaps because of the constant exercise his battles with the Phaelle’n had given them.  Elated as a new confidence overtook him, he knew without a doubt that none of the lances aimed at him would strike.
To his right, a marine running with the front handles of a litter took a green lance full in the chest.  Killed instantly, the man toppled in a scorched and bloody heap.  The rear bearer, face frozen in a spasm of surprise and fear, stumbled and fell heavily.  The pallid man borne on the litter was thrown to the pavement and began to scream.
Mar tried to make himself keep running.  Self-preservation was the penultimate credo of the Khalarii petty thief, and that credo demanded a single-minded disregard for the fates of others.
He owed the marines and Mhiskva nothing.  They had not saved him from the Phaelle’n; he had escaped the Brotherhood’s attack by his own skill.  The Mhajhkaeirii had trapped him, nothing more.
But he knew with a terrible certainty that every single one of them would die here in this street without him.  He was their only possible defense.
Screaming in frustration, Mar skidded to a halt and threw up his fists.  Reaching out with his ethereal sense, he snared the green lances and forced them away.  His will formed a shield above the street, blocking the magical attack.  Green fire began to bounce back into the air, bursting upon the roofs and walls of adjacent buildings or vanishing up into the sky, but not another lance struck among the trapped marines.
“To me!”  Mar yelled.  “To me now!”



THIRTY-THREE
 
The Chief Skryer, who had become nameless in dedication to his art, adopting the ancient and revered title used by the Great Phaelle, straightened from his glass.  “He has erected a ward with a signature that does not register.  This ward is deflecting the Enervated Bolts.”
“Impossible!” proclaimed the freshly ordained Deacon Zheltraw, who, by virtue of the demise of all other senior brethren from the College of Promulgators at the ward failure, had inherited the position of First Promulgator.  This status had earned him admission here, to the Archdeacon’s Conclave.  
The Conclave sat in newly upholstered chairs at an oblong metal table in the central cabin of the raised and refurbished ancient warship that the Brotherhood had named Duty.  Traces of Variant Three Forebearer’s script suggested that the cabin had been called “especial
localized leadership site.”  The brethren of the College of Archivists had successfully re-keyed the lighting magics, so that a slightly blue pinpoint illuminated each the five occupied seats.  The lights in the remainder of the large room had been dimmed to permit the controllers to focus on their equipment.  Some suspected that the table had once possessed significant informational magics, but no brother had yet learned to key them.
Traeleon turned his head slowly to pin the First Promulgator with a disapproving look.  He had developed the habit, in only a few hours, of ignoring Zheltraw completely, but he could not overlook this outburst.  The newly ordained Conclave member actually worshipped magic, like some uninitiated lay brother.  It was growing increasingly clear to Traeleon that such fanaticism would present a bothersome hindrance in the normal operation of the Conclave, but it was possible that Zheltraw’s zeal might also prove useful as a tool to curb the ambitions of certain elements within the mainland cloisters.  For that reason, Traeleon had judged it prudent to tolerate Brother Zheltraw’s excesses.
However, that did not mean that he had to humor the fool. 
“With Magic, all things are possible
– Ninth Book of Phaelle, line 367.  And, as a matter of fact, we have such a ward in our vault.  An artifact from the dig on Szelthos generates a narrow radius ward which disrupts the air shell vessel of Enervated Bolts, causing them to disperse.”
At the Archdeacon’s rebuke, Zheltraw bowed his head, but Traeleon did not judge him sufficiently cowed.
“Your lack of study does ill service to the Duty,” he added harshly.
Zheltraw’s shoulders slumped and he collapsed from his chair to his knees, shaking.  “I beg Penance, my lord,” he gasped.
“Two days of silent reflection.”
Without rising, Zheltraw slowly backed from the Archdeacon’s presence as Traeleon dismissed the Brohivii from his immediate awareness.
“Lhevatr, analysis.”
“We have underestimated the magical capabilities – which, in point of fact, we previously judged to be non-existent -- of the Mhajhkaeirii,” the Commander of Legions stated evenly.  “It is now apparent that they have discovered a cache, perhaps even multiple caches, which have supplied them with weapons in many ways superior to ours.  The flying relic itself poses considerable difficulties for tactical planning.  We should expect to be confronted with other powerful devices and must make adaptations accordingly.  However, a reasonable expectation, based upon our own knowledge of the Inherited Trait, is that their personnel with Ability are few, perhaps only this one.”
Traeleon turned to the junior novitiate standing nearby who manned the far-talking disk.  It was one of barely a score functioning artifacts, whose ancient name had yet to be discovered, that allowed communication over distance. 
“Has the flying artifact been destroyed?”
The novitiate murmured softly into the red stone disk cupped in his palms.  After a brief wait, it murmured back at him.  He passed Lhevatr a note.
“Brother Whorlyr reports a single flying craft destroyed, but suspects that the artifact which generates the flight ward is intact.  He suggests that the artifact is an amulet worn by the enemy sorcerer.”
“Chief Skryer, status of the assault?”
“All of the enervated bolts are now being deflected.  Not disrupted or neutralized.  It appears that they are being redirected.  The apostate is defending the armsmen with him.  Our blocking force has engaged he Mhajhkaeirii’n point guard force.  The Mhajhkaeirii rear guard has been eliminated.”
“Read the Ability of the Mhajhkaeirii sorcerer.”
The Chief Skryer, a frail deacon of extremely advanced age, but the most capable skryer within the Brotherhood, concentrated a moment.  “A good three, near a four.”
“High,” Lhevatr commented thoughtfully.  The recently promoted Martial Director of the Brotherhood was a sub-one.
High indeed. 
Traeleon himself was only a four on the scale developed by the Great Phaelle.  In the nine hundred and fifty-nine years since the Founding, the records of the Brotherhood detailed only three individuals who had scored five, and one of those was suspect. 
 “Why was this sorcerer not previously detected?” demanded First Inquisitor Bhrucherra, speaking for the first time.  Like the others, he was also newly advanced to the Archdeacon’s Conclave.  And, like Traeleon, he was a deacon of the Salient Order.
But, for those that could read them, where Traeleon’s tattoos designated him a strategist, Bhrucherra’s named him an assassin.
Traeleon, well acquainted with schemes and conspiracies, had resolved to watch the First Inquisitor carefully.
The Chief Skryer turned a disapproving gaze upon the much younger Bhrucherra.  “Potential does not manifest within the ether.  The Mhajhkaeirii has obviously not exercised his Ability until recently.”
“How can you be sure of that?  Perhaps some unknown artifact has masked his Ability.  Certainly, it is clear that he has had the opportunity to hone his skills with the flight artifact and this new deflecting ward.  Would not such practice have revealed his Ability before now?”
A frown creased the Chief Skryer’s wrinkled face.  “It should have, yes.”
“First Inquisitor,” Traeleon interjected, “this seems a matter that should rightfully fall under the purview of the College of Inquisitors.”
Traeleon had considered the previous, now deceased, First Inquisitor to be extremely competent.  That brother’s information gathering network had covered near all of the Silver Sea and had kept Traeleon well informed in all matters.  This seemed an excellent opportunity to determine whether Bhrucherra possessed sufficient skill to perform adequately the functions of the chief of the College of Inquisitors.  It would be much better to find out now if the Salient was deficient, so that he could be replaced before he developed much influence within the powerful College. 
Bhrucherra inclined his head.  “Indeed, my lord.”
“I wish to know the method by which the Mhajhkaeirii concealed their magic from us.  See to it now.”
“As you say, Preeminence.”  Bhrucherra stood, bowed deeply, his face impassive, and departed.
The Chief Skryer, freed from this distraction, had returned his gaze to his glass. 
“My lord Archdeacon,” he announced curiously.  “There is an indication here that is unclear.  I require confirmation.”
Traeleon nodded and the aged brother moved carefully across the slightly rolling deck to consult with his subordinate, whose station currently monitored the Mhajhkaeirii within the Citadel.  After a moment, he hurried back.
“My lord Archdeacon, this is amazing!”
“Speak.”
“The man’s Ability is increasing!  It is now definitely a four!”
“Your earlier measure was in error?”  Lhevatr suggested.
The Chief Skryer shook his head.  “No, the strength of his Ability is definitely changing, growing.  Assistant Skryer Brother Kyh confirms it.”
“If his Ability has not peaked,” the Martial Director mused, “then he is only days from his Advent.”
“It continues to grow?”  Traeleon demanded.
The Chief Skryer concentrated upon his glass.  “Yes and his progression appears to be greater than any I have ever witnessed.”
Traeleon’s expression froze. 
“Lhevatr, order Brother Whorlyr to withdraw,” he commanded.  “Then have all catapults on Duty, Work, and Restoration target the Mhajhkaeirii sorcerer.  Full salvo immediately.”
Lhevatr’s brow creased.  “My lord, the stocks of cylinders for the main weapons are below one-eighth.  A full salvo from all ships will deplete our ammunition completely.”
“We have no reserves?”
“On cargo ships with the Second Fleet at Khoarghei.  My predecessor felt that the cargo ships would slow down the Prime Fleet.”
Traeleon narrowed his eyes.  “Order the cargo ships sent from Khoarghei, all possible speed.  Lash the rowers to death if necessary.”
“Yes, my lord.  Even rowing the entire distance, it will take two days.”
The Archdeacon was silent in thought for a moment.  “This apostate is a danger to the Work, Lhevatr.  Have the land forces pull back to a defensive position and send a full salvo now, everything we have.  The Mhajhkaeirii sorcerer must be destroyed.”
Lhevatr bowed.  “As you say, Preeminence.”



THIRTY-FOUR
 
“RALLY TO THE MAGICIAN!”
As Mhiskva’s command brought marines running and scrambling to his side from every direction, Mar’s mind raced.   
A mental line traced through the air following the paths of the magical fires led south toward the intersection.  The lances angled in as if launched from rooftops, streaking down the narrow valley of the street.  No cover was to be found in the street and its confines bunched the Mhajhkaeirii together as easy targets.  Forward led only closer to death and the Phaelle‘n catapults had blocked any retreat north. 
“Into that house,” he hoarsely ordered those about him, pointing fifty paces back along their route.  Without waiting to see if they obeyed, he began to march slowly toward the house, a three storey white-plastered stone structure that seemed to fit his immediate need for a sturdy refuge.  The lances continued to flare in as he moved, but his concentration and his shield held.  A patina of verdant light began to color the faces and blood of the marines as the intensity of the magical attack increased.
A bulky marine to Mar’s left called out to two others near him, waving a sword whose tip had been melted away, and the trio ran ahead, vaulting the low steps to the portico.  Without slowing, they slammed into the large red-painted door and swept it from it hinges.  As soon as they had picked themselves up from the shattered ruins of the door, the trio dodged back outside and began dragging their fellows into the cover of the house.
Every marine that was alive –- including a few that might not be for long -- made it into the spaciously arched entryway of the house.  Mar tarried for a moment at the edge of the portico steps to allow the last of the marines he protected to be hauled or carried inside.  Realizing that Mhiskva was not among those, he turned.
 The Mhajhkaeirii captain was halfway back to the site of the ambush, staggering under the incredible burden of three wounded marines, one over each shoulder and another, limp and ashen, cradled like a babe in his arms.  The entire right side of the large captain’s face from eyebrow to chin was scalded red and most of his long hair had been singed down to the scalp.  The leather trappings of his armor smoldered and one boot was only charred scrap.
Mar adroitly caught and hurled a dozen lances in a wild swarm toward the intersection.  The lances burst randomly on buildings, but for a moment, no more came down the street.  Spinning, he saw the burly door-breaker peering from the house. 
“You!  Help him!”
The marine caught sight of Mhiskva, cursed, and ran toward his captain.  Several other marines appeared in the doorway and followed. 
Mhiskva surrendered the wounded marines to his comrades, but refused to move farther than the portico till all the other Mhajhkaeirii were safely inside.  Looking back, the captain gave Mar a grateful look and then allowed himself to be pulled within.
Finally, as Mhiskva crossed the threshold, Mar realized he was the last available target in the street.  Taking two leaping steps, he threw himself through the opening.  A score or more lances struck the portico simultaneously and it crashed down just behind him as he rolled across the pearl and mauve tile floor, blasting a cloud of marble bits, tile and wood into the entryway.
Crashing sounds filled the house and dust began to fall as the lances immediately began to bombard its front, blowing out windows and shaking the walls. 
Getting slowly to his feet, Mar looked around.  The entryway was large, with a broad marble stair that swept up to an overlooking landing.  To the left an open arch led into a broad central room and at the back of the entryway lay a closed four-panel door.
  The surviving marines, only about half of those that had been alive at the start of the ambush, crouched, slumped, or leaned wearily against the frescoed walls.  Most were wounded to some degree or other, but luckily the lances were self-cauterizing.  Several of the marines, however, appeared to be unconscious.
With a roar, a lance hurtled through a large winged casement into the broad room and smashed an exquisitely upholstered couch into kindling and ruptured stuffing that immediately caught fire.
 Mar ducked and covered his face against the shower of glass.  When he raised his head, he found all the marines, including Mhiskva, looking to him.  As grizzled as most of them were, Mar realized that the Mhajhkaeirii were utterly unprepared and unequipped for this magical battle.  As armsmen, they relied on their training and experience to guide them, but in this sort of combat, they had absolutely none.  Against steel they would fight till victory.  Against magic they could not stand.
The thoughts behind the looks were easy to read.  One and all expected him to perform yet another amazing feat that would win the day.
But his only desire was to escape alive; this battle was lost.  He had no idea how the Phaelle’n made the fire lances and knew that he could not simply block them forever.  If they tried to fight their way to the intersection and he missed even one, someone would die.  If he were struck, his shield would fall and they all would die.
He knew when to run, and this was definitely one of those times.
He faced Mhiskva to speak, but then hesitated as a cold feeling of alarm struck him.  The Mhajhkaeirii captain, whose strength had appeared to be limitless, was swaying.
The captain brought his hand up in salute and visibly steadied.  “Your orders, my lord?”
Mar grimaced.  Mhiskva had put it into words: Mar was in command. 
Whether he wanted to be or not.
He did not stop to think.  Run High was automatic.  “To the top floor, as quickly as we can.  We’ll escape across the roofs if possible.”
Mhiskva turned smartly to the bulky door-breaker.  “Berhl, see to it.  Have men put out that fire.  Then everyone to the highest floor and set two of the ablest men to shield the lord magician.”
Berhl nodded.  “That’d be me and Ulor.  Khrupr should organize the wounded.”
“Have it done.”
Berhl saluted and began barking orders.
Without waiting, Mar rushed up the stairs, taking the steps three at a time.  The landing let upon a hallway and another, less ornate, stairway.  Circling the landing, he mounted these stairs in turn.  Behind him, he heard Berhl curse as he and the other marine labored to catch up.
The third floor of the house was entirely open, a solarium with an unsealed roof structure and tall windows all along the east wall.  Luckily, the street side was the west.  The pounding of the lances had already cracked the plaster covering this wall.  A fresh assault shook chunks of a fanciful forest scene loose to shatter in splashes of colored dust.  Couches, large pillows, and potted greenery were scattered randomly about the highly polished rosewood-inlaid oak floor. 
In another time and place, the grandness of the place might have set Mar to searching for the concealed wealth of the owners.  Instead, he ran to the sun wall to look out. 
Disturbingly, the next roof was lower by about two manheight.  The hale men could leap down quickly, but the injured would have to be handed down carefully, almost certainly exposing them for far too long to possible attack by the Phaelle’n fire lances.
He could perhaps hold the lances at bay once again, but in which direction were they to run?  The ambush had been well laid and he had no way of knowing whether there were other Phaelle’n about. 
Berhl appeared from the stairwell, huffing, and trotted over to Mar’s side with a thoroughly disapproving scowl.  Ulor, the second marine, taller and broader than Berhl, but not distressed nearly as much by the run up the stairs, followed.
“My lord,” Berhl grumbled, “we’ve been ordered to protect you and we can’t nearly do that with you running about.”
This struck Mar as oddly funny.  He laughed hollowly.  “How are you going to protect me from the Phaelle’n magic?  By standing in front of me?”
Berhl’s expression was completely serious.  “Yes, my lord, just that way.”
Mar felt his face flush with anger.  “No!  Get back and stay out of my way.  I’ll not have it.”
Berhl did not budge.  “The Captain has said we are to protect you, and that’s what we’ll be doing.”
Rolling his eyes in disgust, Mar turned back toward the windows.  These Mhajhkaeirii were beginning to seem like depressingly single-minded folk.
Disappointed by the options presented by the view, he strode agitatedly back toward the centered stairwell.  Berhl and his companion paced him determinedly.
Mar stopped, looked up, and then pointed at the dark rafters a manheight above his head.  “Make a foot hold.”
“My lord?”  Berhl looked confused.
“Put your hands together like this.  I’m going to step in them and climb up onto your shoulders so I can reach the rafters.”
“That’s not safe, my lord.”
Mar cocked his head threateningly.  “Just do as I tell you or I’ll change you into a rat.”
Berhl eyed the younger man carefully.  “You can’t do that.”
Mar raised his hand theatrically.  “Try me.”
Berhl narrowed his eyes and planted his hands on his hips.  “Go ahead.”
Despite his better judgment, Mar grinned.  “Alright, so I can’t.  I still need to get up in the rafters.  I have to find out if there’s a hatchway up there.  We won’t be able to take the wounded out those windows without leaving them hanging in the open.  Maybe the angle of the roof will shelter us as we carry them out.”
Berhl considered this then nodded.  “Aye.”  He put his beefy palms together.
Mar sprang up, hopped off his left foot pressed into Berhl’s cupped hands to the marine’s shoulder and jumped straight up to catch hold of a thick joist.  He doubled his legs up and wrapped them around the joist, then pulled himself onto the top of the timber.  Swarming quickly up an angled brace toward the peak of the roof, he peered about.
There was a hatch – several of them in fact.  Square covered openings about two-thirds of an armlength on a side, they were most likely used as summer vents.
He hooked his foot and one hand around the brace and stretched out to grasp the matching brace of the next truss in line.  Swinging from truss to truss in this fashion, he moved down to the closest vent.
As he expected, the covers were not latched.  Carefully, he set his feet down, balancing on the upper surface of a tie beam, and reached up to push against the fitted wood planks.  The cover seemed heavier than it ought to be until he realized that it must be sheathed in lead against the weather.  He continued to raise the cover until a thin line of sunlight beamed in.
After failing to detect any lances of fire streaking toward him, he slid the cover off onto the roof, bathing his face in light and forcing him to squint against the glare.
“What do you see, my lord?”  Berhl called up from below.
“Nothing yet!  Be still!”
Berhl made a vulgar comment about crazy young magicians, but spoke softly.
Taking a deep breath, Mar reached up to grab the lip of the vent and popped his head up through the opening.
He was on the eastern slope of the roof, more or less midways, about an armlength below the ridge.  He could not see over the ridge toward the street and the long roof blocked his view of the intersection as well.  Neither of the adjacent buildings to the north and south was as tall as the house they sheltered in and it would be very difficult to lower the wounded down to either roof.  The south route would be surely exposed to the green lances in any case.
He lowered himself back in, climbed down the truss, caught the top edge of the joist in both hands, extended his feet down while hanging by his arms, and then dropped to the floor.
“Well?”  Berhl questioned.
“We can’t get out that way.  Not all of us, anyway.”
The other marines began to appear from the stairwell then, the severely wounded carried in improvised slings made of embroidered curtains and fine bedcovers.  The wounded were laid on couches and most of the rest sank to rest as well.  Mhiskva came last, in company with a quad of mostly fit marines.  All had swords drawn, save the captain, whose axe still hung over his shoulder.
Alarmed, Mar dashed over to the imposing Mhajhkaeirii, who had halted at the head of the stair.  “Are the Phaelle’n in the house?” he demanded.
Mhiskva’s appearance was still garish, but his strength seemed to have improved.  “Nay, my lord, but if they had rushed, we had to be ready to defend the bottom of the stairs as the others climbed.”
Berhl, at Mar’s side, said suddenly, “The attacks have stopped.”
It was true.  The pounding of the lances had ceased.  The rasping breath of the nigh two dozen men in the solarium sounded unnaturally loud in contrast.
Mhiskva frowned.  “I have doubts that this is a positive development, my lord magician.”
Mar turned slowly, studying the walls, then slammed his heal down sharply several times.  The floor did not vibrate.  The house was quite solidly built with quarry stone and good mortar.  The timbers in the roof were heartwood, well seasoned, and no doubt the floor joists were the same.
“Have your men all sit, Mhiskva, and have some hold the couches with the wounded.  We’re leaving.”



THIRTY-FIVE
 
Mar delved the floor.
The ethereal substance of the wood was familiar.  He recognized the similarly toned shades and patterns from the creation of his second raft.  There were variations, which seemingly derived from the differences in the types of wood, but nothing completely new.  He felt certain that he could imbue the individual boards and timbers with the surging brownish shades needed to weaken the earth’s loud crimson grip.
But in the solarium floor there were hundreds upon hundreds of boards and uncounted dozens of the much larger timbers that served as joists.  Plus spikes, nails, and dowels.
“Are you sure this is wise, my lord Magician?”  Mhiskva inquired tersely. 
The Mhajhkaeirii captain had established himself near the head of the stairs, seated cross-legged with his axe laid across his knees.  His rear guard group was crouched around him, also gripping their weapons, lest the enemy appear in the stairwell.  All the other marines were seated not far from Mar.  The couches with wounded men had been skidded close and stout men had been detailed to brace each.  Many of the marines looked anxious and some outright fearful.
Mar looked at the big Mhajhkaeirii, unsure of what to say.  He had no experience convincing others that a course he had chosen was wise; he acted on feelings and tenuous impulses often based on unclearly perceived information.  He did what felt right and adapted as needed.
“I think we can fly out of here, Mhiskva,” he said at last, “but I’m fairly sure that we’ll never walk out.”
Mhiskva looked closely, as if reading the younger man’s face, then nodded resignedly.
Mar focused once again upon the floor.  Guessing, he thought that he needed to treat the entire floor as one structure, rather than individual pieces.  He could sense the entire floor at once; it seemed reasonable that he could infuse it all at once.
Tentatively, he swept an ochre vibration broadly about him.
He felt himself lifted marginally as the floor began to groan and creak loudly, as if it strained against a massive weight.  The sections of the floor nearest the walls appeared to bow downwards slightly.  Determinedly, he darkened the ochre and increased the intensity of its vibration.
Some of the thin frames of the windows in the east wall began to warp with high-pitched complaints and then abruptly split, a shrill tinkling cascading across the casements as panes burst.  Several of the marines began to murmur and curse.
“Quiet!”  Mhiskva ordered angrily.
Recognizing the ineffectiveness of his efforts, Mar abruptly erased the ochre and the floor sank back to its place. 
It was clear that the construction of the house bound the solarium floor integrally to the load-bearing outer walls.  While intrinsically sturdy in and of itself, his first effort had shown that the wooden floor could not lift the tremendous weight of the attached walls and the roof above.
He would have to leach magic into all of it, not just the wood he already understood but also the unknown stone and mortar of the walls and the perhaps familiar tiles of the roof.  As he considered the problem, it occurred to him that to survive the motion of flight, the separate components of the solarium would have to be bound or held tightly together.  And, since the remainder of the house would only be unnecessary weight, the solarium storey must be broken loose from the portions below. 
All this would have to be done very quickly.  He was certain that they had only moments before the Phaelle’n mounted an assault against the house.
Thinking that sand and stone were the same basic material, he attempted to apply his shrill purple sphere binding in a broadcast through the walls.  He experienced a clear moment of satisfaction as the links propagated swiftly through the mortared blocks.
Distantly, the keening of incoming catapult stones impinged upon his awareness.
Mhiskva shot him a hard look. 
Realizing that no time remained for careful experimentation, Mar indiscriminately washed about with the lifting ochre rattle and then willed the house upward.
Mar and the marines were jostled about as the floor teetered and then were pressed downward forcefully as the solarium jumped upward.  The floor beneath them twisted and moaned once again as great rending sounds burst from below and light and dust flared up through the stairwell.  The scant few remaining windows in the sun wall shattered and spreading cracks appeared in the other walls. 
For a moment, he could not gain trim in the solarium and the floor tilted dangerously toward what had been the south wall, causing several large pots and the plants they contained to topple and slide.  Many of the marines resumed cursing and shouting. 
Concentrating, Mar dismissed these distractions and worked feverishly to stabilize his huge new raft.  Just as he managed to level out the floor and had begun an attempt to dampen a counterclockwise spin, a catapult stone punched through the roof at the former north end of the solarium and passed on through the floor, leaving matching jagged holes a manheight wide.  The solarium bobbled, one corner nearest the breach sagging with much splintering and cracking, but did not slow in its ascent. 
Beneath and behind them, a rolling thunder began as dozens upon dozens of stones fell onto the city.
Continuing to drive the solarium upwards despite some unsettling vibrations, Mar rose up on his hands and knees and crawled toward the sun wall.  The roof and stone walls obscured his view and he did not want to venture horizontal flight until he could see out clearly.  He stopped about two armlengths from the damaged frames, not trusting the floor along that side, and looked out.
They had risen – and were continuing to rise at a rapid rate – straight up and were now about seventy-five manheight above the massive mushrooming edges of the dust cloud that was all that remained of the neighborhood below.  As far as he could tell, the Phaelle’n had mercilessly pounded the remainder of the house and the area for several city blocks around it into sand.
Judging their altitude sufficient to protect them from the magical lances, he eased back on the ochre and brought the solarium to a stop.  The sun wall now faced northwest, with the landward walls of the city distantly visible.  Carefully, he nudged the solarium around toward the south in order to bring the Citadel into view.
Rebelling against his gentle pressure, the damaged corner of the solarium wrenched itself away, frenetically shedding stone blocks and wooden planks and vanishing from sight.  Air and light rushed in through the frayed rupture and a large section of floor, deprived of support, sagged toward the hole.  Several of the marines scrambled away in panic, crowding together near the stairwell.  The Mhajhkaeirii fell silent then, not even the wounded making any complaint.
Mar took a deep breath to settle his nerves and coaxed the solarium toward the Citadel, centered now through the sun wall.  Fortunately, they were less than a league off and the flight would consume mere moments.  As he accelerated, a steady wind forced itself through the denuded casements and stirred about the lightweight debris, curling some of it back into his face.  A dust mote found his eye and left him blinking against tears as he struggled to hold their escape craft together.  Tiles began peeling from the roof before they had traveled half the distance to the Citadel, admitting more light and air and adding confusion to the maelstrom.  The shuddering of the solarium grew, opening the joints in the floor slats, and he could sense that the magic that he had used to bind the walls together had weakened.
“We’re going to set down soon!” he warned as the first of the triple walls passed beneath them.  He saw armsmen on the battlements below and began searching ahead for a place to bring the solarium back to the ground.
“Everyone get ready!”
As his gaze darted with increasing frustration over the cityscape below, an anxious sweat began to bead on his forehead.  Every large open area within the Citadel’s highest wall held throngs of people or assembling soldiery.  Most plazas were covered with the multi-colored canvas of tents pitched closely together with only convoluted narrow paths winding among them.  Even the parapeted rooftops of many buildings were crowded with the refugee citizenry of Mhajhkaei under improvised tarps and awnings.  The passage of the solarium caused evident consternation and occasional panic among these last. 
Mar turned.  “Mhiskva!  I need you here by me!  We need an open space to come down!”
The captain rose carefully, braced his feet to sheath his axe over his shoulder, and walked slowly across the buckling floor.  He took hold of a roof truss above him with one hand to steady himself, then pointed out with the other to the southeast.
“There, my lord, the Old Keep.  Just south of the juncture of the Transverse and Transept Marches, see it?  They will have kept the inner bailey free.”
Mar rotated the solarium in the direction Mhiskva pointed without bothering to locate the indicated fortification.  He did not believe that he could hold the structure together for very much longer and knew without a doubt that even a bad landing spot would be better than no landing spot.
As if in response to that thought, a large section of roof tile and some of the supporting lathe above his head pulled loose with a clatter and sailed away.
Just ahead, on the crest of a flattened hill, rested a low-walled rambling structure of a design and stonework pattern much older than those used in most of the Citadel.  A broad dry ditch surrounded it and tenements and apartment blocks spread out from it like scattered skirts of a seated Khalarii noblewoman. 
“That’s it?”
“Aye, my lord.  See the inner bailey?  Its fifty paces on a side.”
“That’s not much room to spare.”
Mhiskva shrugged.  “I suspect that we do not have time to search further, my lord magician.”
Mar began shedding altitude.  He dropped to within a few manheight of the roofs below and urged the solarium toward the keep.  The room continued to disintegrate, losing bits of itself with nerve-wracking suddenness.  Stones broke loose, timbers split, and tiles flapped away.  Hoping that none of the jetsam would cause serious harm below, he avoided as many concentrations of people as he could.
  Winding streets passed below, many crowded to impassability but some held open by armsmen, alternating with warrens of apartments and the occasional grounds of a compact villa.  One street had been made into a corral by blocking both ends.  A herd of barebacked horses bolted toward the far barricade as the shadow of the solarium and its rain of debris passed.  After another teeth-clenching moment, the solarium crossed a final row of houses and the dry moat that surrounded the keep was revealed.



THIRTY-SIX
 
Aerlon Rhe coughed dryly. 
As soon as they had exhumed him, the Mhajhkaeirii scouts had thrown him on a horse and galloped him here, into the presence of a middle-aged officer without insignia.  They were outside, on a raised open firing platform adjoining the gatehouse of a small castle.  Seated behind an ornate table obviously dragged from an aristocrat’s home, this unimpressive functionary regarded Aerlon with little outward interest.  The table was bare, but Aerlon suspected that whatever documents or maps it might have previously held had been whisked into hiding in the upper room of the gatehouse, whose closed door was but a pace behind the Mhajhkaeirii.  Several heavily armed legionnaires stood watchfully at Aerlon’s back, though the Plydyrii doubted he had the strength to swat at flies, much less do harm to their officer.  Aerlon thought it likely that this castle was the central redoubt of the Citadel, but he wasted not a single glance in study of the fortifications – his part in this war was finished.
He did, however, turn his eyes to examine his inquisitor.  The man was likely just a troop commander, as far as Aerlon could judge.  Bareheaded, the Mhajhkaeirii did not wear the elaborate gilded armor of the ranking, but rather common leather gauntlets and a battered old style cuirass over a short hauberk.  The segmented plates of the cuirass were stained and tarnished and the rings of the hauberk were multi-colored as if it had suffered numerous repairs.  The man had seen combat today, Aerlon was sure, and the way he sat suggested that he had taken a severe wound.
The Mhajhkaeirii officer poured water from a jug into a plain cup and offered it across the table.
Aerlon reached for the cup with his left hand -- the fingers of his right hand did not yet work very well.  He was mostly intact: much of his armor and clothing had been blown from his body and he was covered in scrapes and small cuts, but no bones had been broken and his hearing was coming back. 
“My thanks,” he said, inclining his head.  He forced himself to drink the tepid water slowly, rather than gulping it in an undignified fashion.
“I am Lord Ghorn, Prince-Commander of the Defense,” the officer announced, watching Aerlon’s reaction.
Aerlon concealed his surprise.  Not a junior officer then, but the supreme commander of the Mhajhkaeirii.  He knew that only those in direct line to the throne of The Greatest City in All the World could hold the position. 
Before the Phaelle’n had begun to move openly for dominance of the entire Silver Sea, certain courteous forms had held sway amongst combatants in the infrequent conflicts between the city-states of the region.  That code would have prescribed a deferential response of Aerlon in this situation.  He chose for the sake of nothing but his own personal dignity to conform to that defunct code now, as ridiculous as such an attitude might appear from such a bedraggled prisoner as himself.  He had nothing left, truly, save the reserved Plydyrii dignity that his father had taught him in a world now dead.  He found that he could not blame the Mhajhkaeirii for the death of his legion.
He bowed as fluidly as his aches would allow.  “I am Aerlon of the House of Rhe, once Commander of the Seacrest Legion.”
Lord Ghorn made a sharp dismissive gesture.  “Your legion no longer exists.  Thus far, you are the only man from it that we have found alive.”
Aerlon felt his face go tight.  He saw no reason not to be brutally honest.  His loyalty lay with the people of his city, not the cursed Phaelle’n.
“Yes, we were betrayed by the magics of the Brotherhood.”  His tone reflected the bitterness that filled him.
Aerlon noticed Lord Ghorn’s scrutiny intensify.  “Your High Prince might consider such words treasonous.”
“He might were he alive.”
Aerlon did not know for certain that Dralkor was dead, but it seemed a safe guess.  The High Prince’s pavilion had been within the area destroyed by the magics.  When the Mhajhkaeirii had dug him from beneath a fallen column, the sheer vastness of that destruction had stunned him.
The Mhajhkaeirii prince’s eyes tightened in interest.  “High Prince Dralkor perished?”
Aerlon shrugged.  “There will be another High Prince.  The Phaelle’n will see to that.”
“You despise the Monks yet you serve them.”  It was more of an accusation than a question.
Suppressing a snap of irrational anger, Aerlon replied coldly, “I serve Plydyre.”
“Plydyre and the Principate have never been at war.”
“But your merchants have monopolized the trade routes of Bronze, enacted repressive tariffs, and dictated prices in our markets for over a century.”  The old and much bandied grievances came easily.
“And for the cause of mere coin you would you would aid these fiends of the Outerworld to destroy The Greatest City in All the World?”  Lord Ghorn demanded.
Aerlon found he had nothing to say.
“Did you know,” the Mhajhkaeirii prince probed after a moment, “that the Monks have been entreating with us for six months in an attempt to have us annex all of the domains of your former High Prince into the Principate?”
Aerlon had not heard of this, but he would not attempt to deny the truth of it.  He had seen the unprincipled machinations of the Phaelle’n often enough to have no illusions about their honor.
“Your Prince would have been their puppet, just as Dralkor was.”
Lord Ghorn partially surprised Aerlon by nodding.  “Indeed.  And likely I would find myself standing a prisoner as you now stand – though more likely dead – when the Monks used Mhajhkaei to make war on their next target.”
Aerlon lifted his shoulders in a brief shrug.  “Your vile sorcery annihilated my legion and that of Whalgheir.  I cannot see that you are any different than the Phaelle’n.”  He did not really believe that, but suddenly felt the need to strike back at someone, if only with words.
The Prince’s eyes flared slightly, but the violent outburst Aerlon expected did not come.
“Perhaps,” Lord Ghorn begrudged.  “But we intend to prevail in this war that the Monks have brought to us, and we will use whatever means that requires.”
Before the conversation could proceed any further, a commotion began behind Aerlon among his guards.
“My lord Ghorn!  Look!” one of the legionnaires shouted, pointing excitedly.
Further down the wall bowstrings snapped as arrows were loosed and then a single deeper thrapt sounded as a crossbow fired.
Aerlon turned, looking up to follow the guard’s arm.  Out beyond the merlons of the parapet approached a large object, flying above the rooftops of the buildings on the other side of the perimeter road that circled the dry moat.  It took him a long moment to realize what it was.
“It’s a … house,” he found himself saying to no one in particular.
The Mhajhkaeirii prince rose from his stool, holding the table for support and heavily favoring one leg.  He stared out at the apparition, which continued to draw nearer at better than a running man’s pace.
Aerlon watched in amazement.  He had never seen such a thing, save perhaps the Mhajhkaeirii sorcerer’s craft.  The flying building was heavily damaged and pieces of it detached as it flew, one a large section of masonry that smashed into the street with a great racket.  The Mhajhkaeirii who packed the way fled from beneath it in panic.  The front face of the house was one large connected window, though little of the glass survived, just a few shattered panes that flashed as the house shook.  Sporadic arrows leapt up toward the house, but most missed, and those that struck had no affect on its motion.  Shadowy shapes behind the windows slowly revealed themselves to be men, one of them a colossus who appeared to be waving his arm vigorously.
“Hold all archers!”  Lord Ghorn suddenly shouted.  The command echoed as it was passed around the walls.
The house swerved to pass to the right of the gatehouse, bobbing upward jerkily to clear the wall.  The Mhajhkaeirii armsmen who would have been under it sprinted from its path.  A dangling section of the house snagged a decorative cornice atop the parapet and it broke free, tumbling down onto an unoccupied machicolation with a loud crash of breaking stone.  As the shadow moved over the court behind the gatehouse, sounds of distress and confusion began to rise from the wounded men sheltered there.
The Mhajhkaeirii prince called to Aerlon’s guards.  “Bring me to the inner court!”
The leader of the quad looked at Aerlon.  “What of him, my lord?”
“Bring him!  Just get me there now!”
Two of the largest of the guards made a saddle with their arms and swept Lord Ghorn up, indicating that the prince was more severely injured than Aerlon had suspected, and moved to carry him down the open stairs.
Aerlon followed quickly, rather than be prodded by the remaining guards.  Lord Ghorn’s bearers brought him down to the court and started across the cleared aisle through the pallets of the wounded.  At the prince’s urging, they increased their pace and sped toward the inner gate at almost a run.  Aerlon found himself trotting to keep up.  The massive doors of the inner gate were open, but the portcullis was down and they were delayed for some hectic moments while it was raised to admit them.  With Lord Ghorn cursing the delay, the group arrived through the gatehouse tunnel just in time to see the house come to rest on the cobbled yard. 
As the house settled, it began to sag and bend in upon itself, loosing all suggestion that it had once been a dwelling.  The open wall through which Aerlon had spied the men was crushed flat as the roof above it collapsed.  After a moment of shifting wood, cracking stone, and sliding tiles, all became still.
“Set me down and get them out!”  Lord Ghorn ordered fiercely.
One of the guards stayed to steady the prince and the others ran toward the house.  On impulse, Aerlon ran with them and none of the Mhajhkaeirii thought or bothered to gainsay him.
As they neared what was fundamentally only a pile of rubble, a large axe burst upward through a canted section of roof nearest them, throwing tile shards in long arcs.  The hole was rapidly expanded with tremendous strokes and then the axe withdrew from sight.  After a short pause, a filthy and battered young man was thrust, protesting profanely, through the hole.
Aerlon bounded onto the roof and began climbing up toward the young man.  That fellow skidded a moment on the tiles and then caught himself on the up thrust fractured end of a wooden beam.  Spinning about, he caught sight of Aerlon and the guards.
“Up here!  He called.  “There’s better than two dozen men inside!”  Without waiting to see if his order was obeyed, the young man crawled back to the hole and, bracing himself, reached his arm down inside.  After a moment, be began hauling up a hefty man in the sea blue colors and light armor of a Mhajhkaeirii marine.
Aerlon scrambled to the hole and helped the young man drag the marine through the hole.
The young man grinned at Aerlon.  “Thanks.”
As he had no reason not to, Aerlon grinned back.
In short order, the men trapped in the house, most of them injured and some with severe wounds, were hoisted through the hole and brought down.  One of Aerlon’s guards was sent running for a surgeon and other aid as the last man, a hulking giant who looked as if he had been broiled alive, climbed out.
Aerlon drifted back as Lord Ghorn hobbled up to grasp the giant’s hand.  Out of the side of his eye, Aerlon noticed the young man who had first come out sidling furtively from the center of the Mhajhkaeirii group.
“Mhiskva!”  Lord Ghorn enthused.  “We thought you dead!”
“As you can see, my lord,” the giant said, grinning, “I yet live.”  The grin dropped.  “Did any of the rest of my troop win free?”
Lord Ghorn shook his head somberly.  “Only Blagnathr and ten others.  They said they were attacked by better than a full troop of the Monks’ legionnaires.  They had no idea what had become of you or their comrades.”
For a breath, there was a cold sadness in the eyes of the giant.
“We would have fallen as well, my lord, had it not been for the magery of the Lord Magician.”
The prince cast his eyes about.  “Magician?  Ah, the sorcerer!  Does he yet survive?”
“Aye, my lord, our magician is right .  .  .  Berhl!”
“We’ve got him, captain!” called the first marine Aerlon had helped emerge from the house.  He and another marine, each with a firm hold on one of the young man’s arms, urged him before the Mhajhkaeirii prince.
Aerlon’s mild curiosity – and amusement, evidently the youth had not desired to meet the prince – instantly became intense.  This was the sorcerer who had single-handedly destroyed three full legions and turned back the Phaelle’n advance?
His appearance was certainly less than impressive.  He was hardly grown, not even old enough to meet the score and five years required of any who applied to join the Seacrest Legion.  He was covered in sweat and dust and only the Forty-Nine Gods knew what else.  His clothing was ripped and grimed beyond recognition, but did not appear to have been the attire of a person of rank.  He had brown hair, bright blue eyes and a certain set of features that Aerlon associated with the people of the Windless Islands.  Beyond that there was little of note, save that his nose looked as if it had been broken recently and poorly set.  There was a decided crook to it and his cheeks still bore the yellowish tinge of fading bruises.
And, at the moment, the young man had clenched his face in heavy displeasure.
Lord Ghorn, his thoughts evidently mirroring Aerlon’s disbelief, threw a look in askance at Mhiskva.
The large man grinned.  “Aye, my Lord Prince, this is he.  I have witnessed his powerful magery on many occasions within the past hours.  It was he who flew us here in the house.”
The Mhajhkaeirii prince looked blank for a breath, and then bowed deeply to the young man, one hand firmly gripping his captain’s arm for support.
“Welcome to Mhajhkaei, my lord magician,” he proclaimed sincerely.  “I am Lord Ghorn, Prince-Commander of the Defense.  You have my personal thanks and that of the entire city for your valiant assistance in our battle with the Phaelle’n Brotherhood!”
The young man’s frown softened somewhat, but did not fully leave his face.  “The battle I fight is my own,” he stated flatly.  “I’ve cause to make war on the Brotherhood and I attacked them here solely because this is where I found them.”
Aerlon found himself nodding in agreement.  He, too, had cause.  The Phaelle’n had brought nothing to Plydyre but tainted coin for pernicious merchants and death for her bravest sons.
“Indeed,” Lord Ghorn replied gravely, “But regardless of motivation you have done Mhajhkaei a great service by bringing your fight to the Phaelle’n here today and our gratitude for that service is without limit.”
The young man’s eyes showed a spark of interest.  “You owe me?”
“You have only to speak it, my lord magician, and if it be within my power I will have it done.”
The young man took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “Well .  .  .  have you got anything to eat?”
 
END BOOK ONE
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continues in Book II: Magician.
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