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...Our chiefs are killed; Looking Glass is dead, Too-hul-hul-sote is dead. The old men are all dead...He who led on the young men is dead....I want to have time to look for my children, and see how many of them I can find. Maybe I shall find them among the dead. Hear me, my chiefs! I am tired; my heart is sick and sad. From where the sun now stands, I will fight no more forever. 
                                                Hinmatóowyalahtq̓it (Chief Joseph)
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ONE
 
The monks had learned quickly. 
After losing several fleets of the vulnerable, wide-beamed and wallowing wooden ships in their entirety, the Phaelle'n had implemented the tactic of grouping their grain galleys in clutches of five or six and allocating an equal number of their skyship relics, known to them as Shrikes, to watch over them during the entire two month voyage from Plydyre to the mainland.  With fortified landing areas on occupied islands that leapfrogged the entire route, the Shrikes had effectively stymied Mar's attempts to continue to disrupt the supply line to the Phaelle'n army on the continent.  Although of late he had managed to pick off the occasional straggler, he had not been able to achieve his proclaimed goal of total interdiction. 
However, Coirneal Aerlon and his Scouts routinely ferreted out and passed on the location of the harbor in which the galleys gathered prior to their departure, the tonnage of the grain that they carried, the number of Phaelle'n guards aboard, the names of their captains, and their date of departure.  If Mar had needed to know what the captains had had for breakfast last Thirdday, he was confident that the Plydyrii and the spies that he had recruited could have readily provided the menu.
For this latest raid, Mar had had to be creative and, unfortunately for the monks, the harbor at Zhindring was very deep.
"Shoals dead ahead!" Kyamhyn said from his place at the point of the bow.  The legionnaire crouched atop the bulwark, leaning out while hanging onto a line with one hand so that he could peer forward into the murk.
"The seabed looks to shallow two fathoms!"
The ceannaire and his apparently unique visual ability were indispensible to this operation; without him Mar would not have attempted it.  Kyamhyn did not just have exceptional eyesight.  He could verifiably see where other men could not.
A bit of ethereal study -- Mar's understanding of the ethereal nature of the world around him had begun to expand at an increasingly rapid rate due to a relentless examination of everything -- had shown why that was.  Kyamhyn's eyes were not ordinary eyes; they had magic in them.  Mar had almost deciphered the full sequence of the flux modulations, which were innate as far as he could determine, but, restrained by his own dreams of horrible consequences, had not yet chosen to try to recreate it.
While Mar's sense of the ether could convey shadows of nearby physical objects  in varying degrees of clarity, he could visually discern almost nothing beyond six or eight armlengths in the cloudy, greenish water that surrounded the skyship.  Only an occasional ribbon of weak sunlight rippled down from above and the harbor waters were thick with silt, organic matter, and the outflows of the city's cloaca.  Kyamhyn could perceive objects in great detail for at least a hundred armlengths and had guided Number One without incident through the reefs and along the channel into the heart of the harbor.
Instantly heeding the ceannaire's warning, Mar halted the vessel and raised Number One's keel five armlengths.  Wrapping the skyship in a fluctuating emerald twilight, the seawater outside of the enormous, irregular flux bubble that hovered just fingerlengths from the wooden sides of the vessel quavered in a disconcerting way.  Maintaining the fluid excluding triple modulation took constant monitoring.  Because he had not been certain that he could preserve the spell for the entire duration of the underwater voyage, in effect risking sudden, complete, and surely fatal inundation, he had insisted that only volunteers accompany him.  It had not surprised him that all of Number One's normal crew and the marines who served her polybolos had stepped forward, but there had also been several hundred other eager applicants who had had to be turned away.
Some of this hardy courage might have been spawned by the insidious magic of the Blood Oath, but he would not believe that that foul spell was the full source of the undeniable bravery and loyalty of his people.  These indefatigable Mhajhkaeirii, Khalarii, Plydyrii, and others who had elected to kneel had done so, he had come to believe, out of a sense of noble purpose.  Willingly hailing him king, these bold souls had risen above their differences and rivalries to join together to destroy the plague that was the Brotherhood of Phaelle.  He had learned to be proud of their dedication, both to their common goal and to him.
"Clear ahead now!" Kyamhyn confirmed, his strong voice echoing slightly along the enclosed length of the skyship.
Mar moved Number One forward once more as he turned his head to order the waiting Ulor, "Stand to all polybolos."
The marine officer nodded to Phehlahm standing at the rear rail of the steerage deck and the new ceannaire blew one long, sharp note.  The polybolos crews burst from the lower deck hatches as if they had simply been waiting just out of sight for the command -- which of course they had been.  The timbers of the main deck and the deck over the cabin section vibrated with the thudding boots of the one hundred charging armsmen. As each crew reached their assigned post, its ceannaire raised a hand to signal All Ready.  Within no more than a two dozen seconds, each of the twenty weapon positions, ten along each side in recently added protruding bulwarks, had their full complement of crankmen and loaders. 
Standing in the raised bulwark on top of the forward edge of the cabin section, Legate Truhsg, awarded the newly invented designation of Polybolos Captain, called forward in his grousing baritone, "Weapons ready, sir!"
Truhsg had the overall responsibility of directing the aim of the war machines from moment to moment, both to fend off assaults by the Shrikes and to ensure the utter destruction of Number One's targets.  In previous encounters with the Phaelle'n, he had proven imminently capable of the task.
Along with the polybolos crews, Quaestor Eishtren -- who had politely but resolutely declined any sort of promotion on a number of occasions -- and his assistant, the yet too young but still promoted to full Legionnaire Aelwyrd, who carried six quivers of superfluous arrows, emerged onto the roof of the cabin section.  The archer went to his station in the half-circular steel-plated bulwark that had recently been added to the stern of the raised deck.
Mar could shield a portion of the ship from the Shrikes' black cylinders with a static-purple wave, but that modulation was not persistent.  It had to be continually painted in the direct path of the projectiles and in short order the Phaelle'n pilots had learned to dart at Number One from multiple directions simultaneously.  The additional polybolos had countered that tactic effectively; the continuous broadsides formed a thicket of deadly spheres that no Shrike could pass through.  However, due to the imprecision of their mechanisms, the war machines did not hurl out each sand sphere on the same exact trajectory.  The significant variation meant that the rearmost polybolos could only fire over the stern with the significant risk of striking the skyship itself; if one of the sand spheres failed to clear, the detonation would demolish half the vessel.  As a consequence, it had been deemed necessary to install rotation blocks to prevent an inadvertent disaster.
It had taken the Phaelle'n not time at all to detect this vulnerability, and of late the Shrikes had taken to running at the stern to attempt to strafe the Number One lengthwise.  Mar had suggested the Quaestor's new post to deter them.
The barely restrained magic simmering in the taciturn quaestor's bow had grown considerably in strength with each consecutive raid that Number One had undertaken against the monks, to the point where it in and of itself was the most destructive force on the skyship. 
Though he had worked with diligence at the problem for the months since their return from the bunker in the Great Waste, Mar had not yet discovered a way to diffuse what seemed to him to be a monstrous disaster awaiting fulfillment.  He had felt obligated to inform the quaestor of the doom that he foresaw when the bow eventually shattered, either because it could no longer restrain the increasing ethereal flux or because of some calamity of battle, but Eishtren had been unmoved by his apparently inevitable destruction. 
His only comment had been, "I live to serve my city, my king, and the Empire."
"Pilings ahead!" Kyamhyn shouted.
Mar brought Number One to a halt.  "Make ready to come up."
Ulor relayed the order and then wrapped both arms around a stanchion as Phehlahm sounded the call. All across the deck, the marines and legionnaires began to do likewise, seizing holds on iron brackets added just for this purpose on the polybolos and various rails and bulwarks, bracing themselves for the rapid emergence of the skyship.
In order to maintain the element of surprise awarded by the stealthy entrance of Number One into the harbor, Mar had already determined that he would need to catapult the vessel out of the water at the greatest possible speed.  He felt confident that he could sufficiently strengthen the flux of the timbers of the skyship to endure the strain of the huge and sudden acceleration, but had warned the entire crew that they must hold on for dear life.  Even so, he expected injuries, but that could not be helped.
"Now!" he shouted as final warning and then shot Number One upward, the surge staggering Ulor and the others on the steerage.  Supported by the spells of his brigandine, Mar automatically compensated for the force of the rise, adjusting the flux without thought.
Making the liquid froth as if boiling for a few seconds, the flux bubble forced aside the many thousandweight of seawater that enclosed the skyship and the gray light of the overcast sky burst in.  With an abrupt lurch, Mar killed the skyship's ascent and Number One hovered unencumbered a manheight off the surface, water sheeting off the flux bubble in a plunging torrent.  The eruption of the vessel had created a two manheight circular wave that hurtled across the harbor at a shocking speed, causing the several nearby ships riding at anchor heel over.  At least one, a laden bark, capsized, spilling bales and barrels into the water.
He instantly shed the flux bubble, which interacted negatively with the air and produced a slight yet discernable reduction in the skyship's agility, and drove Number One forward toward the bleached stone quays and crowded wooden piers of the revealed ship-packed bay. 
"Open fire," he told Ulor, amazed at how calm his voice sounded.  Phehlahm did not wait for the order to be relayed, but straightaway blew a single long blast.
Practically as one, the twenty polybolos cranked to life, hurling spheres in all directions.  Mar had given them instructions not to attempt to discriminate between enemy and civilian targets.  Any civilian vessel operating within the harbor must be considered an ally of the enemy. 
At Mar's orders, Coirneal Aerlon had covertly spread the warning that all Plydyrii coastal towns and villages were subject to aerial bombardment at any time. Further, he had sent instructions for the populace to evacuate inland during attacks if possible or, if not, to shelter in cellars or stout structures.  That was as much as Mar could do to reduce damage to noncombatants without explicitly informing the Phaelle'n of the date and time of his attacks.  This would not, of course, forego all harm to civilians, but he had accepted such consequential damage as one of the unavoidable curses of war.
In a spectacular and stunningly loud fashion, a dozen wooden barks, fishing vessels, and galleys were blown apart, set aflame, holed, and sent to the bottom within half a minute.    Smoke, steam and flickering fires rose about Number One like a curtain, incidentally providing some concealment, and figures could be seen running along the quays or diving from the piers into the questionable safety of the water. 
As the marines continued to pour fire at a blistering rate into any convenient target, floating or not -- the lower deck of Number One had been packed with as many spheres as could possibly have been squeezed in -- Mar raced across the choppy, debris strewn water in a course parallel to the irregular curve of the shore, raising the skyship to five manheight to gain a vantage above the havoc to allow him to find his primary target, the fleet of grain ships that were scheduled to depart on the morrow.
"Shrikes coming up!" Kyamhyn warned.
Almost at the same instant, Mar identified the grain ships at anchor in a tight formation, wallowing low in the water only a cable from the main northern pier.  A quick count gave ten.  If the Phaelle'n followed their habitual practice, this meant that as many as ten Shrikes would be nearby.  Increasing Number One's speed, he drove directly toward the center of the group, disregarding the intervening smaller watercraft.  Jarred slightly by the impacts, the steel reinforced forward prow of Number One smashed unimpeded through masts and rigging.
Bellowed orders from Truhsg made the polybolos crews depress the aim of their war machines to bear on the grain ships.  In the following second, the nearest vessel shuddered under the concentrated barrage, began to burn, and settled to the bottom.  Half a minute later all the grain ships were burning and taking on water.  Some, scored with multiple direct hits, had been blown completely apart.
From starboard, a Shrike flashed over Number One's bow, black cylinders stitching briefly through the deck planking between Mar and Ulor.
Not taking time to cast the static-purple shield, Mar immediately began to drive the skyship up, swerving from starboard to port in an erratic motion designed to throw off the aim of the suddenly swarming Shrikes.
Through the ether, he felt Eishtren's bow launch once and the departing Shrike disintegrated in a ball of aqua fire.  The shock in the ether was tremendous in size.
Two more Shrikes dashed at the stern of Number One and again the quaestor fired.  Both enemy skyships were likewise quickly destroyed by blazing ethereal arrows.  With the twin blasts just a hundred or so armlengths off the stern post, the heat and concussion washed over the deck in a punishing breaker.  For a moment, the disruption staggered the standing crankmen, interrupting the sand sphere screen vomiting from the polybolos, but the marines recovered within seconds and the projectiles sprang outward once more.
"The Shrikes are withdrawing at speed to the north," Kyamhyn announced.
Though he could not have heard the report, Truhsg evidently had seen this for himself, for he yelled, "Cease fire! Conserve ammunition!"
Slowly the polybolos rattled down, hurling a last few tardy spheres, and then became quiet.  The crews straightaway began topping off hoppers and checking their machines for damage.  Unless the gears and levers meshed perfectly, the contraptions had a calamitous propensity to jam.  Berhl's engineers had altered the design to utilize brass instead of wood wherever possible, but the war machines were still frightfully finicky.
Mar swung Number One around in a tight turn and headed the skyship back toward the center of the oblong harbor. 
"Watch for them to come back," he told Kyamhyn.
"Yes, my lord king."
"Ulor, take the helm.  I'm going up to take a look."
"Aye, my lord king."
Mar flew away from the deck, climbing at a rapid rate to a height of a few hundred armlengths.  A slow rotation proved that the enemy skyships were not visible above the horizon, confirming that the Shrikes had indeed yielded the air above the city to Number One.
He called upon The Knife Fighter's Dirge to give him a few relative moments to take stock.  Intertwining the peeping-gold element of a water warding flux bubble with a shower of moaning-emerald created by a corkscrew motion of his wrist, palm, and fingers, he generated a lozenge nearly an armlength in diameter that concentrated and focused light to bring him clear, magnified images through the shadowed ether of the frozen world.  He had developed the spell after studying a spyglass that Lord Hhrahld had presented to him as a gift.
Aside from a rowboat or two and a great lot of wrack, nothing remained afloat inside the breakwater.  Happily, the marines' aim had been proficient enough so that extraneous damage had been restricted, by and large, to the immediate area of the quays. A few small fires burned amongst the rubble of the warehouses, but none of these appeared energetic enough to start a general conflagration.
While he saw a few of the Black Monks, a small number of other armsmen, and others that must be dock workers wandering amidst the carnage, there did not appear to be, as yet, any organized defense.
Satisfied, he allowed time to resume its normal pace and descended to the cabin section deck near Truhsg.  As if they had anticipated his intention, Scahll and Bear, both wearing the fugleman badges of their month-old promotions, were waiting with the legate. Each commanded one of the files of legionnaires that Mar had added to the regular compliment of Number One,
"Truhsg, put half your crews on stand-by to provide cover fire if needed and have the rest prepare to sally with the half-section.  I want you to test the mettle of the remaining defenders.  Withdraw to Number One if you meet major resistance."
The legate saluted and began calling out the names of ceannaires, directing quads to head below to fetch their weapons and armor. 
Returning to the bow, Mar ordered Ulor to move in toward the town.  Even with the Shrikes gone, he did not have enough armsmen to seize and hold the port, but a probe backed up by Number One could reveal the numerical strength and morale of the garrison.  That information would be of considerable use to Aerlon.
Mar pointed out a relatively clear area on the southern quay to the marine officer.  "Ground there and have the ramps put out.  Hold position until Truhsg and his armsmen are back aboard."
"Aye, my lord king."
Mar took off again, flying ahead of the skyship.  For just a moment, he smiled.
Number One had been very much Telriy's ship and Eishtren, Truhsg, and the rest Telriy's crew.
In the three months since Number One had returned from the Great Waste, he had made both skyship and crew his.
But more than that, he had forged Number One and her crew into a terribly efficient weapon, a sword that he had used and would continue to use to harry and chasten his enemy.
One day, he would plunge that sword through the very heart of the Brotherhood of Phaelle.
 



TWO
2170 by the Common Reckoning
(3211 Before the Founding of the Empire)
Oaurlervy Faction Investigative Section Headquarters
Secured City of Dhiloeckmyur
 
With the stars obscured by the city lights, the paired beacons of the Orbitals raced overhead in an unclouded black sky, their presence an insult of disorder that could not yet be eliminated.
With long, firm strides that unabashedly declaimed his confidence in his place in the world, Compliance Officer Belter walked from the port circle across the broad, otherwise vacant sidewalk to the fortified entrance of the Investigative Section.  For the fourth and final time, he checked the gig line of his uniform as he took the regulation precise salute of the guards.  Outfitted in a manner expressly calculated to be flagrantly grandiose, the guards wore razor-creased ruby uniforms heaped with gold braid, pristine white gloves, broad-billed caps perched precisely on shaved scalps, and blindingly polished boots. 
As he passed each man, Beltr automatically examined the soldier's eyes for signs of fear, uncertainty, or concern, saw none, and offered a minute nod in approval.  The guards were more or less ceremonial -- the magics of the entryway were its real defense -- but any deficiency on their part would have obligated him to administer immediate and effective punishment.  No failures of any sort could be permitted here at the most important magical installation in all of the Faction Commonwealth.
As a senior Compliance Officer, Beltr had the authority to inflict summary judgment for even minor infractions.  As a superior sorcerer of the Elder Hierarchy, he had the ethereal power to incinerate a slacker so that nothing remained.  Among the lower ranks, he had a deserved reputation as merciless.
Beltr believed in absolutes.  A demonstration of punishment that did not moderate behavior was useless.  Consequently, the occasional total immolation was mandatory to maintain proper discipline.
The great building towered above the street.  A decorous monolith of synthetic stone, soaring buttresses, unmitigated grandeur, and blazing light, the headquarters of the Investigative Section had been designed to make a statement that none could ignore.   Its massive size, shinny black granite facade, and sweeping, heroic architecture were the literal embodiment of the manifest destiny and unmatched achievements of the Oaurlervy Faction.
Now that the final recalcitrants, those misdirected unfortunates of Kharae Holding, had been dealt with, the Faction had no serious rivals on this continent.  It possessed unchallenged control of all of the rural and urban sectors of the highlands and eastern coastal areas.  Within the year, Beltr expected that the remaining hold-outs, the incompetent and disorganized magicians of so-called Free Territories, which straggled unconnected along the fringe of the western coast, would as well make submission to the inevitable rule of the Commonwealth.
Beltr marched through the open doors into the foyer, crossing warning lines painted on the floor that indicated the various protective wards in use, and felt a few light prickles on his skin as the spells determined whether he had permission to enter.  Had they not, the insignificant dust of his vaporized corpse would have drifted practically unnoticed to the floor.
In the cavernous lobby beyond, a second, smaller set of guards, all like him yellow-uniformed Compliance Officers and thus also combat specialized sorcerers, frisked him, closely inspected the items in his pockets -- an identity card and a touchstone -- and used various magical and mundane methods to manually verify his identity.
The Investigative Section was also the most secure facility in all of the Oaurlervy Faction Commonwealth; not even the members of the Directorate Committee could gain entry without a thorough pat down.
All of the Section's essential functions being deep underground, he took the smaller descending lift.  The upper thirty floors of the building were occupied by confinement cells, interrogation chambers, clerical offices, and the associated supplementary departments.   Even were the League or the Republic to target and destroy the building and the entire city around it, the Investigative Section would survive, ten stories beneath the surface inside multiple layers of interlocked defensive wards.
Or, at least, that was the theory.  As far as Beltr was concerned, there was no magic defense for which some nullifying counter could not be devised.  The continued escalation in magical means of destruction had reached a point where he privately believed that the capability to completely annihilate every being on the planet was soon to be an incontrovertible fact.
This, naturally, was only an academic observation.  The overriding purpose of his life was to ensure compliance with the Internal Magical Restrictions of the Directorate Committee.  The IMR regulations were necessary to maintain appropriate civil order, insure the safety and security of the productive citizenry, and to prevent the extravagant and dangerous excesses of the unrestrained use of magic that were rampant in other political entities.  Unregulated magic was the antithesis of proper order.  Only with rigid, complete control of all magic could the compliant inhabitant of the Commonwealth be assured that he could productively pursue the goals of the Oaurlervy Faction.
As he stepped out of the lift into the blindingly-lit lobby of the eleventh level and started across the white marble floor, passing the heroic statues of Compliance Officers who had given their lives in service to the Commonwealth, he again felt the slightly uncomfortable sensation of a ward scan.  This spell did not, however, simply confirm his identity; it also analyzed his emotional and mental state, seeking any indication of vulnerability, disobedience, or treasonous intent.  As he continued toward the check-in desk, a second and then a third scan irritated his magical sense without generating any noticeable physical response.  These two more subtle ethereal investigations would evaluate his magical abilities and note flux residues of any sort.  Had he recently engaged in any unauthorized magical activity, which a reading outside of established parameters would have indicated, he would have been subject to immediate arrest and interrogation. 
Without comment, the officer at the desk wrote his name in a paper log book.  Given that all means of magical data storage could be easily suborned, the Investigative Section maintained all of its records in physical form.
Beltr continued into the corridor that led to his duty station, the monitoring center for the peripheral provinces.  At the blast door entrance, a final set of guards -- again entirely decorative -- braced to attention as he passed through.
As always, Beltr had arrived at the exact time required to begin his shift.  The previous shift commander, Dreal, was, as per standing procedure, waiting to be relieved just inside the high-ceilinged chamber. The center was one very large room, segregated by tall, glassite partitions into dozens of small cubicles.  Most of these were occupied by technicians, the skryers and other magical specialists who performed the routine and constant oversight of the target provinces and their inhabitants.
Beltr stopped and saluted in the prescribed official manner. 
"Compliance Officer Dreal," he stated in strict observance of regulations, "I relieve you."
Dreal returned the salute, his blotchy face expressionless.  "Compliance Officer Beltr, you now have command."
Dreal immediately exited.  Another more gregarious officer might have taken the time to inform his replacement of any current significant investigations, but Dreal was a droll and non-social person.  Beltr did not personally care for the other officer, but Dreal was laudably competent in his duties and possessed the second highest violator detection rate after Beltr himself.
While he marched along narrow aisles to his own cubicle, Beltr took note of the increased rate of agitation in what he thought of as the glass bee hive, with the technicians often clumped in consulting groups and assistants running notes back and forth.  All of the modulation analyzers were in use, a somewhat infrequent event.
He had hardly settled into his chair before his assistant, Szck, a senior rhingyll, hurried into his office.  Though skilled and thorough, Szck had the sort of face that exposed his every thought and emotion.  Now, his expression was deeply troubled.
"Sir, we have detected reverberations in the ether that appear to be unauthorized wizardry." 
Szck had another feature that would betray his emotional state: he had eyes of different colors, one hazel and one light blue.  When he came under more than moderate stress, both, as they were doing now, tended to twitch in a disconcerting manner.
Beltr sucked in a sharp breath.  "Has this been authenticated?"
The rhingyll nodded with a nervous jerk of his head.  "Yes, sir.  We have confirmation from the Section stations in Ghaemeh and Pbgleond and from two mobile units."
Beltr got to his feet, trying not to appear to hurry, and walked around the desk.  "Do we have a location?"
"We're working on it, sir.  The disturbance was quite strong, but the afterimage is migratory.  I've ordered more mobile units into the area and we should be able to triangulate the original exit point within a quarter of an hour."
"Get me two apprehension teams and a support squad," Beltr ordered.  "I'll take personal charge of the apprehension." 
After Szck hurried away, Beltr removed his field gear from his top desk drawer.  With long accustomed movements, he snapped the comm and port bracelets on his wrists, clipped a portable skrying stone to his belt, and dropped his polished black cudgel into its holster.  Most Compliance Officers used disabling or immobilizing spells to attempt to restrain malefactors, but he had always preferred the visceral certainty of a sharp blow to the back of the head.  It had taken him some time to perfect the technique, but at this point he could knock a suspect unconscious with but a single blow at least ninety-nine percent of the time.  That was not to say that the other one percent eluded capture, but rather that their subsequent condition forestalled interrogation.  Most of his failures suffered brain injury, which was quite often a rapid fatal hemorrhage, but such a low breakage rate was safely within the guidelines mandated by his superiors.
After a moment's thought, he spoke the code phrase to unlock the lower drawer and removed the gold-trimmed dark wood case that it contained.  Placing his left palm on the top of this, aligning his fingers precisely with the spectral points on the carven peacock design, he said, "Ancestors, I live to serve."
This simple but ancient and powerful spell released the lid and he removed it with care.  Here he paused as he extended his hand to the interior, but he forged immediately through the instinctive hesitation and extracted the large silver and ruby pendant that nestled in the purple velour lined cavity.  A centuries' old legacy of his maternal line, the pendant had once belonged to the queen of a long vanished kingdom and was imbued with a plethora of unique, proactive defensive and protective spells.  Such ancient magics were deemed subversive contraband by the Faction and he had been permitted to continue in its possession solely due to his position in the Investigative Section.  On the first day of each quarter, regulations required him to resubmit a lengthy application for a temporary dispensation.  If he removed it from its authorized and remotely monitored container, he was obligated to submit twelve different forms to eight different senior Compliance Officers and to subsequently appear in front of a review board to provide a detailed justification.  Should the review board ever determine that his use of the pendant had been inappropriate, his career as a Compliance Officer would be over.
But if there was a wizard on the loose, he would almost certainly need it today.
The first step that the Faction had taken when it began to expand its control of the continent had been to arrest and execute the only two practicing wizards known to reside in the subjugated dominions.  Their laboratories, personal possessions, records, and apparatus had all been seized and in most cases subsequently destroyed.
Wizardry was the most powerful magic known, capable of disturbing past, present, and future.  While theory postulated that there was a considerable inertia to collective human action that even a master of time and space could not overcome, a wizard with sufficient ability that intervened in the right place at the right time could literally rewrite events, changing the established course of history.  
Given the famously disorderly inclinations and meddling proclivities of the discipline, it was an accepted Faction doctrine that an unrestrained wizard would be inclined to attempt to undo all that the followers of Oaurlervy had accomplished.  This, of course, could not be permitted.  
If some new practitioner had developed wizardry spells, then that individual was a supreme danger to the proper order and his or her capture and eventual elimination was obligatory.
 Beltr exited his cubicle and wound his way through the maze to what he considered the top end of the glass bee hive, the correlation hub of the grouped desks of the senior technicians.
Rhingyll Szck was there along with all the heads of the various technical units.  The senior technicians were mutely intent upon their instruments, but Szck and the other supervising rhingylls were standing in a tight clump, receiving paper reports and directing the vast magical detective machinery of the Investigative Section as it sought to pinpoint the location of the offender.
"The teams are standing by, sir, ready to port at your order," Szck reported as soon as Beltr arrived.  "We've pinpointed the individual that shows the wizardry trace and narrowed his or her location to a rural area at the southern end of the province.  In five minutes or less, we'll have the exact spot to within a hundred paces."
"You can't lock an identity?"
"No, sir.  The ether surrounding the individual is extremely convoluted, possibly a side effect of the wizardry.  None of the standard descriptive markers are clear enough to extrapolate."
"Could that be some sort of intentional masking?"
"We have technicians investigating that possibility, sir."
"Who are my team leaders?"
"Enforcement Officers Dlygm and Nhilsi, sir.  Rhingyll Zhaevyr commands the support squad."
"Excellent." 
Beltr had worked with both officers on several previous occasions.  Dlygm was a staunch, long-time Faction member and Nhilsi was young and eager.  Both were supremely competent, ruthless, and obedient.
One of the technicians waved at Szck.  The rhingyll went over to receive a note from the woman and then hurried back to Beltr.  He immediately read off a string of numbers to the Compliance Officer.
"Those are standard map coordinates?"
"Yes, sir.  It looks to be a hundred paces due north of the village of Bournegyll."
"Order both teams and the squad to meet me at the center of Bournegyll.  The perpetrator will likely try to go to ground in the village.  We'll set up a cordon and put him in custody in very short order."
"Yes, sir."
Beltr tapped his port bracelet, experienced an instant of vertigo, and then stood in the darkened main square surrounded by older, mostly stone and brick buildings.  Like many of the rural population centers, Bournegyll did not have street lights.  That would soon change under the enlightened leadership of the Faction, but for now, Beltr would have to make do with starlight and his own light enhancing spells.
He made a subtle arcane gesture with his left hand and to his eyes the scene became one of shadowed, pinkish outlines no worse for seeing than twilight.  
The thirty soldiers of the apprehension teams ported in almost simultaneously, their oversize, hulking armored forms suddenly filling the square.
His reinforced boots mutely clanking on the cobblestone pavement and his servos whispering, Dlygm, who was senior, approached and saluted.  "We have a lock on the perpetrator's signature, sir.  Shall we apprehend?"
"Yes, have your men move out, but emphasize that the perpetrator must wind up physically able to respond to questioning.  We need to make certain that this contagion is isolated and fully contained."
"Yes, sir." 
Dlygm snapped a curt order into his throat comm and the soldiers of the two teams vanished in pairs, dispatched to their pre-assigned locations to encircle their target.
Beltr remained where he was.  Standard procedure required that he stand by in a supervisory posture, monitoring the comm phases, and only intervene if the assistance of his sorcery proved necessary.
A few seconds later, the first sign that something had gone wrong was Enforcement Officer Nhilsi's terse message, "Perpetrator has evaded the cordon. Team Leader Dlygm is down."
Beltr flipped his comm to the private senior command phase so that none of the underlings could hear.  "Nhilsi, give me the exact status of Dlygm."
"Injured but conscious, sir," the enforcement officer replied on the same phase, a slight strain audible in his voice.  "All of his gear, including his weapons and servo assists, was fried by some sort of strong ethereal broadcast.  Also, the perpetrator used an unidentified spell to throw him through a building wall.  We think he has a broken leg -- can't really tell because the diagnostics are dead too -- and without magic, his armor is for practical purposes immobile.  He should be considered completely out of action."
"How did this happen?" Beltr demanded with an edge to his voice.
Nhilsi shifted to a flat, official tone, indicating that he believed -- correctly -- that his words were being recorded and that he would be called to be called to account for them.  "Per standard operations procedure, EO Dlygm confronted the perpetrator with two men as backup, while I and the remainder of our soldiers took support positions.  Immediately, all three were hurled through the air.  As we have not been given the Weapons Free command, I did not order my team to open fire.  The perpetrator does not have any sort of readily identifiable weapon.  Support Officers Trask and Bouldin suffered only minor abrasions.  A Repair and Recovery team has been called in for EO Dlygm.  Awaiting orders, sir."
Finding no immediately identifiable fault, Beltr ordered, "Shadow the perpetrator until I arrive."
He synched his port bracelet to that of Nhilsi, activated it, and arrived on the slight slope of a gabled roof, looking down into a dark, narrow alley.  Nhilsi and two men crouched nearby, all with their shoulder weapons locked in the firing position and all staring intently at the roof of the building on the other side of the alley.
Beltr instantly crouched down likewise, weaving a concealment glamour about the trio and himself that would shield their visual and audible presence.
"Status on the perpetrator?" he asked Nhilsi.
"Approaching due north, sir.  He's coming across the rooftops."
Beltr's enhanced vision allowed him to easily locate the perpetrator, a man of average height and build, moving swiftly.  From the confident way in which he traversed this unconventional route, it was clear that the perpetrator was well practiced in such clandestine travel.
When the perpetrator reached the edge of alley, Beltr stood up, raised his right hand palm out, and cast a globe of emerald ethereal flame.  He had restrained the intensity of the missile to a level that should be strong enough to disable but not kill.
Wielding raw primitive magic that drove a shock wave through the ambient ether with an ease that was unlike anything that Beltr had ever seen, the perpetrator dissolved the globe long before it reached him and then hopped off the edge of the roof to descend in a rapid but obviously controlled fashion to the street below.
Shaking off his amazement, Beltr turned to order Nhilsi, "Have all of your men close in. They are to seize the perpetrator.  Use of near lethal force is authorized."
Nhilsi relayed the order and in a flash, his and Dlygm's teams winked into existence in the alley below in a patter that completely surrounded the suspect wizard.  A lead squad deployed truncheons and charged across the short intervening space.
The perpetrator flattened the running soldiers with an apparently effortless cascade of flux, and then did the same for the ones blocking his escape as he bolted up the alley.
"Do not let him get away," Beltr immediately amended.  "Weapons Free.  Use all force necessary."
Well trained, to a man the soldiers went prone and unleashed a barrage from their shoulder weapons.  Rainbow fire lit the alley as the ethereal projectiles converged on the perpetrator in a dense mass.  None struck, however, deflected not by any conventional ward but by some unknown diversionary magic that individually changed the vector of each blast.
For a moment, this feat left Beltr stunned.  No magical practitioner that he had encountered in his entire life had such power.
Beltr touched his comm.  "Support, drop a full barrage on the perpetrator."
Questioning the man was no longer a priority.  Friendly casualties from the mortars were almost certain, but stopping this wizard before he could get away was the only relevant priority now.
"Wards to full.  Barrage incoming," Nhilsi warned over the team phase.
The barrage landed in a circle no more than five paces across.  The explosive force of the plunging ethereal bombs shattered walls and windows and the updraft sheered eaves and peeled tiles from adjacent roofs.  The glare of the multiple detonations lit up the entire village for a moment.
For several seconds, his enhanced vision notwithstanding, Beltr could not see the perpetrator for the residual fire, dust, and smoke, but he had no doubt that the man had survived.  He switched to the team phase to directly address the enforcement soldiers.  "Advance.  Move in before he can recover."
Those below who were still responsive and ambulatory, a reassuringly adequate majority, ported as close as the savaged ether would permit, some reaching a few paces from the figure just now emerging from the aftereffects of the barrage.
The perpetrator was still standing, but seemed unsteady.  This last did not, however, prevent him from raising a shield of ethereal flux that held the soldiers at bay.
After a few seconds, the background ether settled and Beltr saw his opportunity.  A conventional ward would have interfered with transport magic, but the perpetrator's basic though powerful spell would not.  Beltr touched his pendent to activate its spells and then ported to a spot immediately to the rear of the intent wizard.  Before the man could turn about, the Compliance Officer swung his cudgel with all the force at his disposal.
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143rd Year of the Reign of the City
Thirteenthday, Waning, 2nd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire
Aboard Number One
 
As Number One sped back toward Mhajhkaei, Eishtren stood by the starboard rail and looked over the moonlit Silver Sea a hundred manheight below.  The vast, empty, and monotonous seascape helped him think of nothing.
"I'm going to my cabin," the king informed all present as he floated down the steerage stairs.  "Call me immediately if Shrikes are sighted."
"Aye, my lord king," Ulor replied.
Ulor was not scheduled to be part of the deck watch, but Eishtren knew that the marine officer had made a habit of showing up to chat with -- and not so unobtrusively monitor -- Subaltern Trinst's operation of the king's flagship.
One of the latest batch of trainee magicians, Trinst, as most junior, was always assigned to the overnight watches.  By all accounts possessing a better than fair magical skill, Trinst had made a direct application to the throne to complete his certification as a military pilot aboard Number One.  Eishtren had observed that the king tended to grant such boons almost automatically and it had been no surprise to him that Trinst had been allowed to join Number One's crew on a temporary basis.  The chubby young man from Elboern sat calmly in the bolted down pilot's chair at the center of the steerage deck as he guided the skyship.   
"Subaltern Trinst," Ulor mentioned, "it might be advisable to increase our speed.  Don't want to be tardy getting back to the city.  High-Captain Mhiskva might be a bit put out if we are not back in time to make the Principate conference."
"Aye, sir."  A look of deep concentration fell over the young pilot's face and Eishtren felt Number One surge slightly.  Trinst was hardly seventeen, but to Eishtren's mind was already an exceptional magician.
"Very good, subaltern, but you should try to accelerate in a smoother fashion."
"Aye, sir."
As Ulor began to lecture the pilot in a low, calm voice on the, to Eishtren, incomprehensible esoteric subtleties of flux modulation, the quaestor focused his attention on the light glinting from the near calm water below and once again purposefully emptied his mind to relax the persistent clench in his jaw.
After a while, Eishtren sensed Legate Truhsg come topside and ascend to the steerage, but did not turn.  Without the need to see or hear them, Eishtren could locate and identify anyone who came within nearly a thousand armlengths.  He had gradually become aware of this ability over the last month or so and while this unexplained new skill had struck him as odd, he had not been moved to concern himself over it and had not bothered to mention it to anyone.  It did have the quite useful benefit of allowing him to more readily identify targets for his bow and he simply disregarded any untoward information that it might incidentally convey.
"We've finished the inventory, sir," Truhsg told Ulor.  "One thousand and twelve spheres remain."
Ulor made a rather rude disparaging sound.  "Looks like I'll be making spheres for the next week."
"Yes, sir, I'd say that you'd be right about that."
Though not nearly as productive as the king, the marine officer, still by far the best skyship pilot and often generally referred to by civilians as the King's Magician, had succeeded in learning to make the spheres in an appreciable quantity.  Thus far, of the other pilots and trainees, only the sisters, Mrye and Srye, could make spheres suitable for the polybolos and their time was almost exclusively consumed by the skyship routes that provided communication and supply vital to the operation of the Empire's struggle against the Brotherhood of Phaelle.
Truhsg saluted Ulor and then joined Eishtren at the rail.
The former fugleman openly examined Eishtren for an instant and then said, "Evening, sir."
Eishtren left his eyes fixed on the dark waters.  "Good evening, legate."
"I wanted to ask you about something, sir, but didn't have the chance till now.  Were you able to find out anything about your family the last time we were in the city?"
"No."
"Sorry to hear that, sir. If you like, I've some friends in the New Palace Guard. They could ask around."
"Thank you, but there is no need of that.  I found Lyra's mother living with some of her other family.  She knew what had become of Fugleman Mahryn, but she has not seen or heard from her daughter or the children since the fall of the Citadel to the Brotherhood.  Had my wife and Fenriy, Lyriy, Behgl, and Tgheon survived that disaster, they would surely by this time have made the fact known to their kin.  It is clear that all of them must have perished."
 Eishtren relayed this with no emotion whatsoever.  He had long since hardened his heart to the fact that the monks had taken everything that he valued from him.  Until his last breath, he would pile the bodies of Phaelle'n at the feet of Rwalkahn.  If the God of Righteous Vengeance grew weary of his blood offering, then he would offer it to Bligyld, Goddess of Eternal Hatred.  Should she, too, cry enough, then he would work through all of the Forty-Nine, even the pacifistic Seventy-Eight Handmaidens of Pwrll. 
"Sir?"
"Yes, Truhsg?"
"You've a terrible hard look in your eye.  Just like when you use your bow."
"War is my life."
Truhsg's normally stoic expression showed a brief flash of concern.  "The war won't last forever, sir."
"Mine will."
 



FOUR
 
Early on in his raids against the Brotherhood, Mar had had the cabin section of Number One remodeled to accommodate her expanded complement of armsmen, dividing the large compartments into much smaller spaces.   His personal cabin was now a cramped cubbyhole at the starboard end of the cross corridor that was just large enough for a bunk and a few odds and ends.
He took care when he opened the door to avoid striking it against the one just opposite it, slipped inside, and latched it to behind him keep it from banging open if the skyship had to maneuver sharply.  A thought lit the lamps.  He could navigate reasonably well in the dark by simply considering the shadows cast in the background ether and normally would not bother with the lamps, but tonight he intended to catch up on his work instead of going right to sleep.  Among other things, he would re-read the second text.
Llylquaendt's cylinder had proved to be a twin in size and appearance to the one that Mar had found at the Waste City, at least as far as he could remember it.
An idle memory made him wonder how long it had been since that original discovery had overthrown the course of his life, and it came to him as something of a shock to realize that only a little over thirteen months had passed. 
It seemed more than a lifetime.
It might as well be.  Mar could hardly remember the thief who had found the first text.    Now there was only a king and emperor who must destroy the Brotherhood of Phaelle.
It had taken him a fortnight after he had brought Number One back to Mhajhkaei to generate sufficient interest to open the new cylinder.  His original intention had been to share the discovery with Telriy and her unexplained but apparently voluntary departure had left him morose and disenchanted.
As expected, this newest cylinder had contained another sheaf of pages torn from the original reference. 
One glaring and worrying difference, however, was the lack of a written clue to a subsequent text.  A number of possibilities, some of them wildly imaginative, had occurred to him to explain this, but his only possible source of explanatory information was Llylquaendt.  At some point, Mar would have to return to the Waste to question the medic, but he felt no measurable enthusiasm for another expedition and his escalation of the war against the monks allowed no time for secondary considerations.
His first act after reading the second text was to direct scribes to make five hundred hand-copies.  Those he had ordered distributed and made freely available throughout the domains of the reconstituted Empire.  No working book presses were left in Mhajhkaei -- the Brotherhood considered the large, complex machines a conduit to subversion -- but he had made generous grants to the five surviving master bookbinders who had all agreed to work together to construct new ones.  In six months when the presses were in operation, he planned to have a hundred thousand copies printed in folio.  That should be sufficient to prevent the Brotherhood of Phaelle or any other common economic or political calamity from successfully suppressing their dissemination.
If at all possible, this dram of ancient magical wisdom would not be allowed to vanish into the abyss of history once more.
Without conscious effort, he summoned the cylinder from a cabinet as he lowered himself upon his bunk and the artifact raced dutifully to his hand.  This little bit of casual magic was not indolence, but an adaptation to his own reduced mobility.  Over the winter, he had learned sufficient ethereal finesse to accommodate his lack of limbs in all of his daily activities.  While Phehlahm still functioned as his occasional messenger and general assistant when he was aboard Number One, Mar no longer had to depend on the marine for help with otherwise simple tasks. Almost any physical object would now respond to his commands like a well trained dog.  He could dress himself, tidy his cabin, and even prepare food, though this last was something he worried with only infrequently.
While he did almost on a daily basis miss her culinary skills, he had assigned Yhejia, along with her extended brood, the Auxiliaries, and Signifier Aael, to manage the daily functions of the Palace.  In addition to placing a person of trust in the essential position of Royal Seneschal, this had had the added benefit of removing all noncombatants from Number One and had permitted the skyship to function without hindrance as a warship.
This also meant, of course, that the vessel now strictly conformed to standard wartime military practice, which in general meant a cold galley, and that he normally had to content himself with the dry, preserved travel fare that the crew consumed.
Not that that was any great nuisance. Regular meals being only a recent and brief interlude in his life, he had readily returned to his catch as catch can method of eating.  If he was hungry, he found something to eat.  If he was not, he did not concern himself.  Aboard Number One, he scrounged what was available.  In the city, he would take a prepared supper in his dayroom, but the rest of the time he would simply fly out to a street market near the docks where there were always fruits, breads, cheeses, and smoked meats available.
He flew his lap desk from its sea bracket as he removed the end cap from the cylinder and slid out the pages.  These he clamped to the desk in a neat stack.  The cylinder pieces he pushed off to the side and left hovering at a convenient distance.  With the lap desk ethereally supported just above his stubs, he focused his eyes on the top line of page twenty-one.
"Natural elements all have distinct but not always homogenous affective and effective ethereal traits and therefore intrinsic modulatory conventions.  There are, however, extensive documented exceptions to this property."
Feeling a sudden, weary pain, he rubbed his eyes with his hand.
Although he had not honestly expected -- though he had perhaps childishly sheltered an unrealistic hope -- to find some new, omnipotent magic that would allow him to crush the Brotherhood once and for all, he had been severely disappointed to learn that this latest ancient legacy dealt with the basic procedures necessary to combine common and rare ingredients to achieve ethereal effects, a discipline that the text styled Occamy.  These combinations were obviously the concoctions that Telriy had spoken of, such as her Blazes, but the new text contained no specific recipes or manufacturing steps.  Rather, it outlined in pedantic detail what it termed "fundamental principals of the primal nature of flux interactions of physical components in the compositing matrix of a larger ethereal environment." 
As with the first text, the contents of this one were for practical purposes all but incomprehensible to Mar.
However, he continued to study them, and had, he believed, made some progress with relating the opaque prose with what he had learned of the ethereal characteristics of material objects.  At present, he continued to hold to the expectation that some form of understanding would enter his consciousness of the principles of Occamy.
He read on, managed another sixteen pages, but finally felt that the concepts were swirling in his head in an incomprehensible tangle and put the text aside, returning the pages to the cylinder, the desk to its bracket, and the cylinder to its cabinet.
Then, fatigued from the day but not drowsy, he summoned three of his books from the small locker at the foot of his bunk and considered their titles.
Though the prose was lively and the narrative intriguing, he had already read through Tactics and Strategy of the Campaign against the Shurdzrian Pirates 686 AFE three times.  Imperial Strategists, a modern scholarly tome of more than eight hundred pages, was dry, dense, and habitually bombastic, but it went into exhausting detail upon the major military decisions of all of the ancient Emperors from Rhazkek I to Kharghk XXIV.  He had four hundred and three tortuous pages left to read in that.  The final book was barely a hundred pages: Thoughts on Battlefield Maneuver,
Ghorn nh’ Rzhem. Mar had discovered Prince-Commander Ghorn's book in a pile of used books at a neighborhood market in Mhajhkaei only the day before Number One's departure for this mission.  Amazed to learn that the gruff warrior had once succumbed to the literary impulse, Mar had sped through it completely thrice.  The prepossessing work was a straightforward reflection on the tactics that the prince had learned from his instructors and how and why some of them had proven effective and many of them had not.
He sent the other two books scurrying back to their storage and opened the slim volume to its first page.
"No matter what, men will die."
For some time, Mar skimmed through the book, absorbing more than reading.  He found himself returning again and again to certain passages and incidents, delving into them to seek an understanding of what must be done to win a battle.
Finally, with a yawn overtaking him, he closed the book and turned to what he considered the most important but least stimulating of his daily tasks -- the review of the disposition of his army.  Lord Ghorn's book and the leather folio that contained the latest batch of reports sailed by each other as the first hid itself in the locker and the second waddled into Mar's hands.
He had ordered that reports be provided him on a weekly basis of all that transpired within the growing war machinery of the Empire: lists of recruits, commissions, separations, and promotions; abbreviated accounts of accidents and mishaps; citations of the strength, location, and readiness of all units and vessels; status updates on the training regimen of novice magicians; intelligence briefs from the Scout Corps; rumors and hard facts passed through Lady Rhavaelei; production rates of polybolos and progress of skyship construction; level and quality of stockpiles.  Every day without fail he dedicated time to work through these reports, focusing most particularly on the names contained within.
The first report was from the Monolith warship yards indicating that another skyship would soon be ready to come off the blocks.  As he would have to schedule the time to travel there to enchant it, he made a specific mental note of the fact.
At Master Khlosb'ihs' suggestion, the three skyship construction yards had specialized to improve efficiency, with the one at Khalar producing the courier boats and smaller craft, that at the Monolith concentrating on the larger fighting vessels, and the final one at Mhajhkaei building only the cargo friendly trade vessels.  While he could pop over to the yards at Mhajhkaei on short notice, any trip to Khalar or the Monolith required advance coordination with Mhiskva's always crowded schedule of royal or imperial appointments. 
Failure to do so often meant that his forays against the Brotherhood in Number One would be delayed by any rescheduled appointments that he had missed.  Mar had remained adamant that that he would attend such meetings only when absolutely necessary, but had found that Mhiskva's definition of "absolutely necessary" included any meeting at which a royal presence was ruled obligatory by convention, including all meetings with ambassadors, merchant delegations, petitioning citizen groups, individuals craving boons, scholarly committees, and conventions of the Senate.
The only meetings that he accepted with good grace were the regular Thirdday audiences where the sick or injured were brought before him for the ministrations of his healing magic.  There were many that he could not help, but when he could, the use of magic to benefit rather than harm always lifted his spirits.
After an about an hour, he began to feel his eyelids droop and exiled the folio back into the locker. With a final ethereal check on the skyship and her crew, he put out the lamps and lay back upon his bunk.
Relaxing his entire body, he turned his ethereal sense inward, focusing on his own flesh, blood, and bone.  During the time that Llylquaendt's autodoc had resurrected Lord Hhrahld, Mar had gleaned many key insights concerning the reconstruction of the human body.  Dedicated -- and often painful and bruising -- experimentation with his own severed limbs over the winter had led him to definitions for the exact flux modulations required to encourage the controlled regrowth of bones, muscles, skin, veins, and other physiological components for which he had no name.  Since it required every ounce of his concentration, he could only maintain the spells while he had complete liberty to do so, such as now.  Thus far, aside from increased pain, he could only detect progress on an ethereal level.
But he would persevere at the task.  He must perfect his mastery of the spells and increase the speed of the healing.  This commitment derived not particularly from a great need of his own legs -- though he could not deny that to be whole once more would simplify his life in many ways, including restoring to him a physical balance and stability that he felt he currently lacked -- but more importantly from the necessity to bring wounded armsmen back to full function so that they could return to the fight.
Since Telriy had vanished, three things had consumed his life:  the study of magic, the study of war, and the study of the men that he would send to die.
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143rd Year of the Reign of the City
(Thirteenthday, Waning, 2nd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire)
Plydyre
 
Ensconced in the tight concealment of a crevasse in the rocky pinnacle of the hillock, Aerlon looked down on the Phaelle'n encampment in the expansive, sparsely wooded vale below.  The monks had let their fires burn down and most of the legion seemed to have retired, but a heavy guard watched the palisade gates across the main Zhijj road and patrolled the perimeter embankments.  A half dozen officers circulated to keep the guards alert.  This close to the port, however, the monks would have little reason to expect an attack.  Prior to today, Aerlon had limited his efforts to the interior provinces.
"Many of the legionnaires will be impressed Plydyrii," Mehhglendt said quietly.  "I believe that a goodly number will surrender rather than fight, if given the chance."
Face blackened with soot and flat on his belly behind a patch of briars warding the opening between two rock outcroppings, the large, balding Plydyrii fisherman led the better than four hundred strong Plydyrii Volunteer Brigade, the members of which were hidden in the brush and boulder piles along the backside of the oblong hillock.  He had the Scar, and Aerlon trusted him intrinsically.
Lord Hhrahld, crouched a few paces down the rugged forward slope and in the darkness giving the appearance of a large boulder, said, "We should take out the Phaelle'n officers.  Without leaders, the legionnaires won't be able to organize a defense.  Wilhm and I could pop down, slit their throats, and be back in less than half an hour."
For a few seconds, Aerlon contemplated Gaaelfharenii.  In spite of the fact that the gargantuan Mhajhkaeirii nobleman had apparently regained his reason and now had the speech and mannerisms of a scholar, the ravening, ferocious pirate remained just below the surface at all times, ready to be unleashed.
And, without hesitation or regret, Aerlon had on numerous occasions unleashed the demon and his inseparable shadow, the simple but equally deadly Wilhm who lay, apparently asleep, not far from Lord Hhrahld.  As proof of the proficiency of their mayhem, no monk now dared move about in the highlands or valleys of central Plydyre unless accompanied by a phalanx of heavily armed guards.
"The king has made a request for prisoners," Aerlon mentioned.  "It might be more useful if the monks were still able to talk."
The Prince-Protector made a casual, offhanded gesture.  "We could hamstring them.  They would still have the ability to confess their crimes."
"But then we would have to carry them about," Aerlon pointed out.  "Very inconvenient."
Lord Hhrahld sighed.  "Alright then.  Hale and whole, but not necessarily unscathed.  How many do you want?  Two? Five?"
"Actually, I would prefer all of them."
The pirate threw a look skyward as if imploring the Forty-Nine for aid.  "Very well, all of them it shall be.  Wilhm, let's take a stroll."
The younger man stirred, instantly awake, and the two Gaaelfharenii moved down into the sapling and blackberry thicket growing on the skree at the bottom of the hillock.   Within moments, they were lost to sight.
"How close do you think we can get?"  Mehhglendt wanted to know.
This was by far the largest raid that Aerlon had undertaken and the first that he had directed against Zhijj, the center of Phaelle'n power in the southeastern part of the island.  Beyond the Volunteer Brigade in the pine copse at the foot of the hillock, the 1st and just landed 2nd Scout Troops waited, giving him altogether about twelve hundred armsmen.
"We might make the bridge at Liston before we have to fall back." 
Liston was a village only two leagues further along the road and still ten short of the port city.
"The fort at the Djaen crossroads is only another league beyond the bridge.  If we made a feint toward that, the monks might sally some of their garrison out of Zhijj.  That would give Chalor and his group opportunities.  If we send a message now, they could make their preparations before we get to the bridge. "
Aerlon nodded.  "I'll send the courier boat back."
He turned his gaze back upon the enemy encampment.  Knowing the obviously magic-enhanced skill of the giants, he expected to see no overt signs of their progress through the enemy position, but thought that his vantage might allow him to catch a glimpse them from time to time.  However, he saw nothing that he could definitively determine to be evidence of the work of the Gaaelfharenii, save possibly once when for a brief instant a large shadow passed in front of a lantern.
After a half of an hour, Aerlon saw Wilhm appear out of the murk, circling around the northwestern end of the eroded ridge.  He climbed the steep and broken back slope without any visible strain and bore across his massive shoulders four bound, gagged, blindfolded, still in armor but disarmed, and in most cases unconscious Phaelle'n officers.  Clearly to avoid being silhouetted against the sky, he stopped a good distance below the crest.
"Lord Hhrahld said to bring you these," the young man informed Aerlon in a quiet voice.
After giving a quick order to Mehhglendt to keep watch, Aerlon crouched and slipped from the crevasse to work his way down to the Gaaelfharenii.  "Thank you, Wilhm.  Please take them down to Captain Lyral in the woods.  We will question them there."
"There are some more."
"That's fine.  Just bring them all to Captain Lyral."
Aerlon followed Wilhm down.
The Scouts troops were distributed through the wooded area in separated small groups, with the experienced 1st, commanded by Captain Lyral, to the south.  Lyral had established a command post on a cleared knoll at the approximate center of his area.  Aerlon, Wilhm, and the latter's burden were passed without delay through pickets by the concealed armsmen, all of whom wore chainmail, helms, and gauntlets that  had been stained with a solution of vinegar and dark red clay to reduce the shine of the steel.
"Should we get ready to move up, sir?" the short, stocky captain asked as soon as he saw Aerlon and Wilhm.
"Not yet," Aerlon said.  "When Lord Hhrahld has secured all the prisoners, the 1st Troop and the Volunteer Brigade will infiltrate the Phaelle'n position, with the 2nd taking a reserve position in proximity to the camp.  Right now, I'd like you to take charge of the prisoners that Wilhm has here and the others that he will bring."
  "Yes, sir."  Lyral called for a fugleman and two quads and these speedily relieved Wilhm of the insensate Phaelle'n. The Gaaelfharenii immediately sprinted away in utter silence.
"Has the courier boat returned?" Aerlon asked.
"No, sir.  Magician-Pilot Thorbhist is ten minutes overdue."
"I'll wait here for him, then.  I want to send a message to Zhijj."
Another fifteen minutes passed and the small flying boat had not yet drifted down from the sky.  In the interim, Wilhm had made four trips, carrying an extra prisoner on the last two, to bring the total to twenty-two.  All the prisoners of the last group were fuglemen or ceannaires.   
Before the giant departed again, Aerlon, not concerned but intensely curious, asked him, "How many more prisoners have you and Lord Hhrahld captured?"
Wilhm was quiet for a moment as he considered the question.  "I have not counted them.  There are some more. Lord Hhrahld has not finished."
Aerlon pursed his lips, not sure what that last meant.  "Alright, Wilhm.  Please ask Lord Hhrahld to send a report back with you this time."
Wilhm nodded in his glacial way and vanished again.
When the courier boat finally arrived another five minutes later, Magician-Pilot Thorbhist had a passenger.
"Sorry, I'm late, Coirneal," Thorbhist, a middle-aged former scribe, said as he grounded the rowboat on its stubby legs at the flattened top of the knoll.  "I had to wait for Nalhe to arrive."
Nalhe nh' Ghyl was a broad and heavy stevedore and one of the few in the Zhijj group, aside from it its leader, that Aerlon knew by sight.
"What has happened?" he asked right away.
"The monks are pulling out of Zhijj!" Nalhe enthused.  "There're only three legions left in the city.  The other eight made queues and one by one dashed into a warehouse.  They didn't come out and later the warehouse was empty, so they must have used some sort of sorcery to take them away.  The Shrike covey took off as soon as this was done, bearing most of the Phaelle'n civil officials."
"When did this take place?"
"Two days ago."
"Who was left in charge?"
"Commander-of-Legions Shrenko."
"I do not know him."
"He's been on Plydyre for just five days.  The only thing that we could find out about him is that he came from the monastery on Khikhos."
"Sounds familiar, but I cannot place it."
"The island is only half a league across at its widest.  It's southeast of Chrontyn Point, about sixty-five leagues.  As far as we have been able to find out, the monks there are mostly scholars and academics, not armsmen."
"But Shrenko is a Salient?"
"Yes.  He has the tattoos."
"How old is he?"
"Only one member of our group has seen him.  She said he looks about seventy."
"Another pensioner?"
Nalhe nodded vigorously.  "That's what we think."
Over the last fortnight, word had begun to reach Aerlon that many of the senior veteran Phaelle'n commanders were being transferred off the island.  Their replacements were either young men with recent promotions or much older ones recalled from retirement.  It had also been learned that a number of these replacements were not actually trained in the military arts.
"So Zhijj has only three thousand men to defend it and a geriatric commander."
"Exactly!  Chrontyn wanted me to tell you in person that our group is ready to support any action that you might take."
Aerlon was spared the need to make an instant reply by the return of Wilhm, this time empty-handed.
"I have a message," the young giant told Aerlon.
"Please recite it."
Wilhm could memorize in precise detail anything spoken or written.  He had also demonstrated an uncanny ability to mimic any speaker, and when he spoke, the voice that came from his mouth was that of Lord Hhrahld.
"Coirneal Aerlon, greetings and salutations.  Having received your request for a report, please allow me to inform you that we have in custody six hundred and eighty-one prisoners of all ranks.  Once all of the officers and fuglemen had been apprehended, a good number of the rank and file simply saw the light of reason and presented themselves for surrender.  However, I must report with some shame that the remainder of the legion has eluded our efforts and fled into the night, nearly all abandoning their weapons and armor.  While a portion of the prisoners have injuries, none of these, as per your instructions, are life-threatening.  I eagerly await your wishes on the disposition of the prisoners.  Hhrahld, Prince-Protector of Mhajhkaei."
Aerlon turned straightaway to Captain Lyral.  "Change of plan.  Move your troop at quickmarch down into the camp and take charge of the prisoners.  Have 2nd Troop assist and send an order in my name to Mehhglendt.  He is to establish a defensive line across the Zhijj road in a formation that will allow the Volunteer Brigade to advance without delay."
Swinging back to Nalhe, he told him, "Tell Chalor that I want your group to take no overt action.  I will need information on Phaelle'n movements while I advance toward Zhijj and any attempts at mischief on your part would disrupt your ability to gather and dispatch it to me."
"Magician-Pilot Thorbhist," Aerlon continued, "as soon as you deliver Nalhe, I want you to contact Coirneal Relvhm's squadron.  The skyships will be off the western reef of Niamp Isle.  Inform him that I request immediate reinforcement for an assault on Zhijj."
Although two-thirds of his transport vessels were tows, Relvhm's Skyship Corps of five thousand mainly Khalarii legionnaires was the first fully air mobile unit in the Imperial Army.  If the monks came out from Zhijj to meet Aerlon's advance in open field battle -- which is exactly what the Plydyrii officer expected them to do given their more than two to one numerical advantage over his own irregular force -- the Skyship Corps could easily land behind them.  Two of Relvhm's skyships also boasted a battery of polybolos.  The Phaelle'n commander would have the choice of attempting a perilous fighting withdrawal through Aerlon's battle line, a humiliating surrender, or the purposeless destruction of his command.
Of course, all of Aerlon's calculations presupposed that the Shrikes would not return.  If they did, those three no-win choices would be reversed.
But risk was a part of war and if he did not strike now, it might be months or even years before he again had the chance to lift the curse of Phaelle'n rule from any of the people of Plydyre
Throughout the winter, his forces had harried the monks as often as they could, burning supplies, overwhelming small garrisons, ambushing civil administrators, and seizing supply trains.  While he had never expected his efforts to raise an open revolt, he had been severely frustrated by the fact that so few of his fellow Plydyrii had sought to join his cause.
"The monks are sorcerers," he had been told time and again.  "No normal man can fight a sorcerer."
If he succeeded and freed Zhijj, if only for a short time, then all of Plydyre would have proof that sorcerers could indeed be defeated by normal men, albeit with the Gods sent aid of righteous magic.
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In his first decade in the fraternity, Brother Schmrid'lh had aided the Work as a far talking disk operator.  Such was the importance of the message that he had decided to pass on the plea from Zhijj in person. 
With a warm sun slanting through the lattice to paint the hexagon patterned blue tiles of the floor and the rich russet paneling of the interior wall with an eye confusing grid of yellow, dusty light and cold, clear shadow, Schmrid'lh scurried along the screened balcony toward the room in which the far talking disk operators were stationed.
Brother Or'm, his deputy, walking just to his left said, "The world, it seems, feels no obligation to reflect the dire nature of our situation."
Brother Or'm was a poet in his spare time and a melancholy one at that. A Preceptor, Or'm, similar to Schmrid'lh, had been reassigned from inconsequential subordinate duties to replace a Salient officer transferred to unspecified duty on the continent.  Or'm had expressed his reaction to the promotion in a metaphorical  -- or perhaps allegorical, Schmrid'lh was not sure which term actually applied -- poem that he had entitled Flotsam left Adrift in the Gathering Storm.
"How is that, brother?" Schmrid'lh asked.
The other waved a hand to stir the dust motes adrift in the shafts of sunshine.  "It should at least be overcast."
One of the four Salients guarding the entrance stepped in to pull open the thick door as they arrived.  That guards must be posted to protect Holy Relics even here in the heart of the Brotherhoods primary bastion on Plydyre was another worrying sign of the decline in the fraternity's power.
Like many of the rooms of the richly furnished palace, murals in a highly realistic style framed with sculpted plaster greenery covered the walls.  The majority of these murals were innocuous scenes of idyllic noble pursuits, but the ones in this room portrayed a number of nude maidens frolicking provocatively in ocean waves.  While it may have once contained a sumptuous bed and couches suitable for illicit rendezvous, now there were only a large table, a few utilitarian chairs, the operators, Brothers Kha'ct and Thalmaenoghal, and their Relics.
"The connections have been made to Mhevyr, Sub-Deacon," Brother Kha'ct, the senior operator, informed Schmrid'lh as he rose.
Taking Kha'ct's vacated chair at the table, Schmrid'lh made the sign of the Tripartite.  "Your diligence is an honor to the Duty, brother."
The other bowed.  "We all seek the Restoration, brother."
Schmrid'lh placed his palms to either side of the turquoise oval Holy Relic and slipped easily into the meditative state that would allow his moderate Ability, a not insignificant one and one-quarter, to interact with the spells of the device.   Though it had been years, he found no difficulty in establishing a rapport with the magic and toggled the spell -- which gave him a mental image of a flaming icicle -- that would allow him to transmit his voice.
"Sub-Deacon Schmrid'lh, Chief Coordinator of Plydyre, based at Bhaestryndt, speaking.  Request personal communication with Director of Forces Whorlyr. This matter has Prime One emergency priority."
After a few seconds, the reply whispered from the disk.  "Message received.  Stand by."
It was a full twenty minutes before Schmrid'lh felt the Relic activate again.
"Brother Whorlyr now present.  Convey message."
"Salient Brother Shrenko, commanding the legions at Zhijj, has reported that an attack on the city by a large force is underway.  I repeat -- an attack on the city is underway.  Enemy force is composed of Plydyrii rebels supported by minions of the Apostate.  He requests that a covey of Shrikes be sent in immediate support."
"Message received.   Stand by."
This time, Schmrid'lh only had to wait a moment.
"Director of Forces grants permission for you to dispatch the Shrikes at your disposal."
Schmrid'lh sighed heavily.  The two combat coveys normally stationed on Plydyre had all been withdrawn without explanation after the Apostate's latest attack.  Only four flying craft remained on the island.  One had suffered a total spell failure and had crash-landed in a lake outside of Bhaestryndt.  Though the brethren of the College of Archivists had succeeded in raising the pieces of the Holy Relic and transporting them back to the city, they did not believe that it could ever again be made to fly.  The other three, all with various deficiencies and defects in their magical systems, had been relegated to cargo and passenger transport because they had been rated unfit for combat.  The flight of one was so erratic that it had been restricted to trips of only a few leagues.
Choosing his words with care, lest he unwisely express the anger that he felt at the sheer idiocy of the reply that he had received, he spoke again into the disk. 
"None of the Holy Relics that remain here can be made combat ready in time.  I request the dispatch of others to support Brother Shrenko."
This time, the reply was immediate.  "Director of Forces indicates that all Shrikes are currently assigned to vital missions.  None can be made available.  No further message."
"Message received.  No further message."  Schmrid'lh sat unmoving for a brooding moment and then stood up.
Or'm, with quite the hangman's expression, asked, "Shall I order our airworthy Shrikes to Zhijj?"
"No."  Schmrid'lh had to keep the two airworthy Holy Relics close so that they could be used to evacuate Bhaestryndt -- not if but when the time came. 
"The Work often requires sacrifice."  He turned to Brother Kha'ct.  "Contact Zhijj.  Tell them that no assistance will be forthcoming."
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Under a strident mid-afternoon sun and a flag of truce flapping from a trimmed green sapling driven into the ground, Aerlon, with Mehhglendt just to his right, stood in the center of a plowed field, facing Commander-of-Legions Shrenko and his second in command across a distance of two paces.  Beyond the monks, Aerlon could readily see the grounded shields of the entire front of the defensive square that the three sallying Phaelle'n legions had formed when Relvhm's Skyship Corps had swooped from the sky to cut them off from the city.  Just fifty yards separated the three thousand Phaelle'n and the encircling Imperial forces. Overhead, Relvhm's flagships, the Pju and the Khas'thga, each named for one of the warrior godlets, made slow orbits, both standing by to unleash the magical fury of sand spheres on the trapped Phaelle'n.
The first thing that Aerlon had noticed about his counterpart was the complexity of the Salient tattoos that surrounded the man's eyes and spread to cover his shaven head.  Though Aerlon could not decipher them, he knew that many of the additions to the basic design signified combat victories.
Shrenko was clearly not some library crawling academic, but a field tested officer.  It was said -- and Aerlon's experience had given him no reason to doubt -- that the fanatical Black Monks would die to the last man rather than admit defeat. 
But this one was also wizened, wrinkled, and worn.  Hobbled by aged joints, he walked with a cane and the much younger but also heavily tattooed Commander-of-Cloisters that accompanied him hovered close as if at any moment he might need to steady Shrenko.
Determined to conform precisely to established military convention, Aerlon kept his expression neutral as he came to attention and made the Imperial salute.  Shrenko, much to his surprise, straightaway returned it.  Such military courtesies were not commonly used by the monks and as Aerlon could detect no contempt in the monk's stance, the gesture appeared to be a sincere expression of respect.
"Greetings, I am Coirneal Aerlon Rhe, commander of Imperial forces on Plydyre.  My aide is Maidsear Mehhglendt."
Shrenko examined first Aerlon and then Mehhglendt with half-lidded eyes, paying obvious attention to the Imperial blazon on Aerlon's armor and the scraps of orange and silver cloth that the fisherman had tied into bows on his own right shoulder.  Orange and silver were the colors of an ancient princely house of southern Plydyre that had been overthrown by that of the current puppet prince.  No scion or cadet of the ancient house survived, but Mehhglendt had told Aerlon that if you were going to topple one prince, you would need to have another to put in his place, even if you had to invent one.
 "I am Commander-of-Legions Shrenko." The Phaelle'n made the introduction somewhat cheerily, just as if, rather than facing an enemy on the field of battle, he had been out for a casual stroll and had encountered a stranger. "And this is Commander-of-Cloisters Iynen."
Tall and broad-shouldered, with the dusky hair of the inland inhabitants of Trozae, Iynen had stopped slightly behind and to the right of Shrenko.  His face and manner revealed nothing.
When it was clear that the senior monk intended to say nothing else, Aerlon got right to the point.  He had offered the truce as a token homage to the code of warfare that his instructors had taught him.  His expectation was that the effort would be an exercise in futility.  Once this perfunctory proceeding had concluded, the battle and almost certain destruction of the Phaelle'n legions would begin.
"You are currently surrounded by a much superior force and also subject to an aerial attack for which you can offer no defense," Aerlon stated.  "To prevent the profitless loss of your entire command, I offer you unconditional surrender.  Should you accept, you and your armsmen will be imprisoned under honorable conditions for the duration of hostilities."
Shrenko leaned slightly sideways on his cane and allowed a brief smile.  "While I personally have no fundamental or personal philosophical objection to your terms, Coirneal, Commander-of-Cloisters Iynen would put his sword through my neck if I even hinted at accepting them."
The old monk did not bother to glance back at his subordinate as he spoke and Iynen's dispassionate expression and passive stance did not change.
"I am an old man, Coirneal," Shrenko continued in a conversational tone.  "You may not know this, but there is a certain unique perspective that comes to the old, a perspective that may have eluded them for their entire lives."
Aerlon did not know what to say to this so he said nothing.  He did, however, make sure that his hand was clear to draw his sword.
"When I was younger, the nature of the world was so very clear and my path through it undeniably self-evident.  Such unquestioned clarity was a great comfort.  Sadly, as I approach my own inevitable end, I find that clarity slipping away."
Shrenko rocked his weight to his right leg, apparently his good one, and raised his cane to make sharp gestures to punctuate his sentences.  "Where once I knew, now I question.  Where once I had faith, now I have doubt.  Where once I would act, now I hesitate.  I blame it all on the philosophers.  Did you know that since returning to cloister that I have developed an unquenchable appetite for the written word?  It is such a terribly time consuming vice.  Philosophers, yes, they are to blame.  Idiots, every one of them."
The Phaelle'n' commander broke into a wheezing, full-body wracking laugh. 
Aerlon could not help but smile at the incongruity of the monk's actions.
Then, almost too fast to see, Shrenko whipped about in a widdershins circle, arm and cane extended, and struck his fellow officer, who did not even have time to register surprise, behind the ear with the polished hardwood stick.   Iynen instantly pitched forward on his face, unconscious.
Aerlon's sword was out before the blindsided monk hit the ground.   Mehhglendt's blade was only slightly tardy in appearance.
Ignoring both, Shrenko prodded Iynen lightly with his cane as if to assure himself that the other monk was not faking, then turned about again to Aerlon.
"I must beg your pardon, Coirneal Aerlon, but Iynen is a man who is still young enough to retain his clarity and I did not want that undimmed vision to complicate these negotiations."
After a tense moment, Aerlon returned his sword to its sheath, but made sure to stay well out of reach of the cane.  Mehhglendt, watching Shrenko with obvious suspicion, kept his blade pointed squarely at the monk.
"Am I to understand that you wish to ask for a modification of terms?" Aerlon asked, wondering if the senior Phaelle'n's actions were some sort of elaborate subterfuge.
Shrenko did not smile.  "No, those you offer are acceptable and I agree to them without reservation.  When I have your permission, I will return and order my men to lay down their weapons.  We will offer no resistance."
Completely confounded, Aerlon asked, "Might I ask why?"
"Certainly.  When recalled from my cloister to take command here at Zhijj, I was given to understand that, while I would have an insufficient garrison, all of my armsmen would be dedicated Salients.  It was with some dismay that I learned that in fact, save for myself and Iynen, my legions were composed of conscripts and mercenaries who have no vested interest in the Work.  They obey my orders, but there is no fire in them.  Some, of course, would acquit themselves well in battle, but most, I am certain, would not.  Furthermore, I expect a high percentage of them to simply run away once the aerial bombardment begins.  I am a Salient.  It is my purpose to fight and, if such is my fate, to die to bring about the Restoration of Holy Magic to this world.   But I am also an old man and I have found that I have lost all patience for wasted effort and futile gestures."
Shrenko glanced down at Iynen.  "If you do not object to the suggestion, perhaps Brother Iynen should be bound in chains lest he be minded to make such a gesture."
A couple of hours later, while Relvhm and his Skyship Corps established a defensive perimeter and supervised the prisoners, Aerlon marched into Zhijj at the head of a column of his Scouts and the Volunteer Brigade.
No crowds gathered to laud this victorious entrance, but a few children did watch with wide eyes before their mothers shooed them away.
 



EIGHT
 
A moderate rain had taken up, adding a brisk chill to the air, but a relatively weak flux bubble twenty paces across kept Mar and the armsmen dry.  The unseen concave surface quickly concentrated the water into runnels and sheets that showered into the gutters of the narrow street and onto the roofs of the adjacent buildings, making it seem as if he and his guards were surrounded on all sides by a waterfall.  In the other buildings all about, shopkeepers and upstairs tenants, including a number of excited children, watched from doorways, balconies, and windows.  Many remarked and pointed at the wondrous magic that shed the rain. 
"Wait for me here," Mar ordered.
"A couple of us could accompany you into the shop, my lord king," Subaltern E’hve proposed. 
As he spoke, the leader of the King's Imperial Guard, the official successor to the Hangers-On, all score of whom were arrayed in a defensive perimeter in the narrow street, did not shift his eyes from a close examination of the two storey building before which Mar had stopped.  E'hve's stated position was that assassins were everywhere unless proven otherwise.
"Not necessary," Mar deferred in a firm tone.  "I won't be long."
While he did not consider his business here a great secret, his preference was that only the few initially involved have knowledge of it.
"Aye, my lord king."
In order to convince Mhiskva not to accompany him (with a full troop of marines) every time he made an excursion away from the Palace, either about the Citadel or into the city proper, Mar had had to promise the High-Captain that he would not elude his guards.    For the express purpose of freeing himself of the onerous labors of government, Mar had delegated oversight of all the routine administrative functions of the city as well as the day-to-day management of the Imperial war effort to the High-Captain in his capacity as Viceroy of Mhajhkaei.  Since this arrangement permitted Mar to fight Number One as he saw fit and freed the necessary time to pursue his magical research and other projects, he remained faithful -- at least during daylight hours -- to his promise.
A series of wide, brick-arched openings fronted the woodcrafter's shop.  The heavy wooden shutters used to seal the openings at night were folded into their niches, giving a clear view into the spacious but crowded interior.  As there were no intervening partitions, Mar could see all of the way to the back of the building where a matching set of arches framed a rain shrouded courtyard.  This design clearly allowed the free and constant movement of air to keep the wood dust from becoming too thick.  At the right and left outside walls, racks held full stacks of common lumbers and isolated lengths of rarer woods.  The muted noise of hammers, saws, and sanding blocks echoed slightly throughout.
Though the flagstone floor was fresh swept, the half dozen large workbenches, where an equal number of men and women were occupied, had various accumulations of sawdust, wood chips, and shavings.  While these crafters turned intermittent curious looks toward Mar and the King's Imperial Guard, they did not interrupt their efforts on the incomplete chairs, tables, cabinets, and other not readily identifiable products on which they worked.
When Mar walked into the building, an older man with a black beard trimmed to a sharp point and short, tightly curled black hair stepped away from the hand crank on a lathe, allowing the flywheel and its attached gearbox to wind down with a gradually diminishing shrill groan, and approached.  His stride was energetic and his smile not just professional or obsequious, but genuinely welcoming.
"Happy Fourteenthday to you, my lord king!  I am Ghimrael.  Welcome to my shop."
Master Woodcrafter Ghimrael was, according to the Scout Corps, an avid reader of the works of the eleventh century AFE philosopher Bhurghought, whose voluminous recorded thought could be boiled down, in Mar's opinion, to the simple optimistic phrase "Every day is a good day."
Like the other trappings of kingship, Mar had grown inured to the notoriety.  As a thief, anonymity had been an essential component of his survival.  As a king, it seemed that there was not one soul in the city who could not recognize him on sight.
"Thank you, Master Ghimrael.  I've come to commission two custom items."
"Certainly, my lord king."   The master woodworker did not proceed to regale Mar with examples of the previous quality of his work as some would have but rather simply waited for him to continue.
"I want two wooden legs."
Ghimrael glanced down for an unguarded second at the empty space between the hems of Mar's shortened trousers and the stone floor. 
"I take it that you do not simply wish to be fitted with peg legs, my lord king?  You'd have to use crutches, but we do keep several in stock that we could fit to you."
"No.  I want artificial legs that bend exactly as real legs do and have the strength to support my weight.  I also want them to give the semblance of real legs as much as is possible under my trousers."
Clearly reluctant, Ghimrael raised his eyebrows and crossed his arms.  "I can't say that we've ever done such a thing."
"You made the carvings for the frieze of the temple of B'g'n, didn't you?"
"Why, yes, my lord king.  Or, rather, my youngest daughter did.   Ordeliea can carve very accurate anatomical reproductions in relief -- she's quite the artist -- but she's never attempted a freestanding sculpture.  Statues are almost never done in wood.  It's a matter of moisture absorption, cracking, and warping, you see."
Mar looked around.  "Is she here?"
The master woodworker pointed at a young woman in cotton work clothes and a leather full length apron who was in the process of assembling a delicate rocking chair. 
"Right there, my lord king."
With the shop owner following, Mar drifted down the aisle between the work benches, nodding a distracted greeting to the other workers, and produced a smile to greet the daughter.  "Ordeliea?"
Save for eye and hair color, Ghimrael's daughter did not favor him at all, which was probably a good thing.  With her hair done up in a single rolled braid, she was a good bit shorter, light of complexion and pretty in an industrious way.  Her delicate, long-fingered hands showed the prominent veins of someone who had always done manual work.
Returning his smile, she bowed.  "Good Fourteenthday."
"Do you think that you could carve a pair of legs for me?"
She looked down to consider Mar's missing limbs.  "Just something ornamental?"
"No, they'll need to look and move like normal legs.  I'm going to animate them with magic. I want to be able to walk, sit, and most importantly stand."
She pursed her lips.  "Please don't take offence, my lord king, but isn't flying better?"
"Not for everything and it can be taxing when I'm juggling several spells at once."
"They'll attach to your, ah..."
"My stumps, yes."
"Well, I'd have to take some exact measurements of your person, of course, but I'm sure that I could carve an acceptable thigh, calf and foot -- perhaps out of red oak.  I'm not sure how they could be attached, though, and the hinges for the knee and ankle would have to be something special.  A simple loop and pin hinge wouldn't work.  Both the knee and ankle articulate on more than one axis, with varying degrees of restraint." 
She stuck out a shoe clad foot and trouser clad leg and wiggled both to demonstrate.
"If you want a normal range of motion," Ghimrael opined, "the joints would have to be custom made and would wear better if done out of hard yellow brass."
"So you can make the legs?" Mar pressed.
Ghimrael rubbed the side of his face with the flat of his hand.  "Master Tribiz, a brass smith just a bit down the street, might be able to come up with something for the joints.  He makes coiled spring clocks and intricate mechanical toys.  We'd probably have to work through several prototypes that you'd have to try out, so it would be rather expensive and it might take a while to get something suitable.  They could wind up being rather heavy though."
"I can manage the weight as long as there is a good mass of solid wood that I can manipulate."
The master crafter gave a slow nod.  "Well, we'll start immediately then."
Mar put a stack of ten gold thalars on the workbench.  "Here's a deposit.  Just let me know when you need more."
When Mar exited the shop, he found a messenger from the Palace waiting with Subaltern E’hve.
"My lord king, a courier has just arrived from Plydyre," the woman announced without preamble.  "Coirneal Aerlon has captured Zhijj and is moving toward Plyd with Coirneal Relvhm in support.  He says that the forces of the Brotherhood are falling back in disarray.  He awaits your pleasure."
Grinning in sudden savage glee, Mar rose up into the air.  "Subaltern, you and the rest will have to make your own way back to the Palace.  I'm flying back!" 
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Near Mhajhkaei
 
Before he climbed down from the wagon, Ghorn shook the farmer's hand. "Thank you again for the ride, Czlemheng."
"You are much welcome, Brendnt.  Though I was only following the strictures of the goddess, I did welcome the company." 
Czlemheng, a middle-aged man with the weathered complexion of someone who had spent the majority of his life working in the fields, was a devout follower of Thiallia, Goddess of Compassion, and had readily stopped to offer the trudging Ghorn a ride.  Ghorn had traveled with the farmer on his grain burdened wagon for twenty-five leagues, helped him tend to the mules in the evenings, and listened to his copious stories about his seventeen grandchildren.  As far as Ghorn could see, Czlemheng's kindness and generosity were not simply a result of slavish compliance with religious doctrine, but were genuine foundations of his character.
"When I am able," Ghorn told the farmer from the ground, "I will send presents to your grandchildren."
"Oh, no worry about that.  You owe me nothing for the ride.  I pray that the Forty-Nine grant you an easy journey to this distant island that you spoke of.  Now, I'm off.  I must make the factor's warehouse before dusk or they won't want to unload the corn until tomorrow."   With a final wave, Czlemheng cracked the reins and the eight mules lumbered off the pavement of the coastal highway and onto the packed clay of the side road.
Ghorn turned east and continued walking, moving easily into the ground covering stride that had carried him day after day for nearly four hundred leagues.   It was still almost a third of a league to the Ice River and then another ten after that to Mhajhkaei, but the nearness of The Greatest City in All the World leant extra vigor to his legs.
Here along the western bank of river, the highway followed a low, stony ridge that ran more or less parallel with the shoreline a league and a half to the south, giving it broad, sweeping curves that would not have concerned a wagoner but caused him considerable grumbling.   Impatient, he left the pavement as required to chart a more or less straight course toward his goal, the remains of the Grand Bridge at the Bottleneck Narrows, and determinedly cut across fruit groves, woodlots, and turnip fields to shorten his path.
His imminent homecoming did not ease the burning purpose that drove him.  Mhajhkaei was only another waypoint on his journey.  He still had the many long days of a sea voyage ahead of him.  Over the last few days as the city neared, he had felt the temptation to tarry in his liberated home and to reveal himself to friends and foes alike, but the old man had made it clear that any deviation from the events that he had foretold would irrevocably and negatively alter what must come to pass.
Nearer the river, Ghorn had to hold exclusively to the highway in order to make use of the bridges, some the original imperial stonework and many wooden replacements, over the numerous fingers of the massive river's estuary.  In the main, the elevated ridge remained intact, acting as a causeway, but the river had often carved its way through in past millennia and as he got closer to the main channel, these gaps grew wider and the bridges that crossed them grew longer. 
Here, also, he began to encounter more traffic. 
No wagons, of course, for those all had to use the ferries or unload, like farmer Czlemheng, at warehouses on this bank.  In the golden days of the Empire, the highway had crossed the wide main channel of the Ice unbroken, but the Great Flood had carried away the two center spans of the Grand Bridge forty years before Ghorn had been born.  Now, only foot traffic and hand carts could cross using a cable bridge that swung between the orphaned standing sections.
Most of the pedestrians were men, peddlers, itinerant tradesmen, or dust worn travelers such as Ghorn with no obvious profession, though an occasional couple escorting children or multi-generational family group walked from a side road to join the flow.  These last were likely going to join family on the heavier populated eastern bank for the remembrance festivals that were common in the smaller towns at this time of year.
Most of the land to the west of the river was held by large agricultural estates owned by various merchant houses.  Those and the commercially oriented towns on the western bank that served them offered plentiful opportunities for employment, thus attracting many from the opposite side of the river.  East of the waterway were fens and marshes where only a few fisher folk lived, but many bustling villages lay on the higher ground closer to the city.  The Empire had retired its legions in that area and to this day the small plots of land were dearly held by the same families.
The highway rose as it neared the head of the Grand Bridge and the vista of the broad and slow waters of the Ice came fully into view.  Ghorn had seen the great river on untold occasions from hundreds of perspectives, but this time the sight of the mighty course lifted his spirit in a way that a long journey finally ended only could.
There were a number of surprises awaiting him, however. 
Having learned something of the current state of affairs in Mhajhkaei from Czlemheng and a number others that he had encountered along his trek, he knew that the monks had abandoned the city under threat of siege, but it had not occurred to him that Mhiskva, in a scant few months, could have so rebuilt Mhajhkaeirii'n forces that armsmen would be available to establish a guard post here in the environs, ten leagues from the walls. 
Moreover, the post itself appeared permanent, with a newly built red brick building on the bridge ramp whose massively thick, sloping walls were clearly designed to fend off attack from above.    At least a score legionnaires in matched armor and crisp livery sporting the royal colors were in sight, two quads monitoring the traffic across the bridge, another quad keeping aerial watch atop the post building, and the remaining armsmen drilling under the tutelage of a fugleman.  A number of equally well-outfitted marines were on duty on two thirty-armlength flying launches moored to wooden platforms that cantilevered from the two sides of the bridge.  The two launches mounted machines that must be Berhl's perfected polybolos.  Another identical war machine sheltered in a brick revetment adjacent to the fortified building.
Ghorn made sure that his clinical inspection of the bridge defense did not draw attention as he joined the queue that moved more or less unhindered between the monitoring quads, but even so, a tall, helmeted ceannaire approached him and waved him out of the line.
"Sorry, sir, I don't recognize you as part of our regulars, so you'll have to answer a few questions before we can let you cross."
Ghorn shrugged in a casual fashion, though inwardly he had a concern.  His plan for concealment required that he remain just another face in the crowd.  Outwardly remaining meekly compliant, however, he followed the legionnaire a few paces away from the queue, noting that the chosen spot placed both of them only a sharp glance away from the other guards.
Ghorn's clothing -- homespun garments and old boots earned by helping a widow repair the dry stone wall enclosing a sheep pasture -- was nondescript enough that he had not considered that he would have any difficulty crossing the bridge.  He thought it unlikely that any of these armsmen, none of whom he had previously met, would recognize him in his current mean state -- long hair, full beard streaked with white, and much leaner frame -- but there was always the chance that the unlikely would occur.  His anonymity was vital to his mission.
Happily, the legionnaire's demeanor suggested nothing out of the ordinary.  "I'm Ceannaire Qdyre.  We've standing orders to screen for Phaelle'n saboteurs. I'll need your name, origin, and destination."
"I am Brendnt.  Most recently I hale from W'aeldhinmyeor. I am going to Mhajhkaei."
"Where's W'aeldhinmyeor?"
"It's a small village about forty leagues west of here."
"What's your business in the city?"
"I'm going to seek a berth on a merchant vessel."
"You're a sailor?"
"I was some time ago.  I thought that I would try my hand at it again."
Qdyre looked Ghorn up and down in an estimating fashion.  "You're thirty or so?"
"Thirty-eight." He was actually forty-one and had shaved the years to avoid even the most unlikely association with the Prince-Commander of Mhajhkaei.
"You look fit enough, but you might be a bit on the older side to try to hire on as a rower or a deck hand.  That's hard, back-breaking work.  From the look of your wrists, I'd say that you've been an armsmen as well?"
"I did put in a few years with the sword, yes."
"Ever had rank?"
"A time or two."
"Have you thought about service to the Empire?  Right now there's a big demand for experienced ceannaires and fuglemen."
"I have taken the Vow of Eternal Peace to the Goddess Thiallia." 
This pledge was a complete fabrication, or, at least, it was as far as Ghorn knew.  Fortunately, the incomprehensible spectrum of the myriad variations of religious practice meant that very few people had more than a vague conception of the tenants of any deity other than their own.  This was especially true of the minor, mostly obscure Thiallia.
"So, I guess that means you've sworn off fighting?"
"Yes."
"Well, I respect that.  Not saying that I understand it, but to each his own.  You've traveled from the west, you said?"
"Yes.  Mostly along the highway."
"See any Phaelle'n?  There're still reports of stragglers."
"The Black Monks? No, not as such."
"How's that?"
"I saw no armsmen and no one with the tattoos, but not all the monks have the tattoos."
"That's a keen observation.  A lot of common folks don't know that."
"I sailed the Archipelago a good bit when I was young."
"Is that right?  Know anything about the Near Islands?"
"Some," Ghorn hedged.  The Near Islands were just twenty-five leagues off the coast of Mhevyr.
"Would you be willing to talk with an officer of the Scout Corps?"
"What's the Scout Corps?"
"It's a new division of the Imperial Army.  They find out things, mostly by going and looking, but sometimes by just asking.  Right now they've circulated a request to talk to people who know anything about the northern part of the Archipelago."
"I suppose I could, as long as it did not take very long.  I still have a good distance to go and I would like to make it beyond the fens so that I don't have to sleep on the ground tonight.  Where is your scout officer?"
"Well, that's the thing.  You'd have to talk with one of them in the city, but here's the trick.  In half an hour, one of the packet boats is heading in to pick up supplies and to hand in reports.  I can make arrangements for you to go in with it.  It'd save you a lot of walking and your information might help with the war effort."
Though eager to accept, Ghorn crossed his arms to project uncertainty and glanced over at the nearest launch.  A display of familiarity with the flying craft and a too quick acceptance of the ceannaire's offer might arouse suspicion. 
"The flying boat?  Is it safe?"
"As safe as walking unless one of the Phaelle'n skyships come along.  Then it's not so good.  Subaltern Pyn is taking this run though, and he can maneuver better than most."
"Oh.  Well, is there much chance of that?  An attack by the monks?"
"Not much.  The king has their skyships busy around Plydyre, or so the barracks talk says.  Anyway, none have been seen around Mhajhkaei in over two months."
Ghorn smiled.  "In that case, I'd be glad of the ride."
Qdyre nodded. "Come along then."
As they crossed to the launch, Ghorn said, "I will be sure to mention your name in the city."
"No need of that."  The ceannaire turned out his right palm to show a Blood Oath scar.  "I'm sworn to the king and I'm just following my duty."
Qdyre trotted up the boarding ramp and saluted a subaltern chatting with two marines.
"Subaltern Pyn, I've another fellow that has agreed to talk to the Scouts.  Could you take him on into the city when you go?"
The marine officer, a young man with a plump, freckled face and light hair, smiled pleasantly at Ghorn.  "Won't be a problem.  We've plenty of room going in, but if you're coming back with us, we won't be able to allow you much baggage."
Though not thick, the officer's accent was clearly Plydyrii.  Several times on his journey, Ghorn had overhead people commenting on the newly cosmopolitan nature of the Imperial armies.
Ghorn smiled in return.  "No, I will not need to return."
"He's off to make a sailor," Qdyre supplied.
"The Imperial Marines are recruiting," Pyn mentioned with considerable enthusiasm.  "A skyship is a much better berth than a galley.  I sailed on a fishing scow out of Zhijj for two years and I promise you that you won't regret taking to the air."
Ghorn smiled again and repeated the pretext that he had given to Qdyre.  The fact that both Qdyre and Pyn had urged service to the Empire could only mean that both expected the war against the Brotherhood of Phaelle to heat up soon.
Pyn was not as easily put off, however.   "You could still sign on with a trading skyship.  That would be just the right place for a man with your convictions.  In my opinion, wet sailing will be all but gone in a few years.  Seaborne ships just won't be able to compete.  There's a big cargo skyship that just lifted off the blocks at Mhajhkaei and it has started taking on crew.  Her captain is an acquaintance of my father's and if you like I can have a word with him."
"Well, actually, I had intended to work my passage down to Gh'emhoa.  I've family there that I haven't seen in a number of years."
"This must be your lucky day.  The first voyage of the Empress Telriy will be a run down the western skirt of the Archipelago all the way to Lhorvhavhen on the coast of Szillarn."
 



TEN
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 325th Day of Glorious Work
Year One of the New Age of Magic
(Firstday, Waxing, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire)
Plythtwaelndt Fortress, north of Mhevyr
 
"Plydyre is in open revolt," Bhrucherra announced as he entered the command room from the alcove where the far talking disk operators were stationed.  "In a single day, the Apostate's saboteurs and Plydyrii mobs have taken effective control of three-quarters of the island.  Only the northern area around the city of Bhaestryndt remains in our possession.  Many of the local administrative brethren have been cut off and must be assumed to have been killed."
The large chamber that now served as Director of Forces Whorlyr's center of operations had once been the lavish quarters of the Mhevyrii nobleman that had been in command of the Plythtwaelndt Fortress.  The nobleman had fallen upon his own sword after the sack of Mhevyr, but his fine furnishings, including the large, exquisite table now used to display maps of the continent, remained.
Sitting in one of the matching chairs at the table, Traeleon shifted his gaze to consider the First Inquisitor.  His deputy seemed unmoved by the news.
"You still feel that we should order complete withdrawal?"
"Yes, brother."
Newly anointed as Governor of the Colleges of the Brotherhood of Phaelle and thus second only to Traeleon himself, Bhrucherra obviously saw no need for a repetition of his often presented arguments for that very course.
"We continue to have insufficient Salients to fully crew all the platforms," Director of Forces Whorlyr contributed.  "If the priority of the Emerald Gate were reassigned, we could evacuate all of our remaining brethren from Plydyre in a matter of hours.  The conscript troops could be left to their own devices.  Many of them will desert in any event."
"Loss of Plydyre will mean tacit cession of the southwest quadrant of Bronze to the Apostate's control," Traeleon suggested.  "Our seaborne supply and communication routes to the smaller islands and Communities will be compromised and it will be difficult to reinforce them should they come under attack."
"Any military action that the Apostate and his Mhajhkaeirii undertake in that area will be of limited scope," Bhrucherra stated.  "Whalgheir, Droahmaer, and Trozae remain strongly defended.  None of the smaller islands possess any strategic importance and their capture will not produce any tangible advantage.  Even should the Apostate commence an offensive, he will have to abandon it when we move west."
As always, Bhrucherra's logic was unassailable.  Nonetheless, Traeleon found another retreat unpalatable.
"This will also cause damage to the esteem of the Brotherhood."
"It will also serve as a distraction to the Apostate," Whorlyr suggested.  "If he is looking to Plydyre, the surprise of our attack will be all the greater.  None will recall our setbacks in Mhajhkaei and Plydyre once we control the entire continent."
"Our strategy must be one of focus," Bhrucherra emphasized, "not of dissolution."
"Very well," Traeleon acceded, overcoming his reluctance.  "Director Whorlyr, give the necessary orders and reassign the recovered brethren as you see fit.  However, once the mainland is secured, Plydyre will be retaken, even if it is necessary to depopulate the island to do so."
"As you say, Preeminence."
Traeleon stood up, automatically checking the bolt thrower in his pocket and noting that Bhrucherra mirrored his caution.  While within the fortress, Traeleon dispensed with personal guards, but no matter where they were he and the First Inquisitor were never without the relics.  As a matter of routine, Traeleon never relaxed his guard.  Though Bhrucherra had swiftly and efficiently purged all who had had even the slightest hint of association with the conspiracy that had slaughtered the Firsts of the Full Conclave, Traeleon trusted none of the brethren that he had placed in positions of authority within the new governing structure of the Brotherhood.
"I find no fault with your strategy for the campaign," he told Whorlyr.  "You may begin to take the necessary steps to implement it.  My expectation is that you will adapt your tactics as battlefield conditions necessitate.  We will continue with the inspection now."
Having taken care to limit damage to it during the seizure of Mhevyr, the Brotherhood had made the Plythtwaelndt Fortress just north of the defeated city fully its own.  As the Archdeacon and the two other senior brethren left the command room and made their way to the stairs to the underground levels, they passed only members of the diligently working fraternity in the long corridors and reinforced chambers.  In order to eliminate any possibility of espionage, none of the subjugated peoples were allowed entrance to the extensive stronghold, with servants and other menials explicitly banned by Holy Writ.   
Sited on a prominent hilltop and originally an outpost of the long faded Empire of the North, the fortress had been expanded and strengthened for centuries so that now its multitude of bastions and curtain walls enclosed an area almost two thousand armlengths square.  Beneath it, a warren of tunnels of an almost equal area had been excavated in the bedrock, and it was here that the new manufactories had been established.
Abbot Pzieilng and his assistants awaited the Archdeacon at the foot of the narrow main stairway.  The scholar fell in beside Traeleon while the other brethren queued behind the trailing Bhrucherra and Whorlyr.
"Any production problems today, Brother Pzieilng?" Traeleon asked as he walked down the aisle of the first section, observing the familiar process with a nevertheless close attention to detail.
Continuous tables that had been built in place ran from one end of the arched chamber to the other.  On these the copies of the Algaraemyr Device were being created beneath hooded, pinpoint lamps that were the only illumination.  The semi-darkness aided the workers to maintain concentration.
The teams of high Ability brethren that sat behind the tables, scrounged from every monastery and community of the Brotherhood, were totally focused on the segment of the spell that they must append and did not look up or stir as the Archdeacon's group moved along.  The heated iron blanks were passed rapidly from station to station by standing proctors utilizing insulated tongs.  Timing was critical and large spring-wound clocks were mounted at intervals on the wall behind the workers to maintain the speed of the line.  Any delay in the precise schedule would allow the blanks to cool overmuch and thereby cause the reassembled modulation to fail.  While usually this was of little consequence save for the lost effort, once one of the almost complete devices had erupted into a blast of flame, killing three and seriously wounding a dozen.
"None, Preeminence.  We are on schedule to complete the final batch in two days." 
"Excellent.  Has any further progress been made with the segmented definition of the bolt thrower?"
Pzieilng's face broke into a broad smile.  "Indeed!  Yesterday we completed the fourth major aggregation.  The breakthrough was achieved by the team from Amblehc."
Traeleon made the sign of the Tripartite.  "They do great service to the Work.  Does this change the estimate on the completion date?"
"Yes, Preeminence.  We now calculate that we shall have deciphered the entire modulation within another two to three days.  "
"The practical experiments continue apace?"
Pzieilng nodded.  "We should be able to switch to bolt thrower production as soon as we have the full modulation sequence."
Traeleon swung around to face Whorlyr.  "Director of Forces, the status on your training regimens?"
"Complete, Preeminence," the Director of Forces answered with confidence.  "We will be able to arm the platform teams immediately when the weapons are available.  All of the platform drovers have been certified as proficient and at least one member of each team has trained to an adequate level as a drover."
"Very good.  Let us continue," Traeleon ordered.  "We have much to see today."
Traeleon went through every section of the complex, including the side tunnels where the iron blanks for the devices were manufactured, the commissary, and the bunkrooms.  He made sure to spare time to stop on occasion to chat with the laboring brethren and to scatter the occasional praising benediction.  A good many of these lower ranking laborers had great faith in the Restoration and such empty solemnities encouraged their diligence.
In the main gallery, Brother Szint'sl, an energetic young Preceptor, left the brethren working at a set of drafting tables and joined the Archdeacon's group.  Szint'sl had invented the original concept of the sequential assemblage operation that took the platforms, towed on frames supported by casters, from raw stacks of lumber and rolled steel to the finished three armlength wide by six armlength long armored vehicles that exited under their own power up the ramp at the distant terminus.  His exceptional skill and ingenuity had taken Traeleon's original concept of a shielded, Algaraemyr Device levitated wagon and translated it into the beetle-like, steel-sheathed firing platforms.
"Preeminence, the new design is finished!" Szint'sl exulted immediately. 
Traeleon smiled.  Szint'sl's blazing intellect sometimes leapfrogged mundane considerations such as an entire prefacing conversation.  "And what new design would that be?"
"Oh, I beg your pardon, Preeminence.  A few days ago, Brother Whorlyr and I were discussing logistics and it occurred to me that the pace at which a battlefront driven by platforms will advance will far exceed the ability of normal horse drawn transport.  As I'm sure you understand, the speed of wagons is inherently limited by a number of physical factors, including the fact that horses must stop to rest, to be groomed, to be fed and watered, and so forth.  While a minor amount of rations and water can be loaded onto the platforms, the available extra space limits these provisions to a quantity that would permit only three to four days of operation.  Clearly, given the inherent speed differential, it would be inevitable that the platforms will outrun our ability to supply them, thereby negating their prime battle advantage of unrestrained mobility.  This led me to the obvious solution."
"Platforms adapted for cartage?"
"Yes!  The new design can be produced with only a few modifications to our existing process.  The supply platforms, which I have chosen to call cargo carriers, will be twice as long and be one-third taller than the standard battle platform.  To reduce construction time and conserve steel, only the drover compartment will be armored.  The majority of a cargo carrier's length will be a canvas covered hold.  Rather than follow after the advance, these will keep pace with their assigned droves and only return to our supply bases when empty.  As long as we maintain strict monitoring of our supply requirements, the droves of Algaraemyr platforms should never be restrained by anything other than enemy resistance."
Traeleon looked at Bhrucherra and Whorlyr.  "I am of a mind to approve the production of these cargo carriers."
"The philosophy of our new method of warfare requires such innovations," the First Inquisitor declared.  "Eventually, brother, we must discard the horse entirely."
"I entirely agree with the Dean, Preeminence," Whorlyr said.  "Mobility is the key to the Algaraemyr platforms success.  On the move, they will be difficult to target.  If forced to bivouac for lack of supply, then they will be much more vulnerable to aerial attack."
Bombardment by the flying boats of the Apostate was the single greatest expected danger to the platforms.  Thus far, no means to eliminate that vulnerability had been found.
"The massed Shrikes will clear the skies of their clumsy craft," Bhrucherra said.
Whorlyr frowned.  "The Apostate's flagship remains a danger, especially now that he has developed the capability to destroy a Shrike with a single blow."
"The Apostate will be otherwise occupied when we begin our campaign," Bhrucherra countered.  "By the time he can come to the aid of his army, we will have already destroyed it."
The Director of Forces bowed his head in acquiescence.  It was, after all, his plan that would guide the Brotherhood's offensive.
Traeleon made an affirmative gesture at Preceptor Szint'sl.  "The new design is approved.  Coordinate with Brother Whorlyr to determine required numbers.  As we continue, indicate where and how modifications will have to be made in the process line."
When the group reached far end, Traeleon stopped to observe as a senior preceptor leaned in through the forward side hatch and applied an Algaraemyr Device to a completed platform.  After stepping back, the preceptor made the activating gestures, causing the vehicle to immediately rise a span above its temporary carriage. Obeying quick commands in the ancient tongue, the platform then slid slowly forward to stop unsupported above the brick floor.
Indicating that Abbot Pzieilng and Preceptor Szint'sl and the slew of assistants should wait, Traeleon walked closer and examined the familiar interior.  With firing loops all the way around, the curved, armored shell fully enclosed the team compartment.  At the arbitrary forward end, a wide viewing slit sat at eye level in front of the pivoting drover's seat.  Behind that were three benches upon which the firing team members would sit.  Various sized mounting brackets, all currently empty, were spaced at regular intervals around the interior wooden framing.  A round, hinged hatch, dogged closed, pierced the center of the roof above an elevated section of the floor.  The opposite side and rear also had access hatches.
"Brother Whorlyr, you have qualified as a drover?"
"As you say, Preeminence."
"We will use this one for the remainder of the inspection.  Brother Pzieilng, it will not be necessary that you and the others accompany us any further."
Traeleon climbed through, went to the roof hatch, opened the latching clamps to let the spring restrained steel circle wind down out of the way, and then stepped up into the opening, extending his shoulders above the roof.  This gave him an unobstructed view all around the platform.
Bhrucherra and Whorlyr boarded, the latter going straightaway to the drover's seat while the First Inquisitor closed the access hatch behind them.
"Ready, Preeminence?" Whorlyr asked.
"Proceed."
The Archdeacon braced his hands against the lip of the hatch as the platform moved smoothly forward and began to climb the steep slope of the ramp to the surface.
"Brother Bhrucherra, grips should be mounted here so that the team leader can continuously observe while the platform is in motion.  The view out the firing loops will be too obstructed to observe all threats.  I can envision a scenario in which bold armsmen on foot could gain the roof of a platform from the rear and create havoc."
"Noted, brother."
Traeleon swung his head about as the vehicle emerged into the open at the center of the fortress' main courtyard.  Rank upon rank of completed platforms were grouped in precise lines, completely filling the space.  By default, Whorlyr continued through a large open gatehouse into the adjacent courtyard.  It was also completely filled.  Altogether, over one thousand platforms had already been completed.
"Director of Forces, make the necessary preparations for an expedition to reduce Yhmghaegnor," Traeleon ordered.  "I would like to test our tactics against a smaller foe before we begin our campaign to retake Mhajhkaei."
"As you say, Preeminence."
 



ELEVEN
 
Mar's regally dimensioned dayroom in the South Tower, like the majority of the rooms in the Palace, had been scrubbed to remove the soot of the Brotherhood's arson and had had the most egregious damage to the tile floor and stone walls repaired, but the tapestries, statuary, and fine furniture that had decorated it prior to the Phaelle'n retreat had not yet been replaced.  Someone had come up with a large, frayed rug showing a green field and leaping white hounds and Mhiskva had had a dozen unmatched chairs, now shoved back against the walls, brought in for meetings, but otherwise the room was unencumbered.  The simple chamber suited Mar well -- he had found that he had no taste at all for the opulence that the wealth of an Empire could potentially purchase -- and when he was not called upon to sit at court he spent his time here.  Adjacent to the dayroom was a spacious but equally austere bedroom, but he almost never used it, preferring his cabin aboard Number One.
He considered the maps pieced together on the large table that he had caused to be brought in.  Though many sections lacked more than token detail, the rough-bordered two armlength square composition displayed the entire island of Plydyre and its immediate surroundings.
"How many skyships do we have available to move Knight-Commander Dhrasnoaeghs' corps?"
Maidsear Berhl consulted his notes.  "Excluding Number One, there are eleven magician piloted skyships that should be close enough to Mhajhkaei to be caught by courier boats and diverted from their current routes.  Allowing for the proven maximum speed of their magician-pilots, all of these can reach the city within twelve hours.  That will give us enough capacity to move the entire corps in a little over two trips."
"Start diverting.  Knight-Commander, are your armsmen ready to embark?"
"I gave mustering orders before I departed, my lord king.  Will the skyships be able to pick up my men from their bivouac or should I send word to march them into the city?"
"Berhl," Mar asked, "you can throw up some temporary mooring docks, can't you?"
"Aye, my lord king.  I'll have crews start right away."
Mar placed his finger on the northern Plydyrii city which was the last stronghold of the Brotherhood.  "Knight-Commander Dhrasnoaeghs, I want you to lay siege to Bhaestryndt and make plans for an air and land assault on the Phaelle'n positions as soon as is convenient.  Coirneals Aerlon and Relvhm will use their forces to mop up any remaining Phaelle'n resistance in the south, but if you see that you need the Skyship Corps, it is at your immediate disposal."
"Yes, my lord king.
Mar eyed Mhiskva.  "We should postpone the conference.  I could take Number One back out to Plydyre."
The Gaaelfharenii nodded in ready agreement.  "Of course, my lord king.  However, I should point out that the envoys are already on their way and it is too late to contact them before they arrive.  When they reach Mhajhkaei, I can inform them that you have gone to Plydyre to wage war, but many of them will, I am certain, believe that the place of an Emperor is not in the middle of a small battle that can be commanded and won in short order by his loyal officers but rather on his throne where he would have the enhanced perspective to oversee the full scope of the conflict.  It is possible that a few of the envoys might incorrectly perceive this as a slight, suspecting that you do not place commensurate value on their advice and support, and perhaps take insult.  Should this happen, they might not readily respond to a second Imperial summons.  This eventuality would seriously undermine our efforts to gain the enthusiastic contribution of the Sister Cities and limit our access to their workforces, trained armsmen, and resources."
"Huh.  All that just to say that I can't go?"
"You are my king and emperor. It is not my place to gainsay you."
Mar made sour face.  "No, of course not.  Knight-Commander Dhrasnoaeghs, if feel that you need the assistance of Number One to take Bhaestryndt, then all that you have to do is to send a courier and I'll come immediately."
"Yes, my lord king."
"Berhl, how about the new corps?"
"II Corps needs at least another month's training, my lord king.  We could send them to relieve the Skyship Corps so that Relvhm could move up toward Bhaestryndt, but I'd not want to put them straight into battle."
"There is also the problem of senior officers, my lord king," Dhrasnoaeghs added.  "Commander Aaeyorlyaeg, who is currently in charge of the corps, is a recalled pensioner who is over ninety and he has no staff whatsoever.  While I am certain that he would bravely face the challenge, he might best be employed to make ready to train the soon to be forming III Corps.  Also, none of the II Corps' legions has a full compliment of officers and only two have commanders.  The legates and the fuglemen have been making do while the focus is on training, but I would hesitate to field the corps without a solid command structure in place."
"Can you transfer experienced officers from your corps?"
"Some, but not enough to fill all the holes without hamstringing my own force."
"Mhiskva, is there someone that we could promote a few ranks?"
"I feel that it would be imprudent to raise a junior officer to command an entire corps, my lord king."
"What about Lord Hhrahld?"
"Lord Hhrahld has the training and experience, but placing him in command would restrict our ability to use his and Wilhm's special skills."
Mar thought a moment.  "It'll have to be Aerlon then.  Knight-Commander Dhrasnoaeghs, when you arrive at Plydyre, inform him that he has been promoted and that he is to make preparations to take command of II Corps when it arrives.  He can transfer any of his Scouts and any of the Plydyrii that he has been working with.  That cutthroat fisherman Mehhglendt comes to mind, but he has total discretion."
"Yes, my lord king."
"Now that we have a foothold in Bronze," Mar told the three men, "we're going to take advantage of it in any way that we can."
 



TWELVE
Last Awakening
(Secondday, Waxing, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire)
Winter cantonment of the Northern Sept of the People
 
As soon as Llylquaendt emerged from the tent, his five wives surrounded him with solicitous care, placing furs and quilted blankets upon his shoulders against the chill given off by the snow that hid yet in the shade, pressing a cup of heated and spiced mare's milk into his hands, and constantly insinuating their tall, fur-wrapped and sturdy forms to shield his body from the cutting wind.  This last incidentally placed their flesh between any potential danger and his, but he preferred not to think too often about the fact that all of them would willingly sacrifice their lives to preserve his.
He would have considered none of his wives comely in the long ago.  They were too strong featured, scarred, and sinewy to conform to the decadent and plush standards of beauty promoted during ancient times.  But they were all intelligent though unlearned, expert in the rigors of survival in the Waste, and constantly attentive to his wellbeing.
Captivity, however, be it benign and pampered, was still captivity.  While none of the Gheddessii ever raised a weapon to him or impeded his path in any manner and his presence with them was by his own choice, he felt captive all the same.
Always before when he had left his stasis coffin, he had been free to go wherever his impulse might lead, to travel to any part of the world, to divert on a whim from his intended course to sample any vistas or taste any delicacy.  Now, to bring the hope of progress through magic to these last wretched descendants of his people, he must remain day after dreadful day in this simple village.  The only thing that he had to look forward to was the arduous trek to their spring cantonment.
The cold of winter had stayed far later this year.  The crisp air of the desert frosted his breath as he moved about to work the kinks out of his aching joints.  All five of the women hovered near, three watching outward with the seeking eyes of hunters, two watching him to make sure that he did not stumble.
The only thing worse than having five wives all pregnant at the same time was having five pregnant female Gheddessii warriors as wives who had sworn to see no harm come to him.  They would not even let him go to make water alone.
At first, he had naively consulted with The One Who Sees to understand the policies of a polygamous Gheddessii household, but had learned with some confusion that the tribe was rigidly monogamous.  Their social penalties for infidelity bordered on the cruel.  However, further quiet investigation had revealed that liberal unspoken exceptions were often made where either spouse was afflicted with infertility or where accident, war, or disease had taken the last offspring and a family group was in danger of extinction.  The latter was the dispensation that had been applied in Llylquaendt's case.    
For the sake of what shreds of dignity he might still claim, he had spurred the advances of all those under the age of thirty.  At that, his still felt that his hard-eyed and weather-worn wives were too much his junior.  He would have raised this minimum, but the natural decrees of human reproduction forbade it.   He had also only considered the overtures of women that his portable instruments indicated had some detectable trace of magenfolk blood.  Even so, he had felt compelled to reject two dozen otherwise eligible suitors simply on the basis of his fear that he would not be able to remember all their names.
He had also spurned out of hand any who were not clear-eyed volunteers, turning his back on any daughters presented by their kin. 
Myleu, a statuesque warrior, was a widow of some eight years who had deemed all of her various suitors unworthy of the memory of her still mourned husband.  Beasl was an uncommonly intelligent woman who found the daily life of her tribe uninteresting and oppressive.  Kylii had a large, unlovely scar that disfigured an otherwise plain-featured face.  Mryeen, the oldest, was a stocky woman who had buried two husbands and three stillborns -- she thought Llylquaendt would change her luck.  Plri, the youngest at thirty, simply wanted a child without having to assume the extensive familial obligations that a Gheddessii marriage normally entailed.
Of course, all of his wives were frighteningly proficient with the bow and the knife.
"Myleu, I am going to see The One Who Sees," he told the leader of his guardian wives.  "I want to hear more of the songs."
Myleu, whose name meant Throat Cutter, had been his first wife and her baby was the farthest -- four months -- along.  While she had taken the confirmation by one of the simple spells of his kit of her pregnancy in stride, he had known nothing but worry for her child and the subsequent children that he had dutifully sired, children that he might live to see born but would surely not live to see grown. 
His knowledge of prenatal care was rudimentary, but he had used standard spells from his combat repertoire to immunize her, his other wives, and everyone else who would sit still long enough against all diseases and parasites that the soldiers of his time had been subject to.  Hopefully, that would provide a significant general health improvement and contribute to a healthy pregnancy.  He had also insisted that all of the warrior women vary their diets from the standard horse/chicken/goat-flesh/milk, dipping into one of the caches of gold that he had long ago secreted along the edge of the Waste to send with the tribe's traders to purchase vegetables and fruits from the outer farms of the Ice River Valley.  Other than that, he could perform minor first aid procedures with his portable instruments, but the vast majority of the medical magics that might possibly be needed at a childbirth could only be accessed using the installations of the bunker.  Because of the distance that must be traveled on foot across the accursed desert, he considered the bunker for all practical intents and purposes inaccessible.  He certainly never expected to see it again.
"We will be ready to go after you have eaten, husband."
Llylquaendt sighed.  "I traveled the world alone for nigh on eighty years, altogether, but now you deem me incapable of walking a hundred yards through the camp by myself?"
"Of course not, husband.  Now, sit by the fire with Beasl and Kylii while we prepare your meal."
With another sigh, he acceded to the inevitable and sat on the bench.  The two women crowded close, wrapping him in their arms to share their warmth.  Beasl, whose familiar name meant Smiles at Death, began to rub his gnarled hands to warm them.  Kylii -- Two Knives To The Heart -- produced a comb and dealt with his sole remaining vanity, his hair and beard.
When finally the women determined that he was properly fed and his appearance deemed suitable for public consideration, they accompanied him through the cantonment to the tents of The One Who Sees.  Very few people were about this morning.  The Gheddessii had no problem with sleeping in on cold days.  They also planned to march to their spring cantonment in the high pastures without stopping along the way, a journey of at least four days, and were taking it easy before the taxing ordeal.
The Gheddessii seer's portable dwelling, secured for the winter in one of the stone-walled corrals, though a bit larger than the average, was not more finely furnished or outfitted than any of the adjacent ones.  As far as the Gheddessii were concerned, wealth could only be measured in livestock and descendants.
The One Who Sees -- he had no given name, only the hereditary designation -- had certainly done what he could to insure the second, with his six sons and four daughters and all their associated children and spousal kin living together in a much extended household.  The elder two, a daughter and a son, stood outside the entrance flap of the tent, waiting.
"Greetings, Magic Father," the daughter whose name Llylquaendt could not recall said, opening the flap.  "The One Who Sees has been expecting you."
It was impossible to surprise a family who practiced foresight.
Llylquaendt had been able to convince only his wives to call him by his real name, and that only in the privacy of their own tent.  There had been some slight solace in the discovery that the slightly crude Imperial phrase "Magic Maker" had been a mistranslation.
His wives and the siblings followed him inside, but all took places on the rug-strewn floor a polite distance from the warm circle of candle light that surrounded The One Who Sees.  Among the Gheddessii, only the very old used stools.  In general, they lounged upon cushions and rugs, as the seer did now.
Seating himself slowly to avoid any strain to his back, Llylquaendt took his accustomed place on a pile of feather-stuffed lavender pillows identical to those upon which the seer reclined.  The One Who Sees eyed him just as one would to take the measure of a horse.
"Are you resting well, Magic Father?  Is there anything that can be done to improve your comfort? Would you like something to eat or drink?"
"I am as well as I can be and my wives take very good care of me," Llylquaendt assured the man without irritation.
 "That is good to hear.  What songs will you hear today, Magic Father?"
The illiterate Gheddessii kept all records in oral form, either as lyric poems or songs.  Every significant prophetic vision that had visited the seers of this tribe had been put to verse and passed down through the generations.  The current seer had boasted that he could sing nearly seven thousand songs without error.
 The songs often contradicted or were too vague to have real meaning, but did include sufficient accurate references to things that the Gheddessii could not possibly have knowledge of.  This latter characteristic was sufficiently novel to intrigue the always inquisitive Pyrai medic.
Llylquaendt shrugged.  "You choose.  I have enjoyed all that you have shared with me."
The seer rubbed his stubbly jaw with the backs of his fingers.  "Then I will sing today the song of my great-great-uncle, who in the Third Death Winter made a short song about the World Beyond."
The World Beyond was the Gheddessii's term for the lands on the other of the mountains, literally all
the world outside of ours.
The seer began in his strong if scratchy voice:
 
"In the time of the glory of the Gheddessii, P'sn'ghis'thoa will die a lonely death, betrayed by his guiding n'loomq."
 
P'sn'ghis'thoa was a corrupted Pyrai phrase that meant the one with no legs who flies.  This, Llylquaendt had determined, could only be Mar, the magenfolk king of the Mhajhkaeirii.  Mar, in the persona of P'sn'ghis'thoa, had shown up with remarkable frequency in the songs of the Gheddessii. 
N'loomq was an entirely Gheddessii word that meant spirit guide or ancient master, depending upon context.
 
"P'sn'ghis'thoa will lead his tribe against the spawn of the sorcerer."
"And the slaughter will be great."
"The spells of the sons of the sorcerer will destroy the boats that need no water of the tribe of P'sn'ghis'thoa.
"And the tribe of P'sn'ghis'thoa will be overthrown."
"Then the archer of P'sn'ghis'thoa will rise up and slay all that come before him, but the sons of the sorcerer will be too many, and P'sn'ghis'thoa will fall."
"In his despair, the archer of P'sn'ghis'thoa will break his accursed bow."
 
This archer could be no other than Quaestor Eishtren, whose bow was so suffused with flux that even Llylquaendt had been able to sense the disturbance it made in the background ether.
 
"And the szor'ghi'cha will consume the sons of the sorcerer and all about from one horizon to the next."
"And the sons of the sorcerer will not rise up again."
"And the world will shake."
"And the water will cover the grave of P'sn'ghis'thoa."
"And when the water goes back, the land will be different."
"And the Death Winter will come again."
"And there will be much distress among all the people."
"And the sorcerer will return to claim his prize."
 
The seer stopped and took a sip of ldgmt, a spirituous concoction made from fermented desert plants, to soothe his throat.  "Do you need to hear it again?"
"No," Llylquaendt replied, feeling a moment of sharp concern at the implication of the song.  "My understanding of your tongue has improved very much of late.  There was one word, though -- szor'ghi'cha.  What does it mean?"
"It is an old word that we do not use anymore. I do not know what it means."
Content with the company of his own thoughts, The One Who Sees sat unspeaking while Llylquaendt puzzled over the three syllables.
His intuition led him to first try to correlate them with a Pyrai word or phrase.  While the Gheddessii had many words in their language that they had borrowed or adapted from other tongues and also had many words relating to their daily lives that had been created in the last few thousand years, the basic spine of their language was Pyrai.
Several possibilities occurred to him, but none of them made any sense in this context.  When the word thorghetkh presented itself, he felt his heart constrict.  A thorghetkh was a lost hope, the desperate act of a doomed man.  It was also the name of an extremely powerful military spell, a weapon of incredible destruction also known as a Blaze of Glory.  Thorghetkhs had been used indiscriminately in the last war of high magic civilization and had been the weapon of choice in the Remnants' war of mutual extermination.
"This is not a good thing that will happen," he told The One Who Sees.
"Good or bad, it is what will come."
"Is there another song that speaks of this?"
"No, but I have dreamed of the death of P'sn'ghis'thoa eight times.  It will be soon.  We will move south as soon as the snows have gone off the lower peaks.  All of the tribes will join at the plateau near the southern pass and wait for the death of P'sn'ghis'thoa.  We will be safe from the upset of the world there and the peoples of the World Beyond will be much weakened.  In the summer after this one, those peoples will be scattered and much lessened.  We will cross the mountains so that we may inherit their places and leave this harsh land forever.  It has been foretold that we will do this."
Llylquaendt's decision was nearly instantaneous.  "I must go to give warning to Mar -- to P'sn'ghis'thoa.  It is not right that the peoples of the World Beyond should suffer so."
The seer's wrinkled face showed no ire, but his eyes revealed firm opposition.  "Not once has any changed what has been foretold."
"Even so, I will give this warning.  As you have seen, Mar has great power.  If there is any that can change his fate, it is he."
Now the seer did frown.  "This would be a dangerous journey for you, Magic Father.  I will send my nephew and a band of warriors in your stead."
In part to determine if he was indeed a captive or yet still free, Llylquaendt pressed the issue.
"No, it must be me.  Your warriors do not understand the World Beyond as do I and would not be able to travel as quickly as I.  I can reach the city on the river by foot and then take passage on one of the boats that need no water."
His face turning impassive, The One Who Sees shrugged.  "All are free to walk where they wish.  This is the first law of the Gheddessii."
Llylquaendt straightened, making ready to rise.  "Good.  I'll begin my preparations to travel immediately."
"Of course, Magic Father, but just to be safe, before you go --"
"No more wives."
"No, of course not, Magic Father, but even you must see the wisdom in providing for an unfortunate calamity that might deprive your people of the magicians that we are destined to have.  The trail over the mountains is difficult and the metal clad warriors of the city beyond the mountains are untrustworthy.  I'll not ask much of you.  Certainly no more wives, as all of the tribe can see that you have chosen the proper number to preserve your kith and kindred.  Just a few handmaidens, no more than ten or fifteen or twenty.  You won't have to take them into your household or provide care for them.  Our entire tribe will provide for them and their offspring and give them a generous choice of husbands, tents, and herds.  Just a few nights' work and you'll be on your way."
Llylquaendt winced.
 



THIRTEEN
 
Mar shifted on his throne, trying to find a spot where some hard, carven protuberance or sharp corner did not press uncomfortably upon his hips or back.
He had argued that a comfortable chair would be just as effective as the garish, high-backed, jewel-inlaid, and gold leaf covered Imperial Throne that Mhiskva had commissioned, but the Viceroy of Mhajhkaei had not budged.
"You must consider how those who rule the Sister Cities think, my lord king," Mhiskva had replied calmly.  "Even under the Principate, they held an authority that was explicitly subordinate to Mhajhkaei only in matters of trade.  While they have an obligation to provide contributions of armsmen and gold upon demand to the Principate Council, it has been at least a century and a half since they last were required to do so.  Each prince raises, funds and commanded his own legions and fleets, sets his own duties and taxes, and establishes his own laws and courts.  It will not be easy for them to surrender that sovereignty to the Empire.  We must impress upon them from the very start that we have not just taken the name of the Glorious Empire of the North but that you are in fact the true heir to its magnificence and power."
Mar had given Mhiskva a dubious look.  "And an uncomfortable throne will do that?"
"Over time, your courage and your magic will do that, my lord king.  However, the envoys of the Sister Cities who attend this meeting of the Principate Council will be either the, by and large, vainglorious princes themselves or wealthy, aristocratic cronies from their courts.  Both will expect a majestic form rather than a practical function.  That is, we must present them with overweening opulence, exaggerated pageantry, and a grandiose emperor that will fit their preconceptions.  Should we fail to provide a show of sufficient magnitude, the legitimacy of the Empire will be called to question in their eyes."
"At least add some cushions," Mar had proposed.
"That might suggest decadence, my lord king."
And so Mar sat on an entirely tortuous and gaudy monstrosity to oversee a conference that had the announced purpose of acquainting the Sister Cities with their new emperor.  In actual fact, the Sister Cities had been summoned to give them an opportunity to make either overt or tacit submission to the Empire.
Only nine invitations had been sent. 
Gealollh, because of her complicity in the death of Prince-Commander Ghorn, had been omitted from the list.  At some point in future, Mar would recommend her expulsion from the Principate, with the attendant likelihood of a punitive military expedition, but given that there were no armsmen to spare at the moment, the only thing that he could do was to ignore her traitorous prince. 
The minor inland cities north and east of Mhevyr toward the curving Eastern Shore -- Chyorletphar, Bzindz, Mklo, Phezg, and Yhmghaegnor -- were already under Phaelle'n occupation or threat of same and attempts to contact their princes had been unsuccessful. 
Suhr, the city nearest Mhajhkaei both geographically and diplomatically, held the proxies of the ten minor princedoms of the Inland Mercantile League and had been tasked to represent them all as a unified block. 
Kdenmyn, on a small island north and east of Plydyre, had declared for the Brotherhood after the fall of Mhevyr and would also be dealt with in due time.
The six most proficient magician-pilots, Ulor, Mrye, Srye, Trea, Ihlvoh, and Mistress Lysael, had been dispatched in various directions to gather and transport the envoys.  Rather than their own weathered and in many cases battle damaged vessels, Mhiskva had sent them in the newest skyships from Master Khlosb'ihs' Monolith yards.  All were of a sleeker, more airworthy design and all had numerous functional and decorative enhancements over Berhl and Ulor's original construction, including steel plating over their entire hull.  Each had been fully equipped with crew in fine livery, gleaming brass and polished wood polybolos, and the imperial flag flown proudly at the stern.
By careful calculation, Mhiskva had scheduled the departure of each skyship so that all of the envoys would arrive in Mhajhkaei on the day of the conference.  Before Mar had entered the refurbished throne room, he had taken a peek outside and had seen that all six indeed hovered in a line near the palace's newly constructed elevated mooring dock.  A new, imperially expansive stair of lustrous white marble adorned with fancifully carven balusters of a rare sea-blue stone led down from the platform into the remodeled antechamber.  The visitors would be able to disembark and enter the throne room by a short, direct path, but they would also pass no less than twenty flags of the Empire mounted on golden standards and a full section of Imperial legionnaires standing at guard in polished armor.
The first to present themselves were the envoys of Salmoltrah, Gwign, Elblys, and Ci.  Walking together in a mutually supportive clump, the four, two of them women and all of them ranking members of important merchant houses whose businesses encompassed the entire Silver Sea, passed through the great doors from the antechamber with a measured, synchronized tread and then approached Mar and his dais-mounted throne down the long sea-blue carpet of the aisle.  The four maintained their swift but dignified pace for the entire length of their march.
According to Mhiskva, between them the four princedoms, whose numerous islets were strung in a curling necklace shaped like an ox horn two hundred leagues south-southwest of Mhajhkaei, could barely field a legion and a half of inexperienced armsmen.  Their contribution to the war against the Brotherhood would be minimal, but a failure to solicit their support would be impolitic and might be deemed a lack of Imperial recognition of the established conventions of the Principate.
Mar had taken the Viceroy's extensive lectures with good humor, but he had already decided that the inefficient and often clumsy appearing political machinery of the Principate would be eventually discarded and its powers and functions subsumed by those of the Empire.  However, since an imperial bureaucracy to manage those functions did not actually yet exist, for now he had little choice but to put up with the existing system.
Clearly having chosen to act in concert, both politically and practically, the envoys halted at the foot of the dais, took a knee, and gave the imperial salute.
In obviously practiced unison they declaimed, "Hail Mar, Emperor of the Glorious Empire!"
This was as expected.  Mhiskva had already learned from Lady Rhavaelei's intelligence network that the four southern princes had decided on an enthusiastic show of support for the Empire.  Simple pragmatism had produced this decision.  They were small, the Archipelago and the Brotherhood far away, and Mhajhkaei, bloodied but strengthening, and her new magician-emperor nearby.
Mar levitated to standing position and said with likewise practiced but artificial warmth, "Greetings to you and the loyal princes for whom you speak.  I welcome you to this conference."
Sliding in smoothly from the right, Mhiskva, in his new capacity of First Minister of the Empire, departed his selected station alongside the seated audience of Mhajhkaeirii dignitaries -- scholars, senators, merchants, craftsman, and a sprinkling of ordinary folk who Mar had personally invited -- and escorted the four to the waiting chairs on the left side of the aisle.
The next to appear at the great doors was the Prince of Suhr, Mrycus XVI, and his attendants and honor guards.  One of but two princes who had signaled their intention to personally attend the conference, Mrycus was nearly eighty, emaciated, stone deaf, and by all reports plagued by advanced dementia.   His eldest child and heir, Princess Bhelis (who by the odd Suhrii'n tradition would assume the masculine pseudonym of Mrycus XVII at her ascension to the throne), herself almost sixty, walked at her father's side, holding unobtrusively to the hem of his exquisite, silver embroidered ebony jacket to guide him along.  The Suhrii prince and his entourage also followed Mhiskva's script by mirroring the previous envoys' obeisance, though Mrycus XVI did not kneel with the rest.
As there was significant concern that the aged prince might not be able to rise once more without considerable assistance and the embarrassment attendant to such an occurrence, Mhiskva had made it known that in recognition of the longstanding and staunch loyalty of Mhajhkaei's neighbor, the Emperor had awarded her prince the singular honor of a dispensation from the formality.
When Mar had asked Mhiskva where loyal Suhr had been when Mhajhkaei had been occupied by the Brotherhood, the marine officer had said, "Training armsmen.  Suhr would almost certainly been next on the monk's list."
Having memorized his lines, Mar did not miss a beat.  "Welcome Prince Mrycus and Princess Bhelis.  I am greatly pleased that the stalwart friends of Mhajhkaei and the Empire have graced us with their presence."
Once the party from Suhr had taken their seats, the doors opened to admit the solitary envoy from Praae.  Lady Chrynn nh' Bryndt nhi' Lorsi was the tall, regally beautiful sister of Prince Kyort.  At that in-between age where women show the glow of maturity without losing the fire of youth and wearing a demure gown of shimmering golden cloth, she glided down the carpet to the foot of the dais with an elegant demeanor that suggested serenity.
While the Phaelle'n had held Mhajhkaei, Praae, along with Jzaegleomyri, had according to reports straddled the fence, cultivating an undeclared neutrality.  Whether or not Lady Chrynn intended to now offer her city's allegiance to the Empire had been information that Lady Rhavaelei's spies had not been able to ferret out.
Mar did not expect outright rejection, but a continuance of Praae's self-preserving ambivalence was entirely likely and his prepared response had been crafted as an indirect rebuke that was hopefully circumspect enough to avoid driving Praae openly into the Phaelle'n camp.
Mar would have preferred to fill the air above both cities with skyships, but he had accepted Mhiskva's argument that he could not afford to make any move that would deprive Mhajhkaei of allies, however lukewarm their assistance might be.
In spite of all the work that had been done over the winter to expand and strengthen Imperial forces, the balance of power between the Brotherhood and the fledgling Empire remained massively tilted in the monks' favor.  Based on paper estimates alone, the Brotherhood could field more than twenty times as many full strength legions as could Mar.  Moreover, with the exception of Number One, which had the twin unique advantages of Mar's own magic and Quaestor Eishtren's bow, the monks' Shrikes could out-fly and handily destroy any skyship in the Imperial fleet.  Mar believed that only the pressure of his occasional raids against Bronze had kept the Phaelle'n air fleet from constantly harassing his trade routes.
While Plydyre and a few smaller islands to its immediate south would soon be liberated, the rest of the vast area of the Bronze Archipelago remained firmly in the grip of the Brotherhood.  Additionally, with control of Mhevyr and the regions north of it, the Brotherhood had effectively secured its continental flank.
The Empire would need every armsman and resource that the Sister Cities could provide during what could only be a long war, so Mar must play the diplomat, cajoling if possible and coercing only if unavoidable.
As he mentally reviewed the short speech that he and Mhiskva had written for Praae, Lady Chrynn stopped a pace short of the bottom step of the dais.  Taking her pause as an indication that she would not offer obeisance, he opened his mouth to begin, but snapped it firmly shut when the Praaerii envoy twitched up the hem of her gown to gain slack in her skirts and knelt.
A stir of surprise passed among the Mhajhkaeirii and the other envoys.
Mar could only watch in ill-concealed dismay as she slipped a comb from her raven hair, dragged its sharp fingers across her left palm to draw blood, and then let the crimson fluid drip to make obscene stains upon the carpet.  Though he had heard them so many times that he should have become immune, Mar still felt sorrow and anger as she proclaimed the words of the oath. 
"With steel and blood,”
"Bound into the earth,"
"I pledge my life to thee,"
"And name you my king!"
Mar felt a constriction in the ether and knew that once again the walls of his prison had grown stronger.
Lady Chrynn returned the comb to her hair and made the imperial salute with a bloody fist.  "Hail Mar, King and Emperor!"
Then she stood and in a clear, victorious voice, said, "My lord king, I am pleased to inform you that certain evil voices that have conspired to lure my princedom into a godsless alliance with the Brotherhood of Phaelle have been silenced.  My brother and I and all the people of Praae stand ready to lend all aid to the Empire."
Seething, Mar flew down the dais steps, stopped to face the Praae envoy, and wrapped a bubble of flux around the two of them to muffle what was said between them. 
"The Empire does not require that any submit to the Blood Oath," he told her without bothering to conceal his ire.
Her confidence did not waver in the face of his harsh words.  "It was necessary that there be no doubt about the loyalty of Praae."
"Did you know that the Blood Oath is magic?  A spell that cannot be broken?"
"Yes, I did.  I made my choice with full knowledge of the consequences."
Mar let out a slow breath.  "What actually happened in Praae?"
"An attempt was made on my brother's life.  He is gravely wounded and the surgeons do not know if he will recover.  The assassin was a Black Monk and only my brother's skill with the sword kept him at bay until our guards could intervene."
"When did this happen?"
"The day before my departure.  My brother had decided to clear the court of Phaelle'n sympathizers.  We have kept the news of the attack from general knowledge so that suspected conspirators could be purged."
Based upon the grim look in her eyes, Mar translated her final word as "executed."  Then, for just a single unguarded moment, he saw hope replace the ruthlessness.
"It is widely said that some powerful magicians can heal wounds and salve fevers."
Mar grimaced.  "Magic may not save your brother."
"His eldest son is only fourteen, but he will fight alongside the Empire."
As Mar contemplated the fierce woman, he realized the Phaelle'n had made a terrible enemy.
"Such as can be done will be done."  He dissolved the flux bubble that had given them privacy.
"High-Captain Mhiskva."
The Gaaelfharenii moved so quickly to Mar's side that it almost seemed as if he had not actually crossed the intervening space.
"After consultation with Lady Chrynn, it seems advisable that I speak directly with Prince Kyort," Mar told him in an offhanded manner.  "I would like Ulor and Number One to provide transportation.  Lady Chrynn has graciously agreed to deliver my invitation.  My expectation is that Prince Kyort will be in Mhajhkaei before morning."
Mhiskva saluted.  "Yes, my lord king.  Lady Chrynn, if you would accompany me?"
Mar returned to his throne to allow the conference to continue.
None of the remaining envoys attempted to detour from expectations.
Lord Kgelohr, nephew of Prince Wahllndt of Lhinstord and a smallish, high-voiced man, made obeisance to the Empire in a nervous, hurried fashion. 
Jzaegleomyri's envoy, Factor Sheldynd, did so with a marked lack of enthusiasm.  Reports suggested that he was the most vocal adherent at the court of Princess Tshaelriee of Jzaegleomyri'n neutrality.
The final attendant, Prince Plhoris of Zlhahv, the princedom nearest Mhevyr, was just the opposite.  The tall, middle-aged prince's enthusiasm was so pronounced that Mar, ready to instantly intervene, took special care to watch for any sign that Plhoris might be tempted to follow Lady Chrynn's example and also inflict the Blood Oath.
Finally, save for the now Praae-bound Lady Chrynn, the envoys were all in their designated seats and the opening statements began.  By longstanding tradition, the Sister Cities spoke in order of the date of their ratification of the Treaty of Plyyst.
Princess Bhelis rose.  "As always, the Prince and people of Suhr stand at the right hand of Mhajhkaei in peace and war." 
Restrained applause rose from the Mhajhkaeirii'n side of the chamber, eliciting a slight smile from the princess.  Her voice was melodious and her diction and projection that of a classically trained orator.
After the applause faded, she continued, "As do all those faithful to the Forty-Nine, the peoples of Suhr and the Mercantile League continue to condemn the evils of sorcery and witchery, but look with interest upon the new and lawful craft of the magician and the marvelous skyships and weapons that it has created.  While my father the Prince has utter confidence that this new craft will be spread throughout the Principate in due course, he stands ready to immediately establish a dedicated school to provide native Suhrii magicians so that we may more fully aid in this holy war against the godsless heathen who vainly style themselves the Brotherhood of Phaelle.  In that wise, the Prince of Suhr prays that the Emperor dispatch as soon as is possibly convenient such magicians of journeyman or master standing as will be necessary to establish this school."
Confronted by the unexpected, Mar let the bars of The Knife Fighter's Dirge play in his mind and stole time to think.
Suhr had readily grasped that Mhajhkaei currently possessed, given the artificial distinction that the Brotherhood used forbidden sorcery, a monopoly on magic.  In hindsight, Mar saw that it was inevitable that the princes would covet magicians of their own to ameliorate Mhajhkaei's military and trade advantage.
Without reservation, he had no fundamental objection to the spread of his knowledge of magic.  In fact, he had been working diligently to expand the razor-thin ranks of the magician-pilots, but discovering persons with the proper inherited capabilities remained difficult.  While there were now almost three dozen magician-pilots in Imperial service, only perhaps half a dozen were what Mar might deem proficient.  Even Ulor, who had to be the best, was practically blind to the ether in comparison to Mar.
Eventually, magicians would have to come from all about the world to meet the needs of the expanding use of skyships in trade.  The sailed skyships were adequate but would never match the speed or utility of those propelled by magic.
Now, though, Mar was more interested in finding magicians to pilot his warships.  An expansion of the pool of potential candidates by including the Sister Cities was, again in hindsight, an obvious step.
He slipped back into the normal surge of time.
Remaining in his seat -- surely imperial prerogatives gave an emperor leave to address his subjects without having to stand -- he said, "It is my hope that qualified magicians shall soon practice their craft in all corners of the Empire.  However, perhaps it has not yet become generally known that only those born to be magicians can learn to manipulate the ether.  Sadly, this trait has proven to be extremely rare.  At present there are only six journeyman magicians in all of the Empire and each and every one of them is in constant demand as we struggle against the Brotherhood of Phaelle.  It will not be possible at this time for any to divert from their efforts to bring down the Brotherhood.  However, should any person aspiring to become a magician wish to travel here to meet with me, I will cause them to be examined for the required abilities, and, as my schedule permits, will instruct all who show promise.  These magicians may then return to their own cities and share their craft with others."
The princess smiled and it was easy for Mar to extrapolate her thoughts from this reaction.  She had not honestly believed that he would offer anything that would immediately dilute Mhajhkaei's monopoly, but this straightforward promise of her own skyship pilots in the not too distant future was more than the vague suggestion of consideration of the idea that she had anticipated.
"We greet this most generous proposal with joy," she replied.  "Suhr will recruit volunteers immediately."
Mar had purposefully made no mention of the fact that only he had the ability to create and infuse the spells that gave the wooden hulls the capability of flight.  While no attempt had been made to keep this secret -- there were hundreds of workers involved in the construction of the skyships in Khalar, Mhajhkaei, and at the Monolith and it would have been impossible to conceal the fact -- he did not want to generally publicize the potential vulnerability that all Imperial skyships depended solely upon his magic.
Speaking next in quick succession, the envoys of the southern island princedoms offered only blandishments and sincere, if non-specific, pledges of support.
Lord Kgelohr of Lhinstord was the first to broach the matter of the war against the Brotherhood.
"Gracious Emperor, we Lhinstordii are exceedingly thankful for this opportunity to reaffirm our fraternal bond with the Mhajhkaeirii and to recall the longstanding amity that has existed between us and our partners in the Principate.  However, facing as Lhinstord does the imminent threat of Phaelle'n aggression from Mhevyr, it behooves me to focus on the dire issues at hand.  Foremost, I must inquire when we might expect Imperial reinforcements to arrive to assist against the Phaelle'n advance that will surely come with the end of the spring rains and the arrival of the fullness of summer?"
Mar had often discussed with Mhiskva whether or not a commitment should be made to send Imperial legions to strengthen the threatened eastern-most cities, but he had not arrived at a decision.  Now, no longer able to put the issue aside, he faced the choice of offering deceptive assurances or simply telling the unpleasant truth.  He decided to do the later.
"Sending armsmen to every Sister City would be an irrational dilution of the strength of the Imperial Army."
"Emperor, Lhinstord understands the basics of military strategy as well as any, but it remains a fact that Lhinstord sits astride the most likely route for the Brotherhood to move west.  We would suggest that it is a valid strategy to base Imperial Strength at Lhinstord."
Prince Plhoris shot to his feet.  "Zlhahv sits only thirty leagues to the southwest of Mhevyr and the monks will surely move against my city first.  Their Shrikes fly over almost on a daily basis.  My lord emperor, Zlhahv must have armsmen and skyships first!"
"Zlhahv sits behind the heavily forested Dzou Hills and the broad Dnei River," Lord Kgelohr rejoined.  "There is no natural geographic barrier between Lhinstord and Mhevyr.  We face attack across the open farmlands of the coastal plain."
"A hundred leagues of level ground will mean that your scouts can provide you with warning days in advance, while we will hardly know that the Phaelle'n have attacked before they appear at our very walls!"
As Lord Kgelohr began a strident rebuttal, Mar pondered.
Dividing the Imperial Army, such as it was, was without a doubt a fundamentally wrong decision, but the simple fact remained that if he did not defend the Sister Cities then the Empire would cease to be before it had truly formed.
While no direct reports had been secured from Mhevyr, all external indications -- the movement of legions and the concentration of supplies -- indicated that the offensive that the Brotherhood had been preparing would soon be launched.
He wove a quick modulation to cause the dust in an area above the center aisle to flash briefly into a bright flash of white fire and produce a muffled report.  Though certainly not diplomatic, this demonstration of magic proved quite effective at silencing the row.  Both envoys fell silent and dropped into their seats.
He floated from his throne and moved to the center of the aisle to make sure that he had everyone's attention as he began to speak.
"We shall confront the Brotherhood on the plains before Lhinstord," he decreed.  "Prince Plhoris, you will prepare to receive Imperial forces within two days and will take command of the defense of the southern flank.  Lord Kgelohr, for the obvious practical reasons, Lhinstord will indeed be the base of operations of our drive to the east to liberate Mhevyr.  Jzaegleomyri, Praae and Suhr will muster their legions immediately and surrender them to Imperial service.  The other cities will stand in readiness.  Imperial skyships will be dispatched as soon as possible to transport our forces to Lhinstord.  Now, your skyships are waiting.  You will all return to your princedoms as soon as possible and take the necessary actions to implement my orders."
 



FOURTEEN
 
Mar's spur-of-the-moment declaration had been easy to make, but proved difficult to implement.  The sad fact, which he had already known in theory, was that he did not actually have enough armsmen and skyships to adequately defend the theoretical scope of the Empire, which was the entire area of the Principate.
Scarce minutes after the envoys had all departed the throne room, he huddled with his much diminished staff -- now down to just Mhiskva and Berhl -- at a table to find out exactly what could be done.  A bit to his surprise, neither marine officer appeared to have any disagreement with his abrupt and unplanned decision but rather devoted their efforts wholeheartedly to an attempt to figure out how to make the numbers work.
One thing was immediately clear: Mar's plans to use Plydyre as a springboard to challenge the Brotherhood in the Bronze Archipelago would have to be abandoned.
"It's a good thing that the monks pulled out of Bhaestryndt," Berhl said.  "Otherwise, we'd have nothing to send to Zlhahv.  Even so, we'll have to leave Plydyre practically undefended."
Mar shifted in the chair that he had ordered brought -- he certainly was not going to sit on the throne to conduct real business -- to reach out to a stack of reports holding down a map.  A sharp stab of pain from the end of his right leg made him wince.  Already the bones and muscles were noticeably longer, with the ends of his stumps a tender mass of raw flesh and occasionally writhing veins, and he was constantly experiencing odd sensations of discomfort.  Disregarding the spike, he shifted through the papers until he found the most recent update from Khalar.
"Another Khalarii legion has finished the minimum stage of training," he told the two marine officers.  "We can send it to support what's left of the Volunteer Brigade."
"That will leave Lord Purhlea with little more than the seven hundred armsmen of the Guard," Mhiskva pointed out.
"If he wants it, he can have the temporary loan of a troop of marines from the brigade at the Monolith," Mar decided.  "That, along with the two finished polybolos boats that he has, is enough to police the city.  As far as we know, the Phaelle'n have very little, if any, aerial transport.  Any land attack on Khalar -- or Mhajhkaei for that matter -- will have to travel the old fashioned way, overland on foot, and it would take months to reach Khalar through the forest.  We'll keep a screen of Scouts up in sailed boats between here and Bholsdsk.  That'll give us sufficient warning to intercept any strike that the Phaelle'n decide to throw toward Lord Purhlea or any of the provinces.  Send a courier to Khalar as soon as possible.  Let him know what we're doing and tell him to ship out the new legion."
Mhiskva nodded.  "Aye, my lord king.  What of the marine detachments aboard the supply skyships?   If we pull all the quads from them when they dock back at Mhajhkaei, we should eventually be able to form at least two troops that can be the basis of a new brigade."
"Do it.  Let the captains know that they'll have to hire their own guards in the interim."
"When all the skyships are gone forward, Mhajhkaei will be open to attack by the Shrikes," Berhl contributed.  "We've been training the borough militias as fire brigades and preparing stronger buildings, deep cellars, and the catacombs under the Citadel as shelters, but there's not nearly enough room for all the civilians."
"You want to evacuate the city?"
The maidsear shook his head.  "That would simply create chaos.  We don't have logistics in place to move everyone into the countryside and leaving the city completely empty would create its own problems.  We could, though, announce a mandatory evacuation of the very young and the very old to their relatives in the provinces.  Some wouldn't budge, but we'd get a good number that would just pack up their whole families and move out in their own time and by their own means.  We'll still lose people to an attack, but at least some would be out of harm's way.   I'd also like to distribute the polybolos works, specifically including all the scholars, engineers, craft workers, and their families to areas around Elboern.  We can't easily shift the skyship yards, but I'd like to transfer half of our current trained workforce to Pamplyea and Bholsdsk to begin setting up new yards."
"Issue whatever proclamations you need to get that accomplished," Mar told him.  "Mhiskva, you'd better tell Lord Purhlea to take similar precautions.  Berhl, any other ideas?"
"Not at the moment, my lord king."
"If you think of something, just do it and tell me about it later."
"Aye, my lord king."
"Let's go over the list one last time to make sure that we haven't missed anything."
The maidsear riffled through his notes and began to repeat the assignments that the three of them had worked out.
Mhiskva's marine brigade, now designated as A in compliance with a simple system that optimistically envisioned an eventually huge military force that would protect the entirety of the projected domains of the Empire, would remain at the Monolith to defend the irreplaceable skyship facilities there.  The brigade formed over the winter in Mhajhkaei, designated B, would be garrisoned in the Citadel to provide security. 
As he simply did not have enough armsmen to do so, Mar had decided that it would be futile to attempt to mount a conventional defense of The Greatest City in All the World.  Ten thousand men would not have been enough to man all of the triple walls and towers of the Citadel.  They had had to accept the assumption that the battles on the plains west of Lhinstord would protect Mhajhkaei. 
Knight-Commander Aerlon, his inexperienced II Corps, and the newest armored skyships from Master Khlosb'ihs' Monolith yards, Numbers Nineteen, Twenty, Twenty-One, Twenty-Two, Twenty-Three, and Twenty-Four, would go to Zlhahv.
Lhinstord would get Knight-Commander Dhrasnoaeghs and the veteran I Corps who would immediately prepare defensive positions just east of the city.  At the appropriate time, Mar would bring up Number One to provide aerial support.
Coirneal Relvhm, with his Skyship Corps and its transports Nlarlt, Emperor Rwalkahn, Pju, Khas'thga, and Emperor's Justice, and their numerous tows would be hidden about the Near Islands to watch for the appearance of the Brotherhood's magical ships.  This would also place the Skyship Corps in position to reinforce either Lhinstord or Zlhahv at need.
Ten legions were expected immediately from the Sister Cities, with an additional eight to ten to follow.  The initial plan was for these to take a protected reserve position under the cover of the thick forests of the Steo Hills ten leagues west of where the old Imperial Highway crossed the broad and slow Sand River.
In addition, Commander Tresh and Vice-Commander Rhel would move the Defenders, the Reapers, and the Elboern Legion there and begin the process of organizing a new corps with the addition of the first two of the promised four Suhr legions.   The other contributed legions would likewise, in theory, combine to create corps with the overall commander of this army to be chosen at some future date.
Mar interrupted Berhl's recitation to say, "We'll need a name for the army, I suppose.  Can't keep referring to it as 'the army with the three new corps.'"
Berhl made a notation.  "A number, a letter, or something more traditional?"
"We'll stick with simple," Mar decided.  "Call it the First Army."
Myre's Number Five, Syre's Number Six, and Mistress Lysael's Number Seven would serve transport duties at first and eventually be assigned as the permanent aerial contingent of that army.
For now, Mar's basic plan was to position his forces to deflect the anticipated Phaelle'n attack.  Whether or not the Empire could mount a counter-offensive remained to be seen.
"How long till all of these are in place?"  Mar asked when Berhl had finished.
"At a guess, with the skyships and the pilots that we have available, at least a fortnight and maybe as much as two."
"I doubt that the Brotherhood will wait that long."
"If they do not," Mhiskva said blandly, "then we will of course have to improvise."
 



FIFTEEN
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 327th Day of Glorious Work
Year One of the New Age of Magic
(Fourthday, Waxing, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire)
White
Gravel River Valley
 
Yhmghaegnor sat at the bottom end of a valley nearly a league wide that was shaped like a fat wine bottle, with a narrow outlet for the White Gravel River through the constricting hills at the south end and the escarpment of a highland plateau at the north.   An aerie of white marble arcades, delicate towers, and ancient palaces, the city perched just down slope from the stair-step falls that the river made when it went over the side of the plateau.
In the first century AFE, Legionnaires of the Glorious Empire had cut down all the forests in the valley.   The wheat fields and cattle pastures that had replaced the trees had made the nearly flat floor of the dale into perfect terrain for the charge of heavy cavalry and the Yhmghaegnor Horse Guards had trampled many a would-be conqueror beneath their hooves in the turbulent decades after the collapse of imperial rule.  It had been a century since the much storied and prodigiously armored Horse Guards had sent its archers and lancers against an enemy this near the city, but today the approach of Whorlyr's battalion had brought them spilling in some hurry from out the gates to form a line a thousand horsemen wide across a freshly plowed field directly in the Algaraemyr platform column's path.
The Brotherhood of Phaelle had sent no ultimatum to Yhmghaegnor.  Such a warning would have negated the element of surprise that the speed of the Algaraemyr platforms provided.
Whorlyr, standing up through the observation hatch, called down to the drover, "Encourager N'loe, come to a halt!"
 The platform, designated Battalion One, slowed and eased to a stop at the border of a hayfield.  The forty platforms of the battalion, following in a column of twos on the snaking dirt road, stopped smoothly as well.  Nothing intervened in the nine hundred paces that stretched between Battalion One and the Horse Guards save for two low stone fences along which no saplings had been allowed to sprout, one ramshackle hay barn on the far right, and a shallow, easily fordable stream.  A curve of the White Gravel River anchored the right flank of the Horse Guards but their left hung free.
Whorlyr knew what their tactic would be.  As they had trained to do, the lancers, holding their well-dressed line, would canter forward and slowly build speed into a charge.  Depending upon the shock of the mass of their galloping warhorses to halt his advance, they would curve their flanks inward to wrap around and encircle his much smaller force, and then have the following echelons of mounted archers fire decimating volley after decimating volley into the trap.  That simple method had won their ancestors uncounted victories and preserved Yhmghaegnor, a gleaming city of Imperial architecture, from sack and ruin for three hundred and sixty-three years.
Of course, they had never seen anything like the Algaraemyr platforms and had no conception of the disaster that awaited them.
"Brother Zsii, signal to all droves.  When we move forward once more, shift from column to wedge." 
The archivist cupped his far talking disk and repeated Whorlyr's orders.
The Archdeacon had granted the exclusive use of a matched set of five of the Holy Relics for this operation and the lead vehicles and first subordinate vehicles of each drove had an attached operator.  Thus far, the superior coordination had made the battalion perform with the agility of a dancer.
"Encourager N'loe, when the enemy commences their charge, move toward them at maximum speed."
"As you will it, my chieftain."  N'loe, a small but deceptively strong man, was a K'hilbaeii recently recruited personally by Whorlyr. 
"Fire teams, stand ready.  Check weapons.  Shoot only when you have a clear shot."
As did all the Algaraemyr platforms of the battalion, Battalion One carried eight other Salients, all steady veterans, who waited, seated but alert, on their benches.  Each team of four would fire their enervated bolt throwers out the side loops and in the wedge formation, the adjacent platforms would be close enough to be struck.
Whorlyr took a moment to grip the handle of his own bolt thrower in its leather sheath -- an innovation of his own design that he had brought first to the Archdeacon's attention to insure that he received proper credit -- strapped to his right hip.  The Holy Relic copy had a weak, just detectable warmth at a spot where his two fore fingers lay on the stock, meaning that it was in functioning order.
Because of an unexpected and as yet unexplained high frequency of failure of the copies, it had been necessary to postpone the launch of Whorlyr's sortie north from Mhevyr for two days until a sufficient number of working bolt throwers could be produced.  He had considered starting the expedition without full equipment, but had decided against it because he saw this test of the Algaraemyr platforms as critical to confirming the flexibility of his own command abilities to the Archdeacon and wanted every advantage that magic could provide.
"Message from Battalion Two," Archivist Zsii announced.  "Senior Assault Brother Bh'sh indicates that platform forty has abruptly lost levitation and grounded."
Thus far, the failure rate for platforms operated longer than twelve hours was in the neighborhood of ten percent.  The column had left Mhevyr and traveled sixty-leagues without a vehicle mishap, so this breakdown was not unexpected.
"Send to Battalion Two that the stranded teams should retrieve the defective Algaraemyr Device, abandon the platform and set fire to it.  Platform thirty-nine will fall back to recover them."
"As you say, brother," Zsii acknowledged.
The Horse Guards began to move and Battalion One surged forward off the road, flattening the grass and gradually building up speed.  At the first of the fences, Whorlyr braced himself on the handholds.   Preceptor Szint'sl had included additional bracing at the forward end to allow the platforms to withstand minor collisions and its armor gave it significant mass.  A platform could not smash through a solid fortress wall, but insubstantial objects such as the fences should not impede its advance.  He did, however, expect a shock.
The platform jarred hard and lost speed as it knocked a hole in the fence, a great racket echoing through the interior, but kept its course and accelerated very quickly.  It took the next fence the same and crossed the stream with nary a bobble.  To either side, the other platforms slid into their positions in the formation. 
Whorlyr kept watch as the distance between his battalion and the Horse Guards narrowed, first to three hundred paces, then to two, and finally to a hundred.  At fifty, the lances came down and the stamp of the thousands of hooves on the tilled soil was like thunder.  Finally, he ducked back into the platform, pulling the hatch closed behind him.
When the first horse caromed off the rounded and sloped front end, he yelled, "Open fire!"
In the few seconds it took the Salients to move to their loops, the sounds of the crash of the lancers into the wedge of the platforms was nearly deafening and the tip of at least one lance pierced an unoccupied loop before being snapped into splinters.  The platform began to bounce and shake from the impacts and from riding overtop fallen foes.
Taking careful aim, the Salients began to discharge their bolt throwers.
Whorlyr stuck up one hand to steady himself against a wooden ribs as he walked forward to join Encourager N'loe.  When the shaking settled out, he bent to look through the drover's port and saw that the way was now clear.  The Algaraemyr platforms had punched straight through the enemy line and were now deep behind it.
"Brother Zsii, tell Battalion Two to roll right and enfilade.  Brother N'loe, we will roll left."
In another half hour, the battle was done.
Calling another halt, Whorlyr climbed back up through the observation hatch to find the field covered with carnage and the Horse Guards annihilated.  None of the Yhmghaegnorii remained standing, but there appeared to be a huge number of wounded and thousands of broken and dying horses, many of whom were screaming.
"Brother Zsii, send to Mhevyr the message 'Objective Achieved' and then tell Senior Assault Brother Bh'sh to deploy teams to put down the wounded horses."
With care, the archivist removed the violet long-distance far talking disk from its reliquary, meditated a moment, then repeated the message and received an acknowledgement.  Once the precious device had been returned to its case, he transmitted Whorlyr's order to Battalion Two on the standard disk and then held it to his ear to receive the reply.
"Senior Assault Brother Bh'sh requests instructions concerning enemy wounded," Zsii told Whorlyr.
"Put them down as well.  It would not do for any of the Horse Guards to live to vex the Brotherhood at some later date."
 



SIXTEEN
143rd Year of the Reign of the City
Fourthday, Waxing, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire
Shelmton, just outside the municipal walls of Mhajhkaei
 
Rhavaelei held the vial up to the musty light fighting its way through the single, grime encrusted pane of the window. The fluid within was murky, tinged with a green like bread mold, and sluggish with disuse, just like this tiny alcove hidden in the bowels of the otherwise well-ordered and spotless shop.
"This will ignite his passion?" she demanded of the shop owner.
"Not just your intended's passion, but his utter devotion.  You'll n'er have t' worry about him wandering after th' other women.  He'll cleave to you like a drowning man t' a spar.  Now, mind, you'll have to have him in your bed straightaway.  The effect will fade within a day or so if you don't seal the bargain, if you know what I mean."
It had taken Rhavaelei's agents a good month to find a verifiable witch.  There were hundreds of mountebanks and charlatans in the city, both male and female, who sold useless charms and filters, claimed to be able to ward the evil eye, or produced vague visions of futures, but only Mistress D'lupchois, Scholar and Purveyor of Natural Medicines, could be proven through personal testimony to be a true worker of magic.
Somewhat to Rhavaelei's surprise, she had not found Mistress D'lupchois to be stooped, aged, or disfigured, but rather a somewhat tall, not quite plump, and cheerily jovial woman who openly sold products that ranged from draughts to combat loose stools to creams to cure toothache to drops to soothe colicky babies. 
Mistress D'lupchois, whose eyes had revealed to Rhavaelei a significant intellect,  had immediately taken in the expensive gown hidden beneath Rhavaelei's plain greatcloak, obviously determined that her new customer had not come for the sanctioned products displayed on her shelves, and cut right to the point.
"Is it a son or a daughter that you want?"
According to the reports, Mistress D'lupchois' clandestine trade in magical potions, technically still illegal and subject to public revulsion due to their lingering association with dread sorcery, dealt with providing a son where there had only been daughters or vice versa.  But it was one of her other apparently equally potent medicines that Rhavaelei had need of.
"I am not yet married.  I require something that will make a man want me in a way that he cannot resist."
Mistress D'lupchois had tilted her head and stared at Rhavaelei with an amused expression.  "Seems like to me, my lady, that you'd already know how t' do that."
"This man cannot be swayed by a strategic sigh, a glimpse of hidden lace, or a coquettish glance." 
At least not from me, Rhavaelei had amended to herself.
Mistress D'lupchois had shrugged.  "I let people make their own decisions.  Come with me t' th' back."
Without haggling, Rhavaelei paid the woman's price -- twenty silver, a paltry price to pay for a royal prize -- and strode quickly from the shop, the vial clenched in her white gloved fist.
 



SEVENTEEN
 
When the more than half-full Father Moon was fully risen, Mar set aside his book and turned off the lamp to let his eyes adjust to the moonlight coming through the open shutters of the balcony.  It was close to midnight and with the exception of the guards outside in the corridor and those on duty elsewhere, most everyone in the Palace, according to his ethereal sense, was already asleep.
The one exception to this was Mhiskva, easily identified by the particularly aggressive tenor of his Blood Oath link.  As usual, the marine captain was prowling through the labyrinth of the palace, no doubt bearing his great axe and keeping his eye out for Phaelle'n mischief.  The Gaaelfharenii very seldom slept.
While Mar waited for the shadowy room to become more distinct, he massaged the tender ends of his stumps.  They had taken to throbbing continually with occasional enflamed twinges.  His ethereal skill and the rate of regrowth had begun to improve dramatically, but he had not yet discovered a way to mute the associated pain.
He floated up from his chair and out into the open air of the balcony.  Only a few paces across, the balcony was three storeys up and only a dozen armlengths back from the south wall of the palace.  He had chosen the room for the excellent view of the rooftops of the Citadel and would sometimes think of roaming across them while the city slumbered, though he never had.  After another moment, he rose into the night.  Having no desire to sleep, he did not go west toward the moored Number One but rather swept north to swoop high above the central dome.
Though masons had, within the last fortnight, begun repairs to the top of the North Tower, the highest storey remained unfinished and had yet to receive a roof.  As a consequence, the upper several floors of the tower had not been reoccupied.  Of all the palace, the tower's pinnacle provided the greatest buffer of space between him and the constant disturbance made both in his awareness and in the background ether by those who were linked to him via the Blood Oath.  It had thus become his preferred nighttime perch.
He came down near the stools and table where the masons sat to have their lunch.  He often lay upon the table to relieve the strain of his brigandine, but tonight he settled his back onto the wooden floor so that the half-completed walls rose up to limit his view to a defined circle of a few clouds, the stars in between, and the slightly off center waxing moon.
Rather than immediately focus on his stumps, he simply gawked at the stars and thought of Telriy.
After some time, he shook off this profitless revelry and began to weave the spells that created new flesh and bone.
Much later, an unfamiliar modulation clove the background ether nearby and he instantly shot up to a standing position to find Waleck's projected image a few armlengths away.  The image showed a different man this time, one wearing better clothes, one whose hair was perhaps not as gray, and one whose face perhaps not as lined.
"Where is Telriy?" Mar asked before the vision could speak.
"She is safe and she and your child are well."
"Tell me where she it."
"It had to be as it is, Mar.  Your path is now as it should be.  You will live."
"Where is Telriy?"
"You will know in due time.  This is all that I can say."
Mar smashed the image with a furious cascade of ethereal flux and it disintegrated into a shower of incandescent motes.
The old man did not try to appear to him again.
 



EIGHTEEN
 
Master Ghimrael, Ordeliea, and Master Tribiz presented Mar with the final models late on Fifthday afternoon.
Hovering, he slowly lowered his stubs into the padded thigh sockets while Ordeliea and her father, kneeling to either side, held the respective legs upright.  As he had perfected a spell that made the contraptions cleave to him, the leather straps of the previous design had been removed.  With his weight fully settled, he keyed the modulations that gave the legs life and nodded at the two woodworkers to release them.
Having already gained significant practice with previous versions, Mar took several steps forward without difficulty, driving the wood and brass constructions with nuanced nudges from his stubs.
"I think that is your best yet, my lord king," Master Tribiz said.  "Quite nearly lifelike."
Mar defeated the sharp frown that this remark spurred and made a quick turn about on the balls of his wooden feet. 
"Much better response this time," he told the three.
"The extra small pivot solved the jamming problem," Ordeliea agreed.  "How do the adjustments to mounting sockets feel?"
Waleck's appearance had reminded Mar how little actual control he had over events and set him to thinking that he should complete his legs before some major interruption cropped up.   As a consequence, he had put much more time into his regrowth spells and the stubs of his legs were now at least a span longer.  Twice already in the design process it had been necessary to make adjustments to the brass-reinforced hollows that enclosed the ends of his legs.  While he expected the growth rate to slow when he began to reconstruct the relatively more complex structures of his knees, within a fortnight he believed that the entirety of both artificial thighs and knees would have to be removed to accommodate his own returned flesh.  He had not yet expressly revealed to anyone what he was attempting to accomplish, but he believed that at the very least Ordeliea, who had taken the initial and subsequent measurements of his amputated limbs, had already guessed.
His original motivation for commissioning the artificial legs had been a simple desire to conceal his progress, both to prevent premature requests for this new healing magic and to allow him to restore his limbs without distraction.  Now, in retrospect, those cautions seemed inconsequential.
"Very comfortable."  Mar walked back across the carpet toward the balcony that overlooked the restored gardens.  "The left knee seems like it's sticking a bit."
Master Tribiz, a small, neatly appointed man who tended to fidget except when working with his brass creations, opened his leather tool case and removed two small wrenches and an oilcan.
"By your leave, my lord king, if you could lift the left leg and bend the lower leg to the vertical? Thank you."  The brass worker made a series of adjustments to the springs of the complex apparatus.  "Try that, please."
Mar turned about again and circled the three crafters, taking bolder strides as he grew more confident in his spells.  "That took care of it."
"These are suitable?" Ghimrael asked. 
Mar nodded.  "I think so.  You've all done excellent work.  I may still need modifications and adjustments from time to time, though."
Ghimrael bowed.  "We will be available at any time should you need us, my lord king."
"I should come by every few days to check the fit," Ordeliea suggested, then quickly added, "To prevent sores or chaffing."
"Yes, thank you.  That will be fine."
After the three had gone, Mar continued to practice with the legs, stamping about the room with greater and greater vigor until he could dash from one side to the other without having to use the magic of his brigandine to keep him from toppling.  Satisfied, he walked across to the door of the anteroom where four of the Auxiliaries were always stationed when he was in residence. 
When he spelled the door open -- he had long since enchanted every portal in the palace that he had need to pass through -- the four youths, Hryen, his sister Lyeut, and the two brothers Siel and Mlehn, stopped chatting, jumped up from the couches on which they had been lounging, and snapped to attention.  Yhejia had had jackets and trousers in imperial colors made for all the Auxiliaries and insisted that they be worn any time the young people were standing messenger duty.
"Hryen, run tell Aael that I want a tailor and a cobbler.  It's time for some new clothes."
Hryen immediately saluted and dashed through the opposite doorway into the hall beyond.
The remaining three looked at his artificial legs with unconcealed curiosity.  From time to time, all of the Auxiliaries had peeked at him practicing with the previous versions.
The never bashful Mlehn asked, "Those are the final ones?"
"Yes. How do they look?"
"I don't like them," Lyeut said.  "They make you look funny."
"I think they're grand," Siel countered.  "Can you still fly?"
"Of course."  Mar raised himself and the legs a few fingerlengths from the floor and circled the three Auxiliaries thrice in rapid succession.
"I'd give up my legs to fly!" Mlehn exulted.
Mar shook his head, not quite frowning.  "No, Mlehn, you wouldn't."
Hryen dashed back in.  He had grown a span and a half over the winter and had an energy that seemed to have no end.  "Signifier Aael says that both will arrive within the hour.  He also told me to tell you that Prince Kyort craves an audience."
"Then I suppose you'll have to go back and tell Aael that I can see the prince right now, if that's convenient with the prince."
Hryen threw another polished salute and bolted away again.
Clearly still in the negative camp, Lyeut asked, "Do you have to wear them all the time?"
"No, but I'm going to try to wear them as much as possible so that I can get better at walking with them.  I want it to look as if I have real legs."
"Why is that?" she asked with the utter guilelessness of the very young.
On impulse, Mar confessed, "I'm re-growing my own and I don't want anyone to know until I'm done."
"You can do that?" Mlehn asked, eyes growing wide.
Mar laughed.  "I'm working on it, but it's an imperial secret, so you can't tell anyone."
"Not even Aunt Yhejia?" Lyeut demanded.  "She told us that she has to know about everything that goes on in her household.  It's the law!"
Sure that the stipulation had more to do with keeping the eye of their adoptive mother on the behavior of the Auxiliaries rather than on the actions of himself, Mar nevertheless asked, "And her household is the palace?"
"The whole thing from the corner of the garden wall with the hole hidden behind the shrub to the top of the broken tower," Siel confirmed, no doubt repeating the definition that he had received from the Royal Seneschal.
"Well, then, you must of course tell Yhejia."
"What about the other Auxiliaries?" Mlehn wanted to know.
"I suppose that they should know as well."
"What about Signifier Aael?" Lyeut and Siel spat out practically simultaneously.
"Yes, you can tell him."
"What about --?"
Before Mlehn could finish, Hryen once more returned to announce that Prince Kyort waited without, thereby saving Mar from having to approve or disapprove the sharing of the secret with every inhabitant of the palace.
Mar thanked Hryen and walked back into his dayroom.  As an experiment, rather than open one of the doors using its flux modulation, he walked up to it, braced his new legs, and pulled on the brass handle with his hand.  He had to stiffen the spells in the calves and ankles to give himself enough traction to swing the large door without sliding, but did succeed in opening it without staggering overmuch.
In the wide corridor beyond were, as always, two quads of guards and Subaltern E’hve, and all, as always, came to attention when Mar stuck his head out.  Interestingly, Prince Kyort, who was tall, perhaps a decade and a half older than Mar, and shared a strong familial resemblance to his sister, also braced. 
"Come right in, Prince Kyort.  I'm glad to see you up and about."
The Praaerii noble entered and Mar manually closed the door behind him.
"I have you to thank for that, my lord emperor," Kyort said, pausing just inside.
"You're one of the lucky ones who respond well to my magic," Mar told him honestly.  "There are many that I cannot help."
The prince grinned.  "Then I shall be sure to make an overly generous offering to the temple of Trhoozh."
Mar swept a couple of chairs out to the island of the frayed carpet and landed them about two armlengths apart.  "Would you like to sit?"
"I've been abed far too long, my lord emperor, and if you don't mind, I would prefer to stand to work at strengthening my legs.  Also, I have only a single request to make and I do not want to infringe upon your time more than is necessary."
Mar nodded for the man to continue.
"I plan to return to Praae tomorrow and I do not want my sister to accompany me.  I would like her to remain in Mhajhkaei."
"I have no problem with that, but I don't see that she needs my permission to stay."
"Her stated intention is to return to Praae, which is far too close to the poison that is the Brotherhood of Phaelle for my only sister.  As you may know, my wife and I are childless and Chrynn, as my only living blood relation, is heir to the throne of our city.  While it is my duty and heartfelt desire to return to Praae to lead its army, I believe that Chrynn could better serve Praae if she were farther beyond the reach of the Phaelle'n assassins.  Since she inherited our father's obstinacy, she has made it clear that she will not submit to an order from a brother.  However, I do not believe that she will refuse an invitation from an emperor."
"I understand."  Mar thought a moment.  "Yhejia has recently told me that Prince Davfydd needs tutor.  She's also stipulated that the tutor be someone of, in her words, 'proper noble bearing, modest comportment, scholarly education, and unshakable dedication.'  It seems to me that Lady Chrynn would satisfy her requirements and I'm afraid that I'm going to have to draft her into Imperial service."
Showing obvious relief, Kyort bowed low.  "Thank you, my lord emperor."
As soon as the prince had departed, Mar sent all of the Auxiliaries in different directions to hunt for Mhiskva.  The Gaaelfharenii had no fixed desk or official chambers, but could normally be found with Berhl either inspecting the Citadel garrison in his capacity as chief of imperial forces, receiving petitions from dignitaries in his capacity First Minister, or vetting requests for the Emperor's time or aid from common Mhajhkaeirii in his capacity as Principal Civil Magistrate (another post that Mar had invented.)
Somewhat unusually, it took only a few minutes for the marine captain to appear.
Mar explained what he had planned and then told Mhiskva, "She's a princess and I don't want to offend some protocol that I don't know or actually care about.  Do you see any problem with this?"
"None, my lord king.  To my mind, I believe the lady to be keen enough to see Prince Kyort's hand in this, but she will not resist the wishes of her king."
"I'd like to let her know right away, but I'm waiting to get some clothes and boots made.  I noticed the two of you talking at supper yesterday."
"Yes, my lord king, we have made an acquaintance.  I will be glad to let her know that she has been summoned to imperial duty."
"Thanks, Mhiskva."
"My pleasure, my lord king."
For some unknown reason, Mhiskva smiled in an uncharacteristic way when he said this.
When the Auxiliaries had all returned, he went in to ask them, "Which of you found the First Minster?"
Lyeut's hand shot up and she grinned.  "I did!  I knew right where to look."
"Oh? Where was that?"
"Walking along the eastern solarium promenade with Lady Chrynn.  That's where he is every day at this time."
 



NINETEEN
 
Mar kept his artificial legs on through the visits of the tailor and cobbler, and even made a trek around the palace gardens, but by supper he had grown weary of the devices and left them off.
Rather than have his meal in his dayroom, he sent word to Mhiskva and Berhl to meet him in the dinning hall that adjoined the kitchens.  This was where most everyone else ate and for a change he wanted to be surrounded by people.  When he arrived, the majority of the long tables were full.  Ulor and Yhejia, their children, including Pip, and extended family, Signifier Aael and the Auxiliaries, the kitchen staff, the off-duty crew of Number One, a number of the King's Imperial Guard and various other marines and legionnaires were all present, eating, joking, talking, and generally enjoying themselves.
Abiding by his oft expressed wishes to be freed of such disruptive ceremony at all but official functions, none snapped to attention or made other commotion when he entered the hall, though several of the younger children waved and he waved back.
He took the first open space at the end of a bench, nodded pleasantly at his tablemates, a number of marines whom he recognized from Number One but did not know all by name, and considered the platters and bowls present while a plate and tableware were passed hand to hand to him from the stacks at the end.  There was a considerable variety and he had worked up a stiff appetite, but he limited himself to a small portion each of spiced beans with pork, potatoes mixed with some unidentified green vegetable, and fresh bread.  There was wine and tea, but he settled for water.
Listening to the marines' chatter, subdued no doubt by his presence, without participating, he had just started eating when Mhiskva arrived, with Berhl, Wilhm, and Lord Hhrahld in tow.  The marines, who had all finished or were nearly so, quickly and cheerfully vacated the table to make room.
"Please forgive our tardiness, my lord king," the high-captain apologized as he sat opposite.  "Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm have only arrived within the hour and we were discussing the situation on Plydyre."
With Wilhm sliding in to sit on the bench alongside Mhiskva, Lord Hhrahld taking a place to Mar's right, and all three of the Gaaelfharenii occupying the width of at least two normal sized men, the table was abruptly full again and Berhl had to fetch a stool to sit at the end of the table to Mar's left.
"Anything I should know?"
"There are a few isolated Phaelle'n still running free in the countryside," Lord Hhrahld replied, "and a number of bands of their conscripts have turned bandit, but all of the towns and villages are guarded, though most only with volunteers."
"I had thought that you might stay on there for a bit longer."
Before the Prince-Protector could respond, Wilhm said, "I have dreams.  We are supposed to be here, now."
Mar tensed.  "Tell me about your dreams, Wilhm."
"They are not good dreams."
"What happens in your dreams?"
"War and death.  Fire and more death."
"What else do your dreams tell you to do?"
"Nothing."
Mar looked at the others and found the eldest Gaaelfharenii frowning.  "Lord Hhrahld, do you know something about Wilhm's dreams?"
"No more than he has said, my lord king, but for the last few nights I have been perplexed by a dream myself.  I do not remember it when I wake, but I have begun to believe that it portends a glorious end."
"An end to what?"
"To me, my lord king."
For a moment, Mar thought that a shimmer passed through the background ether, a realignment of some sort or perhaps a suggestion of events to come.
"Nothing else?"
Lord Hhrahld nodded.
"No future is certain.  You, of all men, should know that."  The Prince-Protector had, after all, been killed under the Mother of the Seas in the Waste and been returned to life.
"Aye, but the future will arrive, whether we want it to or not."
 



TWENTY
 
The sorcerer, seated comfortably on the curb of the public fountain, watched Patriarch Hwraldek and his guards approach along the Avenue of the Great Victory at the Nourqerii Ford.  They and the myriad others heading to the Plaza of the Empire to join the special mid-fortnight festival in celebration of the coming Summer Advent, most of whom wore traditional willow crowns laced with flowers and hauled lunches and folding stools, were oblivious to his presence, of course.  The glamour that he maintained made him completely undetectable by any sense, magical or physical, by any but another equally skilled sorcerer.  In all the world, there was only one that could have pierced his concealment, and he knew that Mar was nowhere near Khalar.
At the precise moment that the sorcerer had foreseen, Hwraldek stopped to take a drink from the fountain, walking to a spot just to the sorcerer's left while the liveried armsmen formed a barrier cordon to deflect the surrounding riff raff.  
As the patriarch bent to cup his hands in the water, Waleck made the gestures and spoke the words necessary to cast the spell that would shift the patriarch and himself slightly out of kilter with the normal pace of time.  He could maintain the grueling effort for only a few moments at most, but that should be sufficient to say what need be said to alter Hwraldek's path to the future.
As Hwraldek straightened and raised the water to his mouth, his eyes widened as he took in the frozen world without, but this was the limit of his reaction.
The sorcerer released the glamour, gave the patriarch an instant to register his presence, then said, "Patriarch Hwraldek, your noble future awaits you."
Poise intact, Hwraldek finished his drink and shook the clinging drops from his hands.  "A future awaits me, yes, as it does all men."
"Your destiny is to rule."
"Perhaps.  I perceive that you are neither a minion of the Emperor, who I am sure would deliver his own message, most likely with fire and sword, nor of the Brotherhood of Phaelle, who communicate in a more simplistic manner."
"You are correct.  I work to insure that the world proceeds along its proper path."
"And that would be?"
"One in which those who have superior breeding and intelligence rule over lesser men."
"Interesting.  What would your work have to do with me?"
"Your destiny is that you rule Khalar.  The Forty-Nine have decreed it so."
Hwraldek did not respond immediately.  After a thoughtful moment, he said, "Again, perhaps.  Tell me, sorcerer, what future you have seen."
"That I cannot do.  I have only come to offer this warning:  Do not stand idle while opportunity awaits."
With that and only seconds to spare before the time spell collapsed, Waleck ported to the balcony of an apartment that overlooked the fountain and resumed his glamour.
From this hidden vantage, he watched the patriarch whip his head about for a moment and then gesture sharply for his guards to make him a path, not to continue along the street toward the Plaza, but to return to his villa.
The sorcerer smiled, knowing that at last all was in place.
Without this prod, Hwraldek would have remained cautious, contented himself with minor intrigues, and not attempted to challenge Mar's power. 
Now, he would plot rebellion.
 



TWENTY-ONE
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 330th Day of Glorious Work
Year One of the New Age of Magic
(Sixthday, Waxing, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire)
Plythtwaelndt Fortress, north of Mhevyr
 
"Preeminence, the era of the heavily armored armsman is finished," Whorlyr pronounced as he strode into the command room.  He watched the Archdeacon's face for a reaction, but as always found Traeleon's expression unreadable.
"Are you suggesting that the Salient Order should discontinue the training of legionnaires?" the Archdeacon inquired with a lifted eyebrow.
"Of course not, Preeminence," Whorlyr replied.  "However, the superiority of magical transport and weaponry over the sword and shield is unmistakable.  As soon as we have enough bolt throwers, we should discard the sword entirely.  With no need to close with the enemy, chainmail, plate, and heavy leather will become useless weight."
"Possibly," the Archdeacon allowed.  "I take it that your victory was overwhelming?"
"My battalion destroyed the Yhmghaegnor Horse Guards in less than an hour."
"What of the Yhmghaegnor prince and noblemen?" Bhrucherra wanted to know.
"They were riding with the Horse Guards.  There were no survivors."
"You encountered no difficulties with crossfire?" the Archdeacon asked.
"No, Preeminence."
"The city?"
"Untouched, as instructed."
The Archdeacon walked over to the map table.  "What of the bridges?"
There were two fast running rivers and one wide stream between Mhevyr and Yhmghaegnor.  All three crossings had been considered potential barriers to the advance of Whorlyr's battalion.
"None were guarded, Preeminence.  Our scouts seized them without difficulty."
"We should not expect that our enemies will commit this error in future," Bhrucherra warned.
The Archdeacon drew his finger across the map from Mhevyr to Lhinstord and then to a snaking red line.  "There are fords suitable for the Algaraemyr platforms across all the water courses from here up to Lhinstord.  Beyond Lhinstord, however, the wide and deep Sand River presents a challenge."
The Archdeacon indicated the spot where the Imperial Highway intersected the river.  "Were this bridge destroyed, our invasion path would be cut off.  The next nearest bridge is fifty leagues north at Pontalbeo and it may not be wide enough to accommodate the platforms.  We would be forced to make a contested crossing of the river by mainly conventional means.  This would provide a clear advantage to the enemy and I can envision numerous scenarios in which we would be prevented from gaining a foothold on the western bank.  Moreover, granting that we did achieve the crossing, it would take a fortnight or more to ferry the platforms across on rafts.  "
"The Algaraemyr platform battalions will move like lightning, Preeminence," Whorlyr asserted.  "We will cross that bridge before the Apostate's creeping legions realize what has happened."
"Likely, but I would like to eliminate the contrary possibility.  Brother Bhrucherra, place Inquisitors in positions that will permit us to keep both ends of the bridge under observation.  At the proper moment, we shall insert Salient teams armed with bolt throwers via the Emerald Gate to secure it."
"It will be done, brother."
"Director of Forces, prepare the host.  You have a fortnight.  We go to war at dawn of Seventhday, Waning."
 



TWENTY-TWO
143rd Year of the Reign of the City
(Tenthday, Waxing, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire)
Palace of the Empire, Mhajhkaei
 
Lady Rhavaelei closed the thin flannel robe over her bare skin and tied the sash.  The form-fitting garment barely reached her mid-thigh and the cool air passing through her open windows made goosebumps chase themselves up the exposed skin of her legs.  She had considered wearing a camisole of lace and gossamer underneath, but had decided that the still youthfully firm flesh of her own uncovered breasts, loins, and thighs would work best to enflame the desire of the king.  It would not do to simply temp him; she must have him in her bed.
She had already dispensed the witch's potion into the pot of tea waiting with the matching gold-rimmed cups on the tray.   She was not completely convinced that the potion would work as claimed, but hoped that it might prove ultimately unnecessary.  Though she had no intention of indulging in common crudity, she would play the wanton so that there would be no doubt that she was willing and eager to offer him comfort.  Opportunity was the prime ingredient in indiscretion and she had never met a man that would spurn an unclothed and agreeable woman who pressed herself into his arms.
His wife, the witch, had been gone these several months.  With false kindnesses and small gifts of money, Rhavaelei had managed to befriend the old man who swept the floors outside the king's chambers and had chatted with him as often as the occasion presented.  From what the sweeper had told her, the king had not once taken concubine or engaged in highborn dalliance.  Though he was disgustingly disfigured, he was still a young man -- as he had sired a child on the witch, so he must still be intact -- and, in her experience, the longer a young man went without a woman in his bed, the more susceptible he would be to seduction.
For a brief period, while it had seemed to her that a final Phaelle'n victory was inevitable, Rhavaelei had flirted with treason, even going so far as to make indirect contact with the Brotherhood.  When, in a move that still seemed nearly miraculous, the king had retaken Mhajhkaei, she had immediately abandoned all such thoughts, knowing that her aspirations could more readily be achieved in the paternalistic but comparatively liberal Mhajhkaeirii'n political structure.  Unable to change her own sex, it would have been impossible for her to have gained any significant power in the fraternity of the Great Phaelle.
Instead she had devoted all her energies toward the establishment of influence in the new regime.  However, these efforts had run full tilt into the uncompromising Blood Oath.  Even outside the king's inner circle, every functionary and flunky had the Scar.  Those people could not be bribed, suborned by wine, extorted by peccadillo, or in any wise convinced to do anything that would diminish the stature and power of Mar, King of Mhajhkaei by blood and steel.
Against that horrible magic, she had accomplished nothing.
But tonight she would enact a gambit that in one fell stroke that would raise her above all the intransigent toadies and place her irrevocably at the king's side, at first admittedly in the scarlet position of royal mistress, but in time in her rightful place as wedded Queen.   Once he was thoroughly infatuated, it would be a simple matter to convince him to divorce the witch.
Preparing herself as a fit sacrifice, she had bathed in rosewater, letting the languid aroma permeate her skin.  After washing her hair in shampoos that smelled of lilacs and daffodils, she had combed it dry and left it to its natural, common wave.  Now,  it lay free upon her shoulders with only two silver combs to hold it off her ears.  The style was not alluring in her opinion, but she thought he would think it comely.
She had entirely eschewed colors for her eyes, cheeks or nails.  The king had a plebian taste, she knew, and would no doubt find her more pleasing without the accent of paints.  Such might have helped conceal some of the tell-tale signs of her age -- she had to be at least a decade older than the king -- but she felt certain that his attention would not remain long on her face.
She felt no quandary about prostituting her own flesh; any eventual marriage that she might have otherwise made would have been the very same.  She would not waste time railing against the unfairness foisted upon her sex by a society controlled by men.  She would simply use their own puerile weaknesses against them.
She lit the single candle on the tea tray and then, one by one, extinguished the lamps in her room.  Her doors were already securely locked and her servants ordered not to disturb her on penalty of immediate discharge.
The king was predictably banal in his habits.  When in the Palace, as tonight, he would typically supper with his officers, always discussing the untidy business of war, and then spend time reading alone in his dayroom, sometimes far into the morning.  While Rhavaelei knew that she could not pass openly in her harlot's livery through the Palace corridors, she had already prepared an alternate route that would keep her from all prying eyes.
Long before the Phaelle'n invasion, that insolent slob, the justifiably dead Knight-Defender Chor’lhanhz, had revealed many secrets in the throes of his grunting, ox-like passion.  A significant one of those had been the existence of a concealed network of walled-off servants' stairs and hallways that ran through and underneath the entire Palace.  There was no exit from the network in the Rotunda, but the four towers and their adjoining wings were literally honeycombed.  Utilizing only the aid of his own similarly treasonous adherents, the commander of the Palace Guard had renovated those particular sections of the forgotten spaces needed to enable his own nefarious purposes.  As far as Rhavaelei had been able to determine, all others who had had knowledge of the network had gone to their graves alongside Chor'lhanhz. 
As a Senator, Rhavaelei had been able to lay claim the privilege of apartments within the royal residence and had taken care to select rooms in the East Tower that she had known were accessible to the reopened passageways.  It had taken her a month to scout and clear a path with the work of her own hands to an exit into the king's dayroom, but she had not dared enlist the assistance of her servants for fear of her efforts becoming known.
After putting on furred slippers to protect her feet from the rough stone and filth of the passageways, she took up the tray and went into her bedroom.  With the tray balanced on one hand, she went to the rear wall and pressed her thumb on the button incorporated into the eye of an odalisque at the center of a carven embellishment.  Making no discernible sound, a large section of decorative paneling in the left hand wall swung open. 
The hall beyond was only barely wider than her shoulders and she had to take special care not to brush up against the dust caked walls as she followed her own footsteps through an intersection with a still blocked corridor to reach a spiral stair, then descended four storeys to a broad catacomb just underneath the Palace kitchens.  This allowed her to cross through to a much narrower tunnel that brought her into the foundations of the South Tower and from there to another stair that climbed inside its eastern segment.  After a few more turns and stairways that took her by a twisting path about the tower in a widdershins direction, she stood before her goal, a door that opened into the back of a built-in cupboard that sheltered only a dustpan and worn out broom.
In spite of her resolve, she felt some nervous and stopped to take a final long breath and let it out slowly.  Then, once more balancing the tray on one hand with care, she released the catch, eased open the false back, and stepped into the cupboard.  For a moment, she considered knocking, but discarded the idea as asinine and used the tray to push open the cupboard's thin double doors.
The balcony shutters were open to the night and the breeze flickered Rhavaelei's candle.  There were only two other lights in the room, lamps floating magically supported behind the king's chair.  Facing her with his back to the balcony, he lounged with eyes closed and appeared asleep.  As he wore only his small clothes, the raw ends of his amputated limbs and the scars on his torso were rudely displayed.  Around him on the floor and atop an adjacent table were a number of opened books and folios.
To make as little noise as possible, Rhavaelei toed off her slippers and advanced across the worn carpet on bare feet.
When she placed the tray on the corner of his table, the king's eyes shot open.
"You shouldn't be here," he growled in gruff tone.
Not once did his gaze stray from her face.
"I had trouble sleeping," she told him with a meek, apologetic smile.  "Knowing that you are often afflicted with the same ailment, I thought that you might like to share some tea with me."
"Leave," he ordered flatly.
Her confidence abruptly shaken by his apparent total disinterest in the charms outlined by her clinging robe, she used slightly shaking hands to pour a cup of the tea.  She had long practice discerning lust in the stares of men and in his eyes she saw nothing.
"Consider this a peace offering," she said as she extended the cup toward him, working to hide her fears.  "I believe that we can work together to restore Mhajhkaei and bring down the Brotherhood."
Instead of lifting his single remaining hand to receive it, the king floated up from his chair as he stared intently at the tea.
When he looked at her again, his face was full of disgust.  "You're a fool."
The cup shattered in a burst, scattering the tea, and then a sharp force hurled her backwards.  As she tumbled, her robe ripped open, and then she landed in an awkward heap, shocked into speechlessness.
"Subaltern E'hve!" the king called out in a carrying voice.
Armsmen burst through the doors instantly, swords drawn.  Sprawled, she feebly tried to gather the disheveled robe about her but their hard glares entirely disregard her nakedness.
"Lock her in chains and cast her in the dungeon," the king said as he turned away.
Rhavaelei screamed in rage and continued screaming as the pitiless armsmen dragged her away, but when the blacksmith began to heat the rivets to seal her manacles and leg irons, she began to weep.
 



TWENTY-THREE
143rd Year of the Reign of the City
(Thirteenthday, Waxing, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire)
The highlands of the island of Gh'emhoa
 
Working his way down from the saddle of the pass, Ghorn negotiated a precarious, rocky stretch of the overgrown track that wound along the slope, edged around a sharp, cliff-hugging curve, and then finally reached a wider section where he had some confidence that he would not tumble down the mountainside if he made a single misstep. 
A bit further, the cottage slid into view from behind a jutting crag.  With a moss-covered slate roof and well fitted dry stone walls reinforced with sun-bleached timber, the small structure was just large enough to have a single room.  Though there were no windows to betray signs of occupation, a good flow of light smoke from the chimney suggested that the tenant had recently stoked up a fire previously banked for the night.   The small level shelf that it sat upon had grown up with low brush and saplings for maybe a year or three, but a good bit of work had been done recently to clear the garden terraces that lay uphill from it, with dense piles of hacked limbs and stripped poles heaped nearby.  A new shed built of mill sawn planks stood just paces from the cottage, and a few white-faced milk goats peeked out at him with evident suspicion as he strode across a small, flinty yard to the solid oak door of the dwelling.
He half-expected it to open as he neared, but it remained shut and he was compelled to knock firmly but not insistently upon it.
It took a moment for the door to swing open, and when it did, he found himself facing a cocked crossbow pointed squarely at his middle.
Dropping his eyes without flinching, he bowed low.  "Good day, my queen."
Without being obvious about it, when he raised his head, he took stock of the young woman.  She wore a thick, bulky, and definitely warm-looking fleece coat that extended nearly to her boot encased feet, but it could not conceal the size of her protruding belly.  Her time was not far off.
She evidenced no surprise at his presence.  Nevertheless, her expression was not welcoming.  "You're supposed to be dead."
"And you in Mhajhkaei at the side of the king.  The world is out of kilter, it would seem."
She extended the crossbow to gently prod the chest of his heavy jacket with the steel barb of the quarrel.  "I can tell that you're not someone else concealed behind a glamour.  And you're obviously flesh, not spirit.  I'll assume that you are who you appear to be.  Why are you here?"
"To persuade you to return to the king."
The queen's expression went flat. "I'll not do that. How did you know where to find me?"
"The sorcerer told me." 
Her eyes did register surprise at this.  "Waleck?"
Ghorn nodded.  He would not speak that name.  It might only be baseless superstition, but he still remembered the stories that his nannies had told him as a child.  To name a sorcerer was to make him aware of your presence.
She studied him for a moment with a hard gaze and then lowered the weapon.  "Come in and shut the door.  Spring always comes late here in the hills and, as Gran always used to tell me, you're letting the cold in."
When she stepped back, he immediately did as bid.  With the door shut, the fire in the hearth lit the cramped interior in sharp contrast, with warm highlights and deep shadows.  Much in the cottage was old:  the simple table and two chairs, plank shelving with mismatched dishes and pots, the unvarnished frames of the two narrow beds.  But the bedding and linens of the larger bed and the lush rugs that were scattered on the stone floor were new.  In one corner, set aside for eventual use, was a beautifully carved and varnished rocking crib.  He had seen similar in markets in half a dozen cities and knew that it would fetch a price of almost a gold.
"I'm just having breakfast," the queen told him with genial disdain as she hung the crossbow on a hook alongside the door.  "It's just porridge with goat's milk.  There's enough for two, if you'd like."
"Indeed I would, my lady queen."
She went the hearth and swung the simmering pot out on its iron pivot arm, then reached out to the shelf and took down two white and blue bowls. 
"You don't have to call me that, you know," she informed him in an even tone.  Without turning, she began to fill the bowls with the gruel. "I'm not your queen any longer.  If indeed I ever was."
Ghorn inclined his head.  "The king is still the king and you are still the queen.  Nothing will ever change that." 
She walked to the table and put the bowls down, one before each of the chairs, then added brass spoons and brown ceramic mugs, which she filled from a covered pitcher.
"Mar must be a king.  The magic of the Blood Oath compels that, but it doesn't compel me to be queen.  I have all that I was destined to have of him and I am content with that."
Finding no appropriate comment, Ghorn simply took his seat.  Although the old man had told him exactly where and when to find her, the tortured soul had not been specific as to what Ghorn must do once he did.  His simple warning had been, Convince her to return, or all is lost. 
As was his habit, Ghorn ate without speaking, downing the porridge and milk in an efficient, uninterrupted, and almost reflexive process.  As it happened, he was quite hungry.  Having underestimated the time that it would take him to hike into the hills, he had made no provision for a morning meal.  The night before, at his simple camp in a nook between two boulders, he had finished the remnants of the trail food that he had bought in the town.
For her part, the queen seemed equally satisfied to not complicate her meal with conversation.
In just a few minutes, they had both finished and the queen rose and rinsed the dishes in a bucket of water and set them aside to dry.  When she was done, she sat back down across from Ghorn.
"Gran -- my grandmother -- was a witch," she told him, clearly making an explanation, but not an apology. 
"When a vision would come to her, she would write them in her book.  I lost the book some time ago, but I read it so often that I still know everything in it by heart.  When she was my age, she had a vision.  She did not describe what she saw in detail, but she did write this: Nothing will save the Emperor.  I did not connect this to Mar until Khalar, but I'm sure that you can also see that it can only refer to him."
Ghorn leaned back in his chair. "And you interpret this vision as predicting his doom?"
"Can he have any other fate?"
"Yes and you are the key to it."
Telriy examined his face.  "How so?"
"The sorcerer is two men.  One is merciless, powerful, and driven to change the world.  The other is old, weak, and content to let the world be as it will.  This second foretold my escape and thereby, I believe, enabled me to do so.  He also told me a great many things about the state of the current world and how the future of Mhajhkaei will unfold.  One of these was that the king, without you, cannot prevail against the monks.  He will be slain and so will all those who are sworn to him."
The queen sat without saying anything for several moments, regarding him with an uncompromising stare.  Then, she allowed, "I've seen the two men that Waleck is, one ancient, one just old.  I trust neither.  Why do you?"
"I do not.  But I do know that it is a fact that the king is better with you than without.  Thus far, everything that the old man has predicted has come to pass. Given the disastrous consequences should this final prophecy also come to pass, I do not feel that I have the luxury to ignore his warning on the chance that he may be wrong."
"He could simply be lying."
"Since I do not have the power to determine that, I must ignore the possibility for the same aforementioned reasons."
The strength of her expression did not falter. "I've chosen my course."
She rose before he could say anything more and moved to the hearth to transfer several lengths of split oak from a stack in the inglenook onto the fire.  Turning around to expose her back to the heat, she asked, "Will you tell Mar where I am?"
"No.  He might turn aside from the monks to seek you."
"He cannot.  He is a king.  The magic of the Blood Oath will not permit him to abandon his people."
Ghorn considered that, then suggested,  "What he feels for you may be stronger."
When she did not respond to this, he knew immediately, as if he had received a vision of his own, what he must say to sway her. 
"Do not run away from someone you love when he faces those who would burn down all that is good in the world."
She looked stunned, as if his words had struck her with physical force, then her face became stone.  "Get out of my house."
Without reaction, Ghorn stood, bowed low, and went out into the cold air.  Not once turning to look back, he started up the track.
The queen, wrapped in a dark wool greatcloak and shouldering a large satchel, caught up with him before he had gone a hundred paces.
"At the first farm, you'll pay someone to attend the goats until I return."  This was not a request, but the regal command.
"Yes, my lady queen."  Ghorn replied.  He felt no satisfaction at his success, but he did experience a brooding moment of relief and worry.
 



TWENTY-FOUR
 
"You will finally destroy it all," Waleck said.
"Magical civilization must be restored," the sorcerer countered, continuing to study the wavering ethereal images in the grime encrusted skrying tablet.  The color was washed out and the once polished stone chipped and rough, but the magics seemed intact.
"Only a universal return to the use of magic can alleviate the barbarism and savagery that afflicts the world today."
Naught but a single, insincere candle on the cracked stone altar moderated the darkness of the clammy and uncomfortably small chamber.  The state and size of the place resurrected unpleasant memories.  The sorcerer had come to the cold, isolated tomb on the Eastern Shore to retrieve this bit of ancient technology, which had been revealed to him in a dream.
"There is some degradation in the spells, but I believe that I will be able to repair it."
"Magic destroyed our world."
"The idiocy of its rulers destroyed our world.  This device will permit me to directly monitor all of my actors and insure their compliance with my script."
"In your time, you considered it unethical to attempt to manipulate the actions of others through the use of your sorcery."
"Before the war, I had sufficient luxury of action to entertain a more altruistic attitude.  Now, with all that is at stake, I cannot afford weakness.  Only fire and blood can turn the course of the world and restore magic so that all may benefit from it."
"As I said, you will destroy it all."
With an impatient gesture, the sorcerer powered down the damaged tablet, wrapped it in burlap, and tucked it away inside his leather pack.  Shouldering the pack and taking up the candle, he began to weave his way back through the crumbling maze to the surface.
"There may be significant damage, but my calculations prove that it will be restricted to a defined area."
"You have made an error."
The sorcerer ignored this.
"I have analyzed all the possible future scenarios that my manipulations might generate," he boasted, not bothering to conceal his deserved pride, as he navigated a double blind corner and then squeezed through a narrow opening ingeniously incorporated into the nostril of a giant petroglyph.  "The actions that I have taken will ensure the rebirth of magical civilization."
"You are deceiving yourself.  You have not taken into account the variables over which you have no influence."
"Those variables are of no consequence."
"All variables are of consequence.  You wrote that in your last monograph."
"But I also wrote that many insignificant variables can be disregarded."
"Once more, you are deceiving yourself.  You have made no provision for the unforeseen."
"Untrue.  When I am once more in command --"
"You would set yourself up as a despot over the entire world?"
"No, of course not.  But the peoples of the world will need a guide to show them the way to the peace and prosperity that only magic can bring."
"And that would be you?"
"Certainly I am the most qualified candidate.  Before the war, I spent a decade in high command and had consequent diplomatic experience.  I have experienced the complete span of modern history and am more knowledgeable of it and of the societies and economies of the present world than any other living soul."
"Knowledge is not the same as wisdom."
"I am the most powerful sorcerer alive and have sufficient magical power to turn aside any opposition."
"Mar is stronger.  You know this to be true."
"But he is untrained.  Regardless, his fate is destruction."
"He can avoid his fate."
"The preponderance of the forces that I have set in motion will make that impossible."
"The peoples of the world will reject you.  The ancient stigma of sorcery will cause them to despise and hate you."
"They love their nonsensical gods.  They will love me.  I will lead them as a god."
"You are insane," Waleck accused while the sorcerer climbed up through a breach onto the rain swept mountainside.
"Coming from someone who only exists within my head," the sorcerer said with a final, slightly troubled laugh, "that statement is absurd."
 



TWENTY-FIVE
The 1645th year of the Glorious Empire of the North
(Firstday, Waning, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire)
Khalar
 
Hwraldek looked around the table and saw uncertainty on the other faces.  Though there were five dinning rooms of various capacities and degrees of grandeur in his villa, he had chosen a small room with very thick walls adjacent to his own quarters to host this meeting.  No one not standing within the room could hear anything said inside it, and the tight space required the attendees to sit almost shoulder to shoulder, a proximity that would discomfort all of them.  He wanted the entire group to be slightly off balance.
Shared suppers were traditional during the festival days of the last fortnight of spring, and it had been a simple matter to disguise these conspiratorial gatherings as nothing more than that.
"The time is now," he repeated.  "The Brotherhood of Phaelle will begin its attack within days.  We must seize control while all eyes are on the east.  The Emperor will be too occupied to contest our rule and will be forced to accept it."
"The Army supports the Emperor," Erhtrys countered.
"Most of the Army has gone south.  I have made arrangements to keep those few that are left shuttered within their barracks."
"What of the polybolos boats?"
"They are wood.  They will burn at their moorings at the proper moment."
Mwyrlzhre tapped the table with his fork once to focus all eyes on him.  "The Viceroy's Personal Guard has more than doubled in size under Lord Purhlea and most have the Scar.  What of Erskh?"
"The Viceroy's Guard is a creature of the Mhajhkaeirii now.  Erskh no longer has any power or supporters in its ranks.  When we take control, he will hide in his house until we drag him out for his execution.  Only a third of the Guard's strength is kept in the Old City and those will be concentrated around the temples during the festival.  The riot will take care of most of these for us and those that manage to survive will be easy prey for our mercenaries."
Lhyt took a sip of wine and then tugged on his beard, a nervous habit that Hwraldek knew revealed that the metal trader was weighing his options, including, no doubt, the betrayal of the Hwraldek and the others to the Mhajhkaeirii.  "How many of the other Patriarchs will support the insurrection?"
"The most important have all made commitments.  Our victory will quickly sway the rest."
"There is a danger of total chaos if the riots get out of hand," Seoralye said.
"Once the Viceroy and his minions are dead, we will drive the plebes back to the Lower City and seal the bridges, as we always have."
"The sorcery is critical to the deception," Seoralye said.  "Are you sure of it?"
"I have myself seen the device demonstrated.  The illusion is perfect."
"After the sacrilege is made known, there can be no hesitation," Seoralye insisted.  "The Temples must be protected."
"I will personally supervise every stage of the operation.  There will be no missteps."  He looked around the table again and saw that no more objections would be raised.  "We are agreed?  In two days we shall retake Khalar?"
Nods circulated in slow succession. 
Only Lhyt was bold enough to confirm his ascent to treason verbally and he limited himself to a curt, "Yes."
The remainder of the exquisite meal passed in unenthusiastic and tensely neutral small talk.  As soon as propriety permitted, his guests, one by one -- none wished to be seen leaving together lest the others suspect treacherous collusion -- excused themselves and departed.
Hwraldek knew that his co-conspirators were weak, both in will and intellect, and that they must at the proper times be purged, but for the moment he needed each and every one of them to bring his plan to fruition.
As soon as all the other members of the Privy Council had left the dining room, Hwraldek's final guest, who had hidden out of sight behind a false wall, open a decorative panel and emerged to take one of the vacated seats across from the patriarch.
"Your allies seem less than committed," the man remarked without expression.
"None are pleased by their loss of status and influence under the rule of the Mhajhkaeirii, and all realize that if I am betrayed that I will make sure that they are all executed with me.  They will not fail to carry through with my plan.  The only question that I have is what level of support I may expect from you."
The man showed no reaction to the unsubtle challenge.  "The assassin is in place."
Though he had not shared his conviction with the rest of the Privy Council, Hwraldek knew that the only way to guarantee that he retained power in Khalar was to eliminate the magician-king of the Mhajhkaeirii.  "The Emperor must die."
The monk smiled.  "There is no doubt of that."
 



TWENTY-SIX
Firstday, Waning, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire
Gh'emhoa
 
Pulling the draw knife carefully, Lhevatr smoothed the armlength long section of the starboard top rail that he had just spent a good hour replacing.  A rigger working to repair a spar had dropped a sledge from six manheight up and the heavy iron hammer had smashed a large splinter from the rail.
"Fine work there, Whoddhurl," the Captain commended as he passed, striding toward midships.
"Thank you, sir!"
With a colossal black beard in which he held great pride and the sturdy frame of a lifelong mariner, Captain Thylbr ran a relaxed but efficient ship.  Prior to the Phaelle'n invasion, he had captained a merchant galley under the second-tier Merchant House of D'haeor.  While he, like many of the new naval commanders of the Imperial Fleet, bore the scar of the Blood Oath, it had been his experience with the Aehrfhaen trade routes that had earned him the captaincy of the Empress Telriy.
When Lhevatr had applied to join Thylbr's crew, he had had no trouble convincing the Mhajhkaeirii that he was both an experienced marine carpenter and a trustworthy Gkuyoienii.  Neither was a true masquerade, however, as he had been born on the island of Gkuyoien, which with enthusiastic local support had been ruled as a colony for half a millennia by The Greatest City in All the World, and had apprenticed as a carpenter for five years before he had joined the Society of the Duty and later the Brotherhood of Phaelle.
The former Martial Director watched covertly as Thylbr went down the boarding ramp to join the guards and First Officer Rhoird'myg on the upper platform of the old stone watch tower, the highest structure on Gh'emhoa.  The unimportant island had not been on the original itinerary of the vessel, but since the primary though unspoken purpose of the voyage was to show the flag of the Empire, it had been made known to the crew that the Captain would entertain requests for non-frivolous detours to other ports of call.
Lhevatr, or course, had not been surprised when the Empress Telriy changed course to Gh'emhoa, nor was he surprised to see the two who waited before the First Officer, a cloaked and hooded but clearly heavily pregnant young woman and the armsman who had joined the crew under the name of Brendnt.  Waleck's instructions had been specific and thorough.
However, the accident that had coincidentally placed Lhevatr near enough to overhear what was now said on the tower platform was apparently simply a fortunate turn of fate.
"Armsman Brendnt," Captain Thylbr wanted to know, "what's this about a passenger?"
Though Waleck had not provided the information, Lhevatr, after listening to the armsman in the galley a few times and observing him discretely as he moved about the skyship, had already determined that Brendnt was likewise only playing a role.  Brendnt's common and scruffy appearance could not conceal his broad education, cultured manner of speaking, aristocratic poise, or the oft demonstrated skills and experience that indicated him to be someone who had held significant command.  Whatever his actual name, Brendnt was a Mhajhkaeirii lord.
Lhevatr saw Brendnt smile somewhat mischievously. 
"I must beg your pardon, Captain, but I have sailed on the Empress Telriy under false pretenses."
"Eh?  How's that?  You've shown good discipline aboard my vessel, Brendnt, and I'm not really concerned about any peccadilloes that you may have committed in the past."
"Not something so benign, I am afraid, Captain.  I believe that you will recognize the lady who accompanies me."
The young woman pushed back her hood and straightaway the captain, the First Officer, and the two guards, all looking quite stunned, dropped to one knee.
Though Lhevatr had never seen the comely young woman before, he knew her to be the witch Telriy, by right of marriage Queen of the Mhajhkaeirii and Empress of the reborn Empire.  The captain and the others, veterans of the re-conquest of Mhajhkaei, would have no doubt as to her identity.
"Please rise, Captain Thylbr," the queen said in a dry tone, somewhat irked.  "I'd like passage to Mhajhkaei on your skyship, if you don't mind, and I need to get there as soon as possible."
Thylbr bolted to his feet. "At your command, my lady queen!  We'll cast off immediately!  If you would care to follow me?"
Rhoird'myg and the guards fell in behind the impromptu procession of the Captain, the queen, and Brendnt.  Once aboard, the latter three moved forward, but as soon as the First Officer's boots hit the varnished planks, he raced to the mate of the deck and ordered him to pipe Stand To All Hands.
Amidst the exploding bustle of the skyship's two dozen crewmen popping from hatchways to run for the rigging and mooring ropes, Lhevatr hustled to help the two armsmen haul in the boarding ramp.  He was not normally called upon to make sail and lending a hand with the ramp would give him an excuse for staying within hearing range of the queen.
At the doorway that led to the officers' cabins under the steerage deck, the Captain offered, "We have an empty cabin in the officer's section, my lady queen.  It's rather small, but it's the best we have available."
"I'm sure that it will be suitable.  If you don't mind, though, I'd like to stay on deck for a while."
"Certainly, my lady queen.  Would you like to observe from the steerage?"
"No, this will be fine."
The magician-pilot, Third Officer Keiarh, came up to the Captain and saluted.  "Shall I make ready to get under way, sir?"
Though earnest, Keiarh, a balding, tall and lean retired scholar, could manage at best but six leagues an hour, and that only for short periods.  Whenever the wind was favorable, the Empress Telriy relied on her sails.  Thus far, the majority of the voyage had been accomplished under full canvas rather than partial magic.
  The queen spoke up before Thylbr could reply.  "If it's all the same to you, Captain, you can dispense with the sails and allow your pilot to stand down.  I'm in a bit of a hurry and I'd like to pilot the skyship back to the city."
The Captain saluted.  "Of course, my lady queen. First Officer, relay appropriate orders to the crew."
Lhevatr, standing alongside the stowed boarding ramp at the starboard rail and thus off to one side out of the direct view of the bow facing officers and queen, took a firm hold with his right hand.  The skyship was given to sudden surges when under the magical control of the Third Officer, and Lhevatr wanted to be prepared should the queen's piloting skills be similarly abrupt. 
However, save for the sight of the old tower drifting downward, there was little indication of movement as the skyship began to rise immediately into the air.
"I intend to make top speed," the queen told Thylbr.  "Please have a chair brought to me and warn your crew that the wind across the deck will approach gale strength."
Lhevatr, along with the majority of the crew, were ordered below decks as the skyship began to accelerate.  Rather than go along with the other off-duty hands to the empty hold that the crew had co-opted as a lounge or seek his bunk to indulge in the sailor's traditional pastime of sleep, he followed the main corridor aft to the galley, where, as expected, he found the cooks, Mhoyt and Bhelgam securing pots and pans in their shelves.  As he liked to know how his food was prepared, Lhevatr had made a point of cultivating their friendship.  This had incidentally provided him the opportunity to volunteer to serve as an occasional steward in the officers' mess and it was that duty that he hoped would allow him access to the queen.  Given the apparent significant difference in his and her station, he could not simply speak to her without appropriate justification.  
Mhoyt, heavy, tall, and similar in age to Lhevatr, immediately demanded, "What's going on up there, Whoddhurl?"
"The Empress herself has come aboard.  She's driving us back to the city."
Bhelgam, a rower escaped from a Phaelle'n galley, was slim and twenty years younger than Mhoyt.  He made a rude noise.  "So what's the rest of the joke?"
Lhevatr grinned.  "No joke.  She came aboard with Brendnt and now we're headed back to Mhajhkaei at top speed."
"Rumor was that she had run off and left the king," Mhoyt mentioned.
Lhevatr shrugged expansively.  "Maybe so, but now she's running back to him."
Bhelgam scratched the back of his neck.  "I never believed that she would do that.  She could've been spying on the monks."
"I doubt it," Lhevatr said.  He made a gesture with both arms held wide around his belly.
Mhoyt raised his eyebrows.  "That way, eh?  Makes sense. My uncle Cylh always said that a woman most wanted her husband around when she was in the family way."
"Could be you're right, Mhoyt," Lhevatr agreed.  "Hey, wonder if I could get a bit of tea while I'm here?"
"Sure.  I'll have to put on a fire to boil the water, so it'll be a few."
"I'll wait."
"It might be smart to stoke up the stove in case she wants a meal," Bhelgam suggested.  "The Captain wouldn't appreciate us making her wait."
"I'll get the wood for the stove," Lhevatr offered.
He was drinking his tea and chatting with the cooks a few minutes later when First Officer Rhoird'myg stuck his head in.
"Mhoyt, brew some tea right away and send a mug topside with some bread and cheese."
"Aye, sir.  Just so happens that I have a fresh kettle on now.  We'll have it ready straightaway.  Is it for the queen, sir?"
"That's right.  The Captain wants a top notch meal put on for lunch, so the two of you had better get started.  Whoddhurl, you take up the queen's tea and then lay to and help here in the galley."
Lhevatr successfully repressed a smile.  "Aye, sir."
He carried the tea and bread up on a wooden tray.  After considering the significant sound of the air that now passed over the skyship's hull, he went forward and took the stairs up to the corridor under the steerage deck.  This allowed him to exit onto the main deck behind the windbreak of the elevated section.   He found the queen, wrapped securely in her greatcloak, relaxing in a chair just outside the doorway.  The Captain and Brendnt, the latter clearly acting in the role of royal bodyguard, were in attendance, but the rest of the deck, swept by the fierce wind of the skyship's passage, was clear.
"At this rate," Thylbr was said with some enthusiasm, "we'll reach Mhajhkaei by tomorrow afternoon."
"Will your magician be able to monitor the spells while I sleep?" the queen asked.
The Captain deflated slightly.  "Perhaps not at this speed."
"Then we'll have to reduce speed to what he can manage."
Lhevatr presented the tray to the queen, who took the mug with evident gratitude.
"Thank you," she said with a smile.
Lhevatr took note of the fact that Brendnt watched the exchange but showed no overt reaction.
"Thank you, my lady queen," Lhevatr said in an even tone.  "We are happy to serve."
This last common phrase was the pass code that Waleck had given him.
The queen shot him a sharp look.  "Have you brought me anything else?"
"Yes, my lady queen.  It's here on the tray."  Lhevatr glanced down pointedly, though he looked not at the dull green disk little larger than a silver thal sitting innocently in the corner but rather at the plate of sliced bread and cheese.
"That's fine. Let me have the tray.  I'll just put it here in my lap."
Lhevatr complied and then departed.  Back in the galley, Mhoyt set him to grinding spices and he attacked the task with gusto.
He was finally done.
The Society of the Duty had no goals, no plans, and no schemes, only an oft-debated and ill-defined philosophy -- the promotion of the use of magic without the infliction of harm.  Further, the group never organized a collective effort, leaving it to the conscience of each member to determine how that philosophy should be appropriately implemented.
In the last forty years, Lhevatr did not believe that he had accomplished a great deal in that wise.  His own magical ability was negligible.  His service in the legions of the Brotherhood had been motivated not by philosophical aspirations but by a youthful ambition that had eventually succumbed to the realities of age.  His rise through the ranks of the fraternity had been slow and unremarkable, and only at the last as Martial Director, an office gained through a chance accident of war, had he had any influence in the ruling hierarchy.
Perhaps only today had an action of his actually swayed the course of events.
But, regardless, he was done.  He had engineered his last intrigue and would leave the fate of the world to others. 
As soon as the Empress Telriy docked in Mhajhkaei, he would take passage for Gkuyoien, find a small place to call home, grow a garden and build a fishing boat, and leave the rest of the world to fend forevermore for itself.
 



TWENTY-SEVEN
Thirdday, Waning, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire
Plaza of the Empire, Khalar
 
The shuffling crowd surged ahead abruptly.  Pyntyr, carrying his daughter Zhue, gestured for his wife Lyhya to hurry. 
"If we don't move faster," he told her, "we'll miss the juggling."
"Juggling!" Zhue squealed in excitement. Only four, she found words exciting in and of themselves.
Holding on to their dancing eight year old son Mlymhon with one hand and gripping the basket that had their lunch in the other while trying to keep her feet from being stepped on, Lyhya gave him a sour look.  "I think you're more worried about missing those shameless women taking a bath right out in the open."
Pyntyr looked aghast.  "Moon Dancers aren't 'shameless women,' dear.  They're dedicated servants of the Goddess Miyra. And they are not 'taking a bath,' they're performing holy ablutions."
"Dedicated servants who just happen to be young, slim, and mostly naked.  Hmmph."
Today was the last holy day of spring and all the temples had scheduled special ceremonies to welcome the Advent of Summer.  The brass foundry where Pyntyr worked had closed for the day and he had decided to take his family to enjoy the festivities in the Plaza of the Empire.  They had started early, but unfortunately it seemed that half the Lower City had also decided to do the same thing.  The multitudes occupying the Avenue of Rhwalkahn’s Ascension had been so thick that it had taken them a full hour to walk from the Red Ice Bridge to this point, where the monuments and shrines at the head of the Plaza were in sight.
"My admiration of their nubile bodies is no more than an expression of my faith in the --" Pyntyr began.  The large woman in front of him stopped abruptly, forcing him to do likewise.  A man behind him was not so quick and bumped into him and then muttered a frustrated apology.
Over the constant serrated tremolo of the crowd, Pyntyr heard something that sounded like screams.
"Lyra, did you hear that?"
"Hear what?" she demanded, drawing Mlymhon up short when he tried to make a break for it between two older women standing together.
"I guess it was nothing."
Like a wave, a backwards movement shifted through the crowd.  Pyntyr barely got out of the way of the large woman when a gang of costume wearing adolescents in front of her shambled to the rear without looking.  Shouts and curses began to circulate.
"Pyntyr," Lyra said, sounding worried, "something is wrong."
"Something wrong!" Zhue repeated, wiggling around in his arms to try to see better toward the Plaza.
"Let's try to move over to the side," he told Lyra, putting his free arm around his wife to make sure they did not get separated.
Another shift surged through the crowd and now an uproar coming from the Plaza was quite clear.
"We'd better go back," Lyra told him firmly, putting her basket down so that she could pick up Mlymhon.
"Alright."  He turned around and spoke to the man behind.  "Pardon me, but we'd like to go back.  Could you let us by?"
Looking concerned, the fellow, holding an unlit incense burner, looked toward the Plaza and then turned about and pressed against the stalled crowd.  The impulse instantly spread and almost immediately a general, though glacial, retreat commenced.  Another surge spurred it to greater speed and then there was a lot of shoving and more shouting.  Within moments, running people started breaking through the narrow gaps in the crowd.  One woman collided with another and the second was knocked down to sprawl on the pavement.
"Lyra!  Get to that doorway before we get trampled!" he said, pushing his wife and son ahead of him toward the deeply inset entryway of a closed bakery.
"Wait!  I don't have the basket!"
"Forget it!"
They managed to reach the doorway just before the general panic took hold and the avenue became full of running, frightened people.
Clutching their son tightly to her chest, Lyra, flustered and afraid, demanded, "What could have happened?"
Pyntyr saw someone he knew, another workman named Thlee from the foundry, coming back from the Plaza at a dead run.  He waved and shouted the man's name as loud as he could.  Thlee turned his head, saw Pyntyr, and dodged into the entryway.
"Thlee!  What is it?" Pyntyr pressed.  "What's happening?"
Wild-eyed, Thlee shouted, "It's the Imperials!  Some of them went up onto the portico of the temple Miyra.  They said that there are no gods but the Emperor and they attacked the dancers!  They killed one of them!  They've killed a moon dancer!"
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When the rioters surged up the stairs on both the right and the left and flooded under the portico of the Viceroy's Library, Legate Stromhaeldnt yelled, "Fall back in rank!"
Ceannaire Pedgel and the other eight legionnaires, shields locked together, took measured steps to the rear, drawing back to where the frantic scholar and his two students were striving to close one of the massive, two-manheight-tall main entrance doors.
Standing just behind the shield line with his sword drawn, Stromhaeldnt paced backwards to match his men's retreat.
Stones and refuse arced from the crowd and thudded into the shields.  A glob of unidentified rotten fruit smacked into Stromhaeldnt's helmet before he could duck out of the way.  Curses and condemnations roared from a hundred guttural, rage-filled voices. 
If the mob won through into the Library, Stromhaeldnt was certain that he and his men would be torn apart.
When the shield line had contracted to a compact semi-circle about the entrance, Stromhaeldnt ordered, "Stand fast!"
Another wave of impromptu missiles flew from the jumbled mass of men and youths, but the leading elements recoiled a good seven paces shy of the shield line.  Apparently, none of the rioters was zealous enough to be the first to face the legionnaires' short swords.  Then someone farther back began to chant "Death to the Imperials!" and within seconds the whole mob had taken up the condemnation.
Stromhaeldnt threw his head around and saw that the thin framed scholar and the two young men had closed the first of the ponderously moving doors and had moved to the second.
A cracked cobblestone as big as Stromhaeldnt's fist sailed passed his shoulder and impacted the closed door.
"Fall back! Merge ranks!"
He allowed the contracting front of legionnaires to push him through the opening and then danced sideways to throw his shoulder against the remaining door alongside the three civilians.
"Everyone inside, now!"
With an inarticulate animal roar, the rioters charged as the legionnaires broke ranks to dodge inside. When it looked like the rioters might catch the last man, who unsurprisingly happened to be Thilbus, Pedgel leapt forward, caught the young legionnaire's shoulders, and bodily dragged him in through the narrowing opening as Stromhaeldnt and the rest slammed the second portal home.
"The bar!" The scholar urged.  "Quickly!"
Burk and Westlen had already snatched up the long steel-bound beam from its storage bracket along the side wall and they dropped it in place just a breath before the mob collided with the doors.  The panels bounced and then rocked back and forth a span or so from the thud of angry fists, but remained closed.
The scholar hiked his traditional white and crimson robes and dropped to his bony knees.  "Help me set the bolts," he told no one in particular. Taking hold of the protruding handle of a span-wide flat bar, he pointed to a similar one on the other door.
Stromhaeldnt quickly moved and knelt to mirror the scholar.
"When it lines up with the socket in the floor," the scholar directed, "drive it home."
Stromhaeldnt looked down to find the matching iron-lined rectangular hole in the tile and made ready as the door continued to move in and out under the irregular onslaught of the rioters.  He missed on the outswing but was faster on the inswing and jammed the bar down half an armlength. This steadied both doors and the scholar, after shaking his bar a bit, also secured his bolt.  The doors continued to vibrate in response to the pounding of fists, but gradually this fell off when it became clear to those outside that they would not get in.  After a moment, another chant rose, but the hundred voice strong sound moved away.
Relieved, Stromhaeldnt stood and then helped the scholar up.
Grinning, the man bowed in a stiff, archaically formal fashion. 
"My thanks, legate, for all of your aid but most especially for the salvation of the Library.  What with the holy day, none of the staff are here and we would never have gotten the doors closed without your help.  Those degenerates would have done awful damage inside. I dread to think that they may have maliciously set fires.  If the Library were to burn again, I fear that the great institution would never rise again, what with all the talk of war.  I am Lhyrchoos, scholar of geography.  My students are Tyras and Splaend'n."
"My duty and my pleasure, sir.  I am Stromhaeldnt, House of Penniyl, Thirty-Ninth Reserve Exurban Legion, Imperial Army."  He gave the names of the eight legionnaires very quickly and then asked, "Scholar, if you are familiar with the Library, may I ask if there are other entrances that we should also secure?"
"Oh!  You are right!  Let me think."  Lhyrchoos rubbed his chin.  "There are only two other smaller entrances that I know of and these are usually locked, but it would be wise to check them.  Tyras and Splaend'n know the locations.  Should I send them with some of your armsmen?"
Stromhaeldnt readily agreed and ordered his legionnaires to go with the two students, then cast his gaze around the splendid entranceway, admiring the patterned tile floor, the bas-reliefs, and the illustrative murals of the ceiling.  Something large struck and shattered on the doors, driving his attention back to their current predicament.
"This is the first time that I've been in the Library, Scholar Lhyrchoos," he admitted.  "Is there a place where I can see out on the plaza?"
Lhyrchoos tucked back one corner of his mouth in a thoughtful manner.  "There are no ground floor windows, but there is a catwalk that the attendants use to clean the chamber dome windows.  I have never been up there, so I am not sure that you can see anything but the roof of the portico from that vantage, but we can give it a try.  Philosophy would have the best angle, I would think.  If you would follow me?"
Lhyrchoos led Stromhaeldnt through the entranceway, took a right in the main hall and then turned right again into a gargantuan domed chamber filled with what must have been literally thousands of books on dozens and dozens of large shelves.  The scholar cut straight across, dodging efficiently around tables and down aisles to the outside wall.  The lower manheight of the wall was covered in a series of blue one armlength by two wooden panels that were trimmed with half-round molding forming a complex geometrical shape. From a pillar faced in polished cream marble, Lhyrchoos counted left to the sixth panel and then pressed hard on the left of it.
Stromhaeldnt hear a spring catch release and the panel bounced open to present a dim shaft filled with an ironwork spiral staircase.
"I have seen the bondsmen go in and out this a hundred times," Lhyrchoos explained.  "I have been tempted once or twice to pop up for a look but have never summoned sufficient bravado to do so."
It was a full three storeys up the clanking steps to the catwalk and the scholar, became winded by the time they reached it.
"I have never been enthused much by athletics," Lhyrchoos confessed, huffing as he dropped to sit on the protruding base course of the low brick wall that supported the windows.  "I must take a rest."
"That's fine. Wait here and I'll take a look."
The catwalk was simply an unguarded ledge about two paces wide that circled the chamber.  Leery of the drop, Stromhaeldnt stayed close to the windows and kept his eyes on his footing as he moved around the ledge clockwise.
Off duty for the festival, but wanting to just relax, he had been taking his ease in his temporary quarters in the Blue Fortress and had just begun the tedious process of composing a letter to his wife when a messenger had arrived with orders for him to take a file of his section to the Plaza of the Empire and there provide assistance to the Viceroy's Guard.  Feeling put upon and grumbling about the short notice, he had nevertheless acknowledged the order, donned his gear, and gone around to the barracks to see how many, if any, of his men could be rounded up.  He had found Pedgel and the other seven, but all the rest had gone off to try out the taverns and other diversions in the Lower City.
Upon arrival in the plaza, one of the Mhajhkaeirii officers, who had been surprised but pleased by the appearance of the legionnaires, had given Stromhaeldnt charge of the Library.  At first, there had been nothing to do and Stromhaeldnt and his men had simply watched from the high ground of the portico as the crowds began to pile in.  After the plaza was full, though, a number of people tried to encroach upon the portico platform and the nine of them had been kept busy politely discouraging festively dressed citizens from trying to set up their lunch beneath the shade.
Thus occupied, he had not seen the incident that sparked the riot, but the turmoil had exploded so suddenly that he had to believe that some offence against the Forty-Nine had occurred.  In the pre-Emperor Imperial Army, it had been an item of doctrine that the denizens of the Lower City would riot over the most insignificant of grievances, such as a misspelled syllable in the name of the Lord of the Obscure, Ply'nhor'chou'rhast'kif'slptitu, which had actually happened once, according to a legendary rumor.
When he reached the southernmost point on the circular catwalk, he found that he could indeed view the majority of the plaza through the slightly smudged panes.
The vast crowds had disbursed, but as many as several thousand rioters remained.  Some were beginning to stream from the Plaza into the surrounding streets, no doubt bent on looting and arson.  There were no fires visible yet, but rioters always found materials to make torches to throw into some patriarch's villa.  The main temples looked to be occupied and defended by their respective partisan followers and had thus far suffered no damage.  In the southern part of the plaza, a number of large brawls had broken out as groups tried to defend or assault a particular shine or holy place.
Nothing could be seen of the several hundred guardsmen that had been policing the Plaza or of any organized effort to suppress the disturbance.  Apparently, the civil guards had been swept away, retreated, or found sanctuary in the temples.
Satisfied that he had seen all that there was to see at the moment, he made his way back around to Lhyrchoos.
"How does it look?" the scholar asked as he approached.
"None better," Stromhaeldnt told him.  "It might be some time before we're able to leave.  I'm going down to check on my men.  Will you need any assistance to descend?"
Lhyrchoos stood up.  "No, I have recovered, thank you.  I do think that I will tarry a bit, if you have no objection.  I have always wanted to have a look out these windows, so many times have I gazed up at them, so I feel I must take advantage of my opportunity while I am here."
Stromhaeldnt found the ceannaire and the legionnaires standing in a loose group at the intersection of the entranceway and the main hall.  They had been chatting, but quieted when he arrived.
"Both doors already locked and barred, sir," Pedgel reported.  "One was at the rear of the building and one was in the second level underground.  Must be tunnels down there, but we didn't open it to see."
"Excellent."
"So, sir, what's the plan?"
Stromhaeldnt shrugged.  Inside the stout walls of the Library might be the safest place for him and his tiny command. Venturing out, for whatever purpose, struck him as a bad idea all the way around.
"The last order that I received was to protect the Library.  So that's what we'll do.  Until relieved by competent authority, we hold here.  I certainly don't want to go out into the chaos."
"Then, we might better check around and see if we can find any water or food, sir."
"Good idea, Pedgel.  We could be here for a while."
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Today, the Avenue of the Exalted Emperors was all but deserted.  The area from the Plaza of the Empire up to the Viceroy's palace was mainly residential in nature, and the avenue was lined with the townhouses of the affluent and the villas of the rich. Many of the gates of the villas and the doors of the well appointed homes were decorated with flowers and bright ribbon in celebration of the festival, but, like the bulk of the residents of the Old City, the factors, merchants, and bureaucrats who lived hereabout would not be making the short pilgrimage to the holy places.  They would prudently celebrate Summer Advent behind closed doors and leave the temples of the Plaza of the Empire to the raucous throngs of parading faithful that would cross the river from the Lower City. 
The distance from the Viceroy's Palace to the plaza was less than a league and Purhlea had chosen to walk, rather than use the skyship launch that was permanently tasked to his use.  He had no intention of staying at the celebrations long, but as Viceroy of Khalar, his appearance was obligatory.
"I am glad to get the exercise," he told Legate Khraake as they strode along the vacant central promenade.  "I spend way too much time fighting with paperwork instead of practicing with my sword.  What Khalar needs is an administrator, not a field commander.  I am going to send another request to the Emperor to replace me."
"What number would that be, my lord?" Khraake asked, half-smiling.
A tall, rush-haired native Khalarii who had joined the Guard after the Emperor's coronation, Khraake was, like Purhlea and the four guardsmen that accompanied them, dressed in the traditional Khalarii Summer Advent festival attire of raw wool trousers, white cotton shirt, rawhide sandals, and flower garlands. 
Purhlea had selected the members of his own guard detail based upon proven intelligence, demonstrated circumspection, martial ability, and submission to the king through the Blood Oath.  Early on, Khraake had shown a strong propensity for leadership and had been promoted accordingly.
As a whole, Khalar had accepted the transition to a new Viceroy and a new Emperor without batting an eye and not a single moment of unrest had occurred.  In point of fact, the common people seemed to have whole-heartedly welcomed the change.  Nevertheless, Purhlea had never been one to temp fate and as a matter of policy always had his guards near.  On the frequent occasions when he found their presence constricting or agitating, he would recollect the historical account of the Emperor Bhorghandt III that he had first read as a youth.  Bhorghandt had been stabbed to death in the open street by his three closest friends and allies.
Moving to the right to walk around a three armlength wide raised planter that sported dark purple roses, Purhlea harrumphed.  "It will be the sixth, but with summer coming on, there will be battles in the east.  I will be needed there."
"I think you told me the same thing last time, my lord."
Purhlea laughed.  "You are right, legate.  Nevertheless, I shall continue to --"
A few paces ahead, the steel head of a quarrel burst obscenely out the back of the guardsman on the left, Thindhaol, and he collapsed with nary a sound.   The guardsman on the right, Burtrahn, hardly had time to twist about in shock before a second bolt took him full in the chest.
Purhlea threw himself prone, just avoiding a third shot that whizzed passed, and shouted at the others, "Get to cover!"
Khraake dodged, trying to draw his sword, but gasped and slammed to the ground with a quarrel through his left shoulder.  Lhot and Gaabrol, the two guardsmen stationed at the rear, dropped without delay behind the bulky planter.
With more bolts zipping overhead, Purhlea reached out and caught hold of Khraake, rose to a crouch, and then dragged the legate back to the other two men.
Leaving off Khraake to the care of the two guardsmen, Purhlea spun around to poke his head briefly over the top of the planter to peer between the thorny bushes.  Beyond the sprawled bodies of the dead guardsmen, he saw that ten or more swordsmen in chainmail and leather that bore the colors of Korhthenr had just emerged from out the gates of a villa showing the sigil of the Merchant House of Bhleyr on its wall.  Swords drawn, the gang was thirty paces away and gave every indication that they were about to charge.
In the open, ten to four was terrible odds.  He glanced at the legate.  "Can you run, Khraake?"
Sitting between the crouched Lhot and Gaabrol, the Khalarii officer gritted his teeth and then reached up with his right hand to snap off the protruding feathered shaft.  Blood oozed around the wound, but not badly.  "Yes, my lord."
"They're coming, my lord!" Lhot warned.
"Withdraw to that house," Purhlea ordered, pointing to the right at the nearest doorway.
The three storey townhouse had a marble facade in a modern style and a projecting entrance with a false gable, painted frieze, and simulated columns to give it the semblance of a classical portico. 
He jumped up and burst into a run, only casting a glance behind once to see that the others were following.  He crossed the thirty paces to the copper sheathed door without feeling the piercing blow of a quarrel through his back, slowed just enough to throw the latch,  and then burst inside to find a well lit circular entryway with passages leading left and right and a curving stair going up.
Khraake and Lhot followed close on his heels.
"Where is Gaabrol?" he demanded in a sharp tone as he spun about to look back through the door.
"He fell, my lord," Lhot said, breathing heavily.  "Quarrel through the throat."
The leading Korhthenr were nearly to the stoop.  Purhlea slammed the door in their faces but found a keyed lock, inconveniently missing the key, instead of an old style bolt.  He seized the latch handle in his fists to keep it from being turned from the outside.
Holding a large iron key in her right hand, a thin woman with graying hair appeared at the left passage, shrieked, and fled the way she had come.
The door shuddered and then jarred heavily a second later, cracking the jamb and splintering the casing.  Both Khraake and Lhot immediately threw their weight against the door, bracing their feet.  When the door jarred a second time, the latch burst through the casing, but the three of them managed to keep it closed.
"We cannot hold this," Purhlea judged.  "You two, run for the stairs!"
Neither guardsman budged.
"You go, my lord," Khraake urged.  "We'll give you a chance to escape."
The door jarred again, swinging partially open despite their efforts and the butt of a crossbow jammed through the gap, keeping it from closing.
Purhlea drew his sword, jumped sideways to face the thin gap and thrust out at the half-perceived shapes of the Korhthenr.  He struck flesh, heard a yell, and for a moment, the pressure on the door ceased.
Instinctively, he grabbed the crossbow.  "Let up enough to get this out!"
When the guardsmen did, he twisted the stock and dragged the weapon in.  Two quarrels shot through the closing gap.  One struck the stock a glancing blow and clattered across the tile floor to lodge against the bottom of the stairs.  The other passed between his knees, piercing his left trouser leg and barely nicking his skin, skipped off the tile, spun, and thudded to a stop five steps up.
He raced to pick up the first quarrel, sheathed his sword, stood the crossbow on its stirrup to quickly cock and load it, and then brought it to his shoulder.
"Up the stairs, now!" he barked.
Khraake and Lhot bolted by him as he stood ready to fire.  For an excruciating count of three, he waited with his finger tense upon the trigger, then turned and charged up after them, catching up the second quarrel as he passed it.
The door burst in before he had gained the top, but he did not slow or turn, sprinting for all that he was worth.  He crowded Khraake and Lhot ahead of him on up the second set of stairs.
"Keep going!"
The sound of boots pounding on the stairs below spurred the three of them to run faster. 
The landing at the top floor gave access to two closed doors and a corridor running toward the back of the house.  Khraake, in the lead, went down the corridor and Purhlea followed Lhot after him.  The corridor made a right turn and then ended with but a single door on the right. 
The legate threw open the door and entered the small room, calling back, "No windows or doors." 
Purhlea waved Lhot into the room and pushed in behind him.  When he heard heavy footsteps, he leaned out the doorway, fired the crossbow, then dropped to the floor and wiggled back behind the cover of the frame.  As he moved, he pitched his head to get a good view out of his eye along the corridor and saw that the quarrel had taken down one of the Korhthenr armsmen.  Struck high in the chest, the man started screaming as his compatriots reached out to drag him back into shelter.
Purhlea rolled to a sitting position, cocked the crossbow again, and loaded his second quarrel.  Remaining semi-prone, he rocked out to fire again, but the attackers had already retrieved their comrade and were not in view.  After a moment or two, the wounded man's screaming faded.
"They'll rush us in a minute, Viceroy," Lhot said with a bland expression.
"Never thought that I would die in a latrine," Lhot groused.
Purhlea swung his head back and forth to take in the room.
The small chamber had simple, white plaster walls and a red tile floor.  A large tiled platform at the back that had a hinged wooden cover made him realize that Lhot was correct.  They were in a garderobe.
"Lhot, watch the door."  As he changed places with the guardsman, he asked Khraake, "Shaft or pipe?"
"Sorry, what's that, my lord?"
"The toilet.  Imperial designs always use a large, side-vented main shaft.  Modern designs employ clay pipe and water traps.  The ones with the pipe usually have a rain barrel or other water source to wash the soil down -- otherwise the smell becomes unbearable -- so I believe this must follow the imperial design."
 "No idea, my lord.  My house just has a privy out back that sits above the sewer."
 With his free hand, Purhlea flipped back the tightly fitted lid, giving himself an inadvertent whiff of the cloaca far below.  Underneath, a stone-lined shaft almost an armlength square descended into darkness. 
"Excellent," he told Khraake.  "Lhot, help the legate get the lid off while I convince our friends to give us a few more minutes."
Purhlea brought the crossbow to his shoulder, went to the door, and fired just as soon as he stepped out.  The hardwood shaft missed the two men that had started to sneak down the hall and buried itself into the wall at the end, but the sneaks immediately fled back out of sight.
Never one to discard a good club, he kept hold of the crossbow as he rejoined the other two.
Khraake and Lhot had succeeded in prying up one end of the joined plank cover.  Minding the nails, Purhlea caught the end to help, and the three of them wrenched the remaining nails free and tossed the cover out of the way.
"In you go," he ordered.
Lhot gave the pungent shaft a dubious look.  "I'll hold the door until you escape, my lord viceroy."
"You can die for king and emperor another time.  Today you will go down this shaft and live, because I will not be one of those craven noblemen who always survives his guards."
"The sides are covered in... that is, they look slick, my lord."
"All the better.  There will not be any chance that we will get stuck.  Keep your back against one side and use your arms and legs to slow yourself down as much as possible.  I expect that there will be water in the branch tunnel underneath the house, but it could be shallow, so try not to land going too fast.  Get out of the way immediately. Khraake will be right behind you and I behind him. Get moving."
Still showing reluctance but obeying, Lhot climbed in and began to work his way down. 
"You next, Khraake," Purhlea said as soon as Lhot was a manheight down.
The legate gave half a shrug with his good shoulder, scabbarded his short sword, and climbed gingerly over into the shaft.
"I'm not sure that I can keep hold --" Khraake began.  With a curse, he plummeted from sight and then a second later Purhlea heard the sound of a collision and a great splash echo up the shaft..
Wasting no time, Purhlea hooked the arm of the crossbow on the side, climbed in, and then held onto the stock with one hand while he tried to wedge himself in with shoulders and feet.  As Lhot had said the walls were slick, but mostly from a leprous green muck rather than raw excrement.
 Hearing the hurried tramp of hobnailed boots, he let go of the stock and wiggled downward as rapidly as he could.  He had only gone about a manheight and a half when both his boots slipped at the same time and he fell, smashing into and scrapping the sides of the shaft.  He tried to tuck in his arms, but was not fast enough and he felt an excruciation jolt as his right hand caught briefly on an inlet opening, and then he plunged into the water at the bottom.
The fluid -- it was only mostly water -- proved to be barely chest deep and Khraake and Lhot, soaked, soiled, but apparently undamaged, moved in immediately to catch him before his head went under.  Lhot unfortunately tried to grab Purhlea's right arm, causing him to cry out.
The guardsman instantly released him.  "Sorry, my lord.  It looks broken."
Gritting his teeth, Purhlea settled his feet against the weak current and straightened, raising his arms above the flow and in the process sending another lance of paint shooting up his right arm to his shoulder.  That limb had an extra kink between elbow and wrist and he thought most of his fingers were broken as well.
"I am sure that it is."
He considered their new situation.  The brick-arched tunnel was only twice the width of his shoulders but at least an armlength of clearance extended above his head.  Upstream the tunnel certainly grew smaller.  Logic indicated that downstream it must merge with the main sewers and eventually lead out into the river.
  "Follow the flow," he ordered.  "We need to move while those Korhthenr are trying to decide if the gold they were paid is worth joining us down in this shite."
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Ghyamyr backed away from the shaft.  "Not me, fugleman. I can't swim."
"If we don't get the viceroy, we don't get the bounty on his head," Fher'amahn argued.  "Somebody has to go down after him."
Finaeal walked into the garderobe.  "Pergaus is dead.  Bled to death."
Fher'amahn turned to Finaeal.  "Find some ropes.  We've got to go down and kill that son of a whore."
Finaeal shook his head.  "Don't be daft.  The rains yesterday will have flooded the sewer tunnels.  They drowned."
"We need the body to prove that he's dead."
"No we don't.  In fact, it's better without it.  With the other quads covering the ground floor exits, nobody knows what went on up here but the three of us. We'll just say that we killed him and dumped his body down the toilet to get rid of the evidence.  Then we collect Hwraldek's gold."
  "You told Hwraldek that your plan was guaranteed to work," Ghyamyr said.  "We can't tell him that the viceroy got away.  He'll have us gutted.  Besides, Finaeal's right.  They must've drowned."
Fher'amahn rubbed his chin.  "Alright, but if the viceroy happens to show up alive, we'll all be killed, no matter who winds up on top."
"So as soon as we get the money, we hop a barge down river," Ghyamyr responded in a matter-of-fact tone.  He shook his Korhthenr tabard.  "If Hwraldek falls, I don't want to be caught here wearing this."
After a moment, Fher'amahn nodded.  "That works for me.  Seems like the place to spend my share would be in Mhajhkaei."
"There's one other thing we might better do," Finaeal said.
"What's that?"
"Hwraldek's going to blame this on the riots, but there's no riot going on here.  We were supposed to get the viceroy in the empty street, not in a house.  We might need to cover our tracks."
"What have you got in mind?" Finaeal asked.
"Kill everyone in the house and burn it down."
"Good idea.  No witnesses.  Let's do it."
 



THIRTY-ONE
 
In the midst of walking back and forth across the room to adjust himself to the curious combination of artificial legs, new trousers, and boots custom fit to the wooden feet, Mar stopped and shook his head, certain that he had heard incorrectly.  "Sorry, could you give me that again?"
Mhiskva nodded.  "Of course, my lord king.  I would like to present a request that you officiate at my wedding."
Mar flew up from the floor a bit so that he could look at the Viceroy without having to crane his neck. 
"I didn't know you were... I mean, this is the first that I've heard... well, sorry, it just had not occurred to me that... oh, well, right."  He snapped his mouth closed to cut off this rambling and then, realizing only as he spoke that it sounded inane, asked, "Has it been a long engagement?"
"I only received an answer to my suit today, my lord king."
"Ah.  You know, for some odd reason, I didn't think that there were any female Gaaelfharenii."
Mhiskva looked blank.  "Female Gaaelfharenii, my lord king?"
"Never mind.  So who are you marrying?"
"Lady Chrynn, my lord king."
"Huh.  I was under the impression that the two of you had just met."
"That is correct, my lord king.  We met for the first time at the conference."
Mar tallied the days and then raised his eyebrows.  "A fortnight?  That was a short courtship."
"No courtship involved, my lord king.  I have familial obligations to produce heirs.  Lady Chrynn would like children.  We have come to an agreement to achieve these shared goals."
Mar allowed himself a slight smile.  He could very well imagine Mhiskva boldly storming matrimony in the very same manner that he would a fortress.  "Lyeut told me that she had seen you two walking together.  Anyway, when's the wedding?"
"Within the hour, if it is agreeable to you, my lord king."
Slightly taken aback, Mar nodded, then let his smile widen.  "Sure.  In a hurry, are you?"
"Lady Chrynn has agreed to establish a household at my ancestral holdings in Bhrisnia and to oversee the renovation of the manor house and the restoration of the fields and orchards.  She will be leaving in two days on the City of Mhajhkaei.  It is necessary that all of our business be concluded by then."
City of Mhajhkaei had no magician-pilot and was full sail.  Her long trading voyage to the western coast would take at least three months.  Baring a sudden outbreak of peace, Mhiskva was unlikely to see his bride again for a very long time.
"That doesn't give you much of a, you know, a honeymoon."
"But it will remove her to the relative safety of Bhrisnia.  Like Lord Hhrahld, I have begun to experience dreams that appear prophetic in nature."
Mar's good humor instantly faded.  "Have you seen anything clearly?"
"No, my lord king, but the conviction has grown that I should take precautions to leave something of value behind."
After an extended silent moment, Mar moved on, forcing a smile.  "Where would you have the ceremony?  The throne room?"
"Lady Chrynn has indicated that she would prefer the ceremony to be simple and short, my lord king."
"Well, what about right here in my dayroom?"
"I am sure that that will be suitable."
"Alright.  What exactly am I supposed to do?"
Mhiskva pulled several folded pages from his pocket.  "I have written out the traditional Brisniarii oaths in a question and response format, with your portions underlined.  You will also need to sign the marriage registration and a letter of sanction as the liege of Clan Earalae indicating your ascent to the marriage."
Mar took the papers and glanced over them.  "I should be able to manage it."
"Thank you, my lord king.  I shall inform Lady Chrynn."  The high-captain started to turn away.
"By the way, Mhiskva," Mar told him quickly, "I'll need you to clear any appointments for tomorrow.  I'm going up to the Monolith tonight.  I have something there that I need to take a look at."
"Aye, my lord king."
Up until this moment, Mar had shunned another look into the Moon Pool.  At first, he had feared to look, not wanting its ancient magic to dictate his actions.  Later, though he could not deny that much that it had shown had come to pass, he had been certain that its failure to show his missing limbs had invalidated its version of the future.  Now, with his own magic restoring his legs and eventually replacing his arm and hand, that certainty no longer existed.  His own actions had, in an inadvertent way, perhaps returned him to the path that he had thought avoided.  He was still convinced that the future could be changed and that any vision that the Moon Pool might provide was therefore inherently suspect, but all three Gaaelfharenii were foreboding unspecified disaster and he could not simply remain idle while it approached.  He would have to look into the magical waters once again and hope that the pool would reveal what troubled the three giants' dreams.
Thinking that he should present an imperial appearance, he went to his bedroom and put on the sea-blue uniform jacket with the blood red trim that he wore over his brigandine at court.  Thus far, this was the extent of the official imperial wardrobe.
The wedding, as planned, was brief.  Both Mhiskva and Lady Chrynn presented themselves without attendants and no audience was present save for the on-duty Auxiliaries who peeked in from their room.  Neither bride nor groom opted for any sort of celebratory attire, arriving apparently in the same clothes that they had put on that morning -- Mhiskva in his usual palace uniform of trousers, boots, and the double layer wool shirt that served him as an arming doublet and Lady Chrynn in a modest blue blouse, solid shoes, and comfortable trousers.  Each replied to Mar's briefly rehearsed prompts in an efficient and nigh emotionless manner.  After Mar pronounced them bound to one another unto death under the laws of the Empire and the customs of Clan Earalae, the handsome Praaerii woman and the Mhajhkaeirii giant shook hands solemnly, expressed their thanks to him in a formal manner, and excused themselves, leaving him with the distinct impression that he had just concluded a diplomatic agreement rather than matrimony.
Right after the couple had gone, he went into the Auxiliaries room and sent Mlehn to inform Ulor to make Number One ready to leave as soon as possible.  He also dispatched Lyeut to inform Yhejia that 1) she would need to find a new tutor for Prince Davfydd, 2) that he had decided to move the entire Imperial household, specifying that he meant by that literally everyone from cooks to guards, to summer quarters at the Monolith, and 3) that he wanted preparations completed for the move within no more than three days.  That accomplished, he returned and sat down at his table so that he could finish going through the day's reports before he departed.
As he was storing his papers and books to make ready to leave, an urgent knock came at his doors.  Without crossing the room, he used a spell to sweep the doors open and found an agitated Phehlahm holding a courier pouch.
"An emergency message from Master Khlosb'ihs, my lord king!"
A quick spell snatched the pouch from Phehlahm's hand and sailed it to Mar's.  The first page of the missive was short and written in the shipwright's own crowded hand.
 
My lord king, 

Today, the regular morning courier boat from Khalar failed to arrive on schedule.  After consultation with my staff, I ordered Vice-Captain Mhygaeus and a file of marines to investigate utilizing Magician-Pilot Ihlvoh and his courier boat, which happened to be present at the time.  Currently, we have no additional magician-pilots to supply reinforcements but are rushing to complete a sailed Number One class vessel.  Within hours, Magician-Pilot Ihlvoh brought the attached report which I have sent on immediately to you.  Awaiting your wishes in this matter,

                                                           
Khlosb'ihs, shipwright

 
Mar flipped to the second page.
 
Viceroy's Palace, skyship docks, some buildings burning.  General rioting and fighting in streets. Have landed in Lower City in support of besieged Guardsmen.  Will attempt to locate Viceroy and Imperial forces.

 



THIRTY-TWO
 
To make the trip as short as possible, Mar had taken the helm of Number One himself and the skyship screeched through the gathering dark at the highest speed that he had ever achieved, her every beam and plank groaning at the shuddering strain.  He had surrounded Number One with a modified flux bubble that diverted a large portion of the terrific wind, but anyone foolhardy enough to stand atop the cabin section or steerage risked being swept away.  Though Ulor had had hand lines rigged between the steerage stairs and the cabin section entrance, the short trip across the open main deck was treacherous and all who essayed it were bowled from their feet at least once.
Of course, Mar could have controlled the skyship from his cabin, but Ulor had been uncomfortable with the idea of having no one on deck while it was underway and Mar had felt obligated to join the vice-captain.  Now he sat, artificial legs -- such had been the tumultuous nature of their departure from Mhajhkaei that he had not thought to put them off -- stretched out before him.  Like the others, he was wrapped in a flannel-lined leather greatcloak that kept him moderately warm in the frigid air. 
Ulor had said that as master of the vessel, he should be the one to brave the windstorm and so had taken first watch.  The three with them, Quaestor Eishtren, who had his bow, Phehlahm, and Truhsg, had simply stayed when Ulor ordered the crew below, giving every indication that they had taken it for granted that they should do so.  The five of them were hunkered down in a tight clump just below the inadequate windscreen of the steerage deck.
Everyone else, the hundred extra legionnaires that Mar had had put aboard included, was crammed into every available space in the cabin section and the bottom deck and had been warned to be prepared for abrupt maneuvering at any time.
Though both had requested that they be allowed to accompany him, he had ordered Mhiskva and Berhl to hold fast in Mhajhkaei.  He needed dependable commanders to watch over the city while he was away, lest the monks choose to attack.
 "How fast do you think we're going, my lord king?" Ulor asked, nearly shouting to be heard over the noise of the wind.
Concentrating on the background ether in front of the skyship to watch for any unexpected obstacle and monitoring both the vital flux bubble and the lifting and driving spells of the skyship, Mar was only half aware of his immediate surroundings and was slow in answering. 
"Maybe forty leagues per hour."  He glanced over at the spring-wound clock that Ulor had had mounted to the stair riser.  "We should make the Monolith in another hour."
He had decided to stop at the settlement just long enough to speak to Master Khlosb'ihs to find out if he had heard back from Vice-Captain Mhygaeus.
Visibly shivering, Phehlahm, who sat nearest Mar, tucked his greatcloak closer about himself. "Do you think it's the Phaelle'n, my lord king?"
"Maybe, but I don't see how they could have snuck a large enough force to Khalar to raise this much mischief."
"It seems hard to believe that the Khalarii have risen in revolt," Ulor suggested.
"I'd agree with that," Truhsg, sitting between Ulor and Quaestor Eishtren, said.  "A Khalarii fugleman in Coirneal Relvhm's command told me that a lot of them believe that the King is the reborn avatar of the god Rwalkahn."
"I don't believe that they have," Mar told them.  "Whatever has happened, it isn't a revolt by the common folk of the Lower City, or the crafts workers, or the foundry people.  My guess is that it's sedition by the upper classes.  The Patriarchs have no reason to love the new Empire or the new Viceroy.  Either way, we'll know when we get there."
"There's E'hve," Phehlahm said, looking aft.  "Looks like he's bringing us some hot tea."
A sudden ripple of turbulence rocked Number One then, and Mar devoted his full attention to the skyship as he tried to strengthen the deflection of the flux bubble without causing a decrease in speed and then worked to stabilize her flight.
It took E'hve, his greatcloak fluttering frenetically, another few minutes to drag himself forward, but he had indeed brought a steaming copper storm kettle. Nodding in mute acceptance of the thanks offered by Truhsg, Ulor, and Phehlahm, he passed out mugs and began filling them.
Mar's unease flared.  It had been some time since this mostly unhelpful magical foreboding struck and it took him a moment to realize it for what it was.  Thinking that the premonition must refer to some danger approaching the skyship, he extended his ethereal senses to their utmost limits and allowed Number One to slow gradually in case he needed to maneuver.
E'hve reached Phehlahm, and began filling his cup.
"Thank the Forty-Nine for your kindness, sir," the ceannaire said between chattering teeth, cupping both hands around his now steaming mug.
Mar glanced at E'hve, looked away, then shot his eyes back, registering for the first time the tell-tale ethereal disturbance of a glamour.  Outwardly, the man had E'hve's face and build, but it was only a magical disguise.
"That's not E'hve!"
At the same time as the imposter threw back his cloak and snatched a shortsword from a spring clip at his belt, Phehlahm surged to his feet, lunging to interpose his body in front of the thrusting blade.
While Mar rocketed to a standing position and the others jumped up, the false E'hve's sword pierced the marine ceannaire's chest and Phehlahm fell.   The assassin snatched the blade free and poised to strike across Phehlahm's slumping form at Mar.
In an instant that was outside of time, Mar's shock blazed into rage and he manipulated the flux in an instinctive counterattack.  Enclosed suddenly in cascading waves of putrid purple light, the assassin burst into a column of green flame and was dead before he had a chance to scream.  Another savage thought cast the still blazing corpse into the night sky.
Mar fell to his knees, rolled Phehlahm over, and then pressed his right hand into the blood pumping from the ceannaire's chest, waggling the stump of his left arm as he tried to use the hand that was not there.  The young marine's eyes were shut and his face slack. He did not appear to be breathing.
Mar had done this before.  He had saved Ulor.  He could save Phehlahm.
But then his heart went cold.  A quick delve of the flux of the marine's physiology made it instantly clear that he could do nothing to save him.  The marine ceannaire's natural ethereal modulations were of the sort that Mar had never successfully manipulated..
Then the blood stopped coursing through his fingers and he knew that Phehlahm was dead.
 



THIRTY-THREE
143rd Year of the Reign of the City
Thirdday, Waning, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Fall of the Empire
Old
City
Sewers, Khalar
 
Getting out of the sewers proved much harder than getting in.
"The street looks clear, my lord," Khraake called down.  "No armsmen on patrol.  All of the buildings are shut up tight.  Don't even see anyone peeking from the windows."
The legate stood precariously on the shoulders of Lhot, a balancing act that had taken a good while and a lot of cursing to accomplish, so that he could peer out the gutter opening at the top of the cavernous main sewer tunnel. 
Purhlea stood waist deep in the center of the channel, using his good arm to steady Lhot.  "How about the cover?  Can you raise it?"
Lhot wavered a bit as Khraake's booted feet pressed down heavier for a moment.
"No, my lord.  It's bolted down."
"Come down then."
Khraake managed to dismount Lhot's shoulders in a wobbling fashion that would have shamed even a tyro acrobat, but did so without falling face down in the flow.
Already the dim twilight made by the light coming down through the street drains had darkened.  A good hour's sloshing through the feeder tunnels had brought them here without problem, but they had discovered that the main tunnel pitched downward and became completely filled only a hundred paces to the south, preventing them from moving any further toward the river.
Purhlea had already taken a chill from wading through the sewage and his arm hurt abominably, but it did not appear that they were going to be able to find an exit in the short term.
"It will be pitch black in here when the sun goes down," Purhlea told them.  "Let's get out of this muck and see if we can find a reasonably dry place to hold up until dawn."
A narrow brick ledge that was submerged only a fingerlength or so ran along one side of the tunnel.  He sloshed over and climbed up upon it.  Khraake and Lhot quickly joined him.  Twenty or thirty paces upstream the ledge looked to emerge completely.
"This way.  There might be a wider spot where we can try to rest."
After a few dozen steps, Purhlea came to the opening of another branch tunnel that ran in an easterly direction.  With an elevated bottom that formed a small waterfall, this tunnel was much smaller than the main but still tall enough to walk upright in.  A wider and dryer ledge went up this.
"Is that light up there?" Lhot asked, leaning out to peer into the branch.
 Khraake moved up beside him.  "I think so.  My lord viceroy, it could be a way out."
"Let's have a look."  Just in case, Purhlea drew his sword, frowning at the squelching noise that it made as it came from his fouled scabbard, and climbed through to lead the way.  The other two likewise armed themselves.
After twenty paces, the branch began to make a very gradual turn to the north and the light that Lhot had perceived became more pronounced.  Purhlea stopped when the light resolved itself into an arched opening lit from within.  The steady yellow nature of the light suggested a stationary lamp and the relatively clean mortar and newer looking brick of the opening suggested that it had been cut into the tunnel quite recently.
"That has to lead into a cellar," he whispered to the others.   "We go in slow and quiet.  At all costs, we have to keep any door from being slammed in our faces."
When he had crept to the edge of the opening, he distinguished voices above the background whisper of the water coursing through the tunnel.  He signaled the legate and the guardsman to be still and tried to catch what was being said.
"... all the...out of the...but has left the Lower City..."
The first voice was male, but otherwise nondescript.
"...Plaza...and what about the...?"
This voice was also male and one that Purhlea thought sounded familiar.  He risked poking his head out to get a look with his eye.  A short, dry passage sloped sharply up to an open, thick-plank door.  With the source of the light out of sight to the left, no one was visible in the stone-walled room beyond.  Trying to make no sound, he slid around the corner and crept up to the door.
"... and the Library is sealed," the first voice said.  "I talked to an acolyte of the Temple of Mhokh who said that armsmen of the Imperial Army had barricaded themselves inside, but I have no confirmation of that.  Our source in Hwraldek's household says that an official proclamation of the Council of Patriarchs will be issued in the morning, naming Hwraldek as interim viceroy."
The second voice said, "Has there been any mention of purges?"
Purhlea was sure of it now.  That was Erskh, titular Grand Commandant of the Viceroy’s Personal Guard.
"None," the first voice replied.  "It seems that the whole Privy Council is involved, but none of them are openly participating."
"No overtures were made to me," Erskh mused.  "My exclusion can only mean that they did not believe my cooperation necessary.  Complete the preparations for my escape from the city.  I want to be able to leave at a moment's notice."
Purhlea turned about and signaled Khraake and Lhot to come up and then stepped through the door and immediately pivoted left.   
Walled in moldy stone, the cellar room was five spaces square and bare save for the simple table that held up the lamp.  A narrow stairway led upward in the far corner.  Erskh, dressed in lounging robes of white and crimson, and his unnamed fellow, whose rough shirt, trousers, and boots were, like Purhlea's and the two guardsmen's, smeared with filth from tramping through the sewers, stood alongside the table.
Purhlea's entrance shocked the two men into silence.  Erskh's jowly face blanched.
"Make no alarm," Purhlea warned, advancing to point his sword squarely at the Grand Commandant.
"Oh, oh... uh... uh... Lord Purhlea!... uh... thank the Forty-Nine that you are alive, my lord viceroy!  Word has been spread that you had been killed in the riots!"  
"Lhot, secure the stairs," Purhlea ordered.  The guardsman, keeping his eyes and sword on the two men, moved around the wall to take up the position.
Erskh flicked his eyes back and forth, his breath coming in short gasps, and then he steadied and declared, "My lord viceroy, we must immediately rally our loyal forces and drive the usurpers out!"
"So, you claim to be not part of the plot?"
"Of course not, my lord viceroy!  I am a faithful servant of the Emperor!"
"Then why have you not raised any resistance against Hwraldek?"
"Ah, with the, ah, festival and riots, yes, with the riots, I have been unable to contact any of the Guard units.  Moreover, the streets of the Old City are controlled completely by armsmen in the pay of the Patriarchs and they have enforced a ban on all travel.  My loyal servant here, Bhyaestimys, has slipped about beneath the city to bring me information but has had no success in contacting any of the ranking officers.  As far as we know, all the Guard posts have been shuttered.  I fear that Hwraldek's thugs have imprisoned or murdered all of the guardsmen that were in the Old City."
"What of those in the Lower City?"
"I have had no word on those at all, my lord viceroy, but with the rioting, I must believe that they have all been carried away."
"How many armsmen do you have in the house?"
"None, my lord viceroy.  There are only the servants and my wife and youngest son."
"You have a sword?"
"Yes.  Ah, that is, it is mostly decorative, but, well... ah, yes."  Erskh began to look apprehensive.
"You can fetch it presently.  Any other arms in the house?"
"Only kitchen knives.  My lord viceroy, surely you do not intend to lead your two men and I in an assault on the rebels?  While that would be most courageous, would it not be better to retreat from the city and raise a loyal force in the countryside?  Bhyaestimys is a veritable master of the underground spaces of the Old City and can lead us through the sewers to a concealed exit that will allow us access to a boat --"
Purhlea cut Erskh off.  "First, we are going to bind up our wounds, then we are going to gather up any men that we can.  Bhyaestimys, I overheard you to say that there are armsmen in the Library.  Do you know an underground route that will take us there?"
"Yes, my lord, I think so."
"Fine, we will head there first. 
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The Monolith was ablaze with light and all her anti-skyship polybolos fully manned.  Uncharacteristically wearing chainmail and hefting an iron shod staff, Master Khlosb'ihs met Mar on the ancient bridge dock with all of his marine officers and a number of the workmen from the skyship yards.  All the workmen were armed, though in the case of many that often meant simply whatever club had come to hand.
Not bothering with the ramp that Ulor was having put out to take off Phehlahm's body, Mar flew over to meet the obviously troubled shipwright and the agitated group surrounding him.
"Have you had any other word from Khalar?" Mar asked immediately.
"No, my lord king.  Ihlvoh returned just a hour ago to say that he could not find Vice-Captain Mhygaeus where he had left him off.  In fear for his safety, I've forbidden him from returning to Khalar."  He indicated the commander of the marine brigade.  "Captain Khor'landt has readied his marines to move at your word.  We'll have a sailed Number class skyship that will be ready to fly within six hours.  I'm sure we can get better than a full troop aboard.  With Ihlvoh at the helm, the transport can reach Khalar is under seven hours after that."
Mar's expression tightened.  "Where's Ihlvoh now?"
"Sleeping, my lord king."
Mar glanced over to where six marines under Ulor's direction were bearing Phehlahm's shroud-wrapped body ashore.  "Keep him here.  I don't want him anywhere close to any fighting.  Do you understand?"
Looking slightly taken aback at the harshness of Mar's tone, Khlosb'ihs said, "I'll make sure of it, my lord king.   I have a ship master named Phoyslig who's volunteered to sail the new skyship.  He should be able to reach Khalar in no more than twenty hours.  Less, if the winds cooperate."
"Make the preparations, but hold them here until I send for them."
"Aye, my lord king."
All of Khlosb'ihs' officers came to attention as the bier was carried passed.  One of the bearers was E'hve, who contrary to Mar's fears, had been found unharmed and asleep in his bunk.  In spite of the fact that Mar had laid the blame solely at the feet of the Brotherhood, the subaltern had seemed to have taken on the responsibility for Phehlahm's death.
"You lost a man, my lord king?" Khlosb'ihs asked quietly.
"Phehlahm.  He took an assassin's thrust that was meant for me."
"I am sorry, my lord king.  He was a faithful and brave man."
Thinking that the same empty-sounding -- at least to him -- eulogy would be offered up for all of the men and women that would die for their king, Mar did not reply.
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Telriy watched from the steerage deck as the Empress Telriy descended toward the Palace.
Lord Ghorn, her every watchful and unsmiling sentinel, said, "The king's skyship is not at its moorings."
Telriy closed her eyes briefly to seek through the ether, focusing beyond the blazing light song that was her unborn daughter.  When she did not sense the trumpeting beacon that was Mar, she confirmed, "He isn't here."
"The king may have gone out to do battle with the monks," Lord Ghorn speculated.  "Captain Thylbr said that he often raids into Bronze."
"We may be too late," Telriy told him, unable to restrain the rush of unreasoned despondency that overcame her.  The reins of her emotions had grown frayed as her belly grew.  Gran had once told her that childbearing could make some women erratic, but had never thought that such would happen to her.
"Not possible," the Prince-Commander stated as if this fundamental truth were written on the foundations of the world.  "He will return to Mhajhkaei and to you."
"You believe that?"
"I would not have crossed half the world to find you if I did not."
Telriy rolled her shoulders in a weak shrug.  She had resolved not to be seen behaving like some love-sick girl rushing back to her gallant.  Gran had said, "Love isn’ real," and Telriy knew this to be a fact.  Love was a merciless fever that sickened silly-minded fools and made them do stupid things.
Then her daughter kicked and she placed her hands on her belly to delight in the experience, letting her worries fade from her mind.
As soon as they had come within range, Captain Thylbr had ordered a signalman to flag the Palace to announce the identity of his passenger.  Telriy let Third Officer Keiarh, who had shown with unmistakable clarity that he needed the practice, bring the big skyship down to the mooring platform.  The former scholar rose to the occasion and nudged the vessel up against the dock with hardly a jar.
While deckhands and some of the waiting marines fixed the boarding ramp in place, Telriy took time to thank the captain, his officers, and the assembled crew for their assistance, then, with Lord Ghorn trailing close, moved ponderously to and down the ramp.  Rather than the boisterous mob of children and Auxiliaries that she had half-expected, she found a welcoming but solemn Yhejia standing with Mhiskva and a quarter-troop of fully armed marines.
"There is trouble in Khalar," the woman told her straightaway.  "The king has gone north."
Telriy pressed her lips together.  "I should go there to help."
Mhiskva saluted.  "My lady queen, a battle is no place for a woman that is so close to giving birth."
"My place is anywhere that I want to be," Telriy retorted with considerable ire.  Mar might be subject to the requirements of these Mhajhkaeirii, but she would not be.
"You'll be a distraction that he shouldn't have," Yhejia scolded.  "You know this is true."
Unable to come up with an argument to refute this that would not be patently disingenuous, Telriy just nodded
Watching Telriy keenly, Yhejia's eyes tightened, and then she leaned in to give Telriy an all enveloping hug.
"Look at you!  You're as big as a skyship!"
Instead of tossing off a cavalier remark, Telriy just gave a nod full of fierce pride.
The other woman, ever the mother, took her arm and Telriy felt her spirits begin to lift.  She had missed the practical-minded woman.
  "You come along with me," Yhejia ordered.  "You can't be more than a fortnight from your time and you shouldn't be traveling at all.  We'll get you a bath and something decent to eat.  I know you couldn't have had anything fresh on the skyship.  I'll send to the Monolith right away for Aunt Whelsi.  I've been a midwife a time or two, but I'll feel better with her here."
Telriy let herself be led into the palace.  A quick command from Mhiskva sent marines running down the stairs ahead of them.  She could not help but notice that all of the armsmen looked as if they expected to have to do battle at any moment.
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Palace of the Empire, Mhajhkaei
 
At last, Ghorn allowed a grin to crack the deep worn scowl lines of his face, then reached out to take High-Captain Mhiskva's hand in a firm grip.  Fulfilling Ghorn's expectations of unshakable aplomb, the marine officer had made no demonstration when he had seen Ghorn behind the queen.
"My lord prince, I am pleased to see that the reports of your death are somewhat premature," the giant said in an everyday manner.
"No more so than I," Ghorn said with a thoughtful laugh. 
Mhiskva chuckled with him for a moment, then sobered. "The Empress Telriy has no polybolos, my lord prince.  With the king absent, she has no chance against a Phaelle'n attack.  Unless you have an objection, I am going to order her to the Monolith."
Ghorn nodded quickly.  "As you see fit, High-Captain."
Under the curious eyes of the motionless ranks of the remaining marines, he waited, idly gazing over the refurbished palace, the new, heroically-sized skyship entrance, and the greening grounds.  His thoughts turned naturally but not for the first time to a consideration of what his place would be in Mhajhkaei.  From facts that he had gleaned along his journey and discussions with Captain Thylbr, he knew that the king had named Mhiskva Viceroy of the city and just recently First Minister of the Empire.  Ghorn's former subordinate was now effectively the highest ranking officer in the imperial forces.
The king and the high-captain had carried on without him, exactly as he had wished that they would do.  Mar had taken the reins of power and become a king in deed as well as title and Mhiskva had assumed the role of his able and loyal lieutenant, advocate, and confidant.  Together they had driven the monks back and retaken The Greatest City in All the World.
Ghorn found with no surprise that he had a strong desire not to return to his former position of prominence.  There had been something exhilaratingly liberating about traveling the world as naught but a common armsman with a concise task and, his title of Prince-Commander notwithstanding, he felt that he had no right to supplant Mhiskva in the chain of command.  He did not believe that there was a better man to build an empire than the selfless and utterly courageous marine officer.
When the Empress Telriy had cast off, Ghorn accompanied Mhiskva into the palace.  As he knew that Mhiskva would not deem it his place to inquire, while they walked he relayed the basic details of his capture, escape and journey to return the queen.
"This sorcerer, Waleck, is not sane," Mhiskva ventured when Ghorn had finished.
"I have no doubt.  However, his ability to see futures gives him great power.  When he told me about the queen, I had no choice but to follow his instructions, but I do not care to continue as a pawn."
"Is the king's magic strong enough to overcome the sorcerer's?"
"I do not know," Ghorn replied honestly, "but I hope that it is.  Give me an overview of our current situation."
"The Brotherhood has withdrawn from Plydyre and we hold the island with a light and inexperienced force.  Most of our strength, both legions and skyships, is moving toward Lhinstord and Zlhahv and making preparations to begin an attack on the monks in Mhevyr.  Yesterday, Master Khlosb'ihs sent word of fighting in Khalar, but he had no knowledge as to its nature or extent.  We are not in contact with Lord Purhlea.  The king immediately flew Number One north with an extra section of legionnaires packed aboard.  He ordered me to stand fast here until I received direct orders from him.  I have dispersed the unarmed skyships and placed the marine brigade, with Maidsear Berhl in command, on alert."
"No messages since the king's departure?" Ghorn asked for the sake of confirmation.
"None."
"The Defenders are in Lhinstord?"
"The Steo Hills."
"Do you have any armsmen available to reinforce the king?  I could take them to Khalar."
"We have the marines of Brigade B, who are currently assigned to guard the Citadel and city gates and the Palace.  There are also the trainers and recruits of the new sections that belong to the III Corps.  In addition, we could announce a levy for volunteers."
Mhiskva's tone made it clear that he thought stripping the city bare of defenders in the absence of a demonstrated drastic need was unwise.  Though it grated to simply wait, Ghorn found that he could not disagree.
"Without knowing the situation in Khalar, any impulsive move, especially with untrained armsmen, would be foolish."
"Aye, my lord prince."
"Then I suppose that I have no option but to stand by."
"Aye, my lord prince."
Gawking at the new grandeur of the skyship entrance, Ghorn said nothing further until they entered the anteroom at the bottom of the stairs.
"I shall ask the king for a forward command.  As Prince-Commander of Mhajhkaei, my duty is in the field against the enemy."
After a long moment, Mhiskva said, "The Defenders, the Reapers, the Elboern Legion and the legions of the Sister Cities are trying to form into an army west of Lhinstord.  Dealing with the competing prerogatives of the various high-borne foreign commanders will be a thankless and oppressive task."
"A task that is therefore fit for a prince of Mhajhkaei."
"Aye, my lord prince."
The matter resolved, Ghorn ignored his better judgment and indulged an irrational but nevertheless intensely personal impulse.  "Has there been any trouble from Lady Rhavaelei while I have been away?"
"Aye, my lord prince.  She assaulted the king.  He ordered her put in chains and cast into the dungeon."
 



THIRTY-SEVEN
 
Just an hour after daybreak, with every man aboard her standing to arms, the polybolos crews at their stations, and the deck between the steerage and the cabin section crowded full of tense marines armed with crossbows, Mar brought Number One down into the Plaza of the Empire between the obelisk and the Library.  The large group of swordsmen who had been standing guard there, their tabards showing the colors of numerous Houses, scattered to the south, but immediately tried to rally under the haranguing orders of a thin fellow who Mar would have taken as a scribe.
Hovering above the cabin deck near Truhsg, Mar ordered "Let them have one sphere."
The legate snapped an order and the nearest polybolos on the starboard side spat once. The charge of infused sand fell a few paces short, but all of the three score or so were flattened.  After a second or two, most got up and began running away.  The thin officer was one of those who did not get back to his feet.
"Deploy the legionnaires," Mar ordered Truhsg.
The legate called out an order that a fugleman stationed at the hatchway relayed below deck.  On either side of Number One, the cargo doors opened and ramps slid down to the pavement.  As soon as the iron end plates of the ramps struck, the section, one file to starboard and one to port, marched down and formed ranks.  A third of the section was armed with crossbows, including two specialists with bows that would fire sand spheres, and the rest swordsmen and shield bearers.  As soon as all of the armsmen were on the pavement, the two files, shields to the fore, marched around the bow of Number One and merged to form a defensive square. 
Having already given Ulor instructions to hold position in the plaza and to secure it against all comers, Mar flew up from the deck as soon as the section was ready to advance.
Coming in, he had taken Number One along a circling path that allowed him to make a cursory scout of the situation in the Old City.  Though smoke still rose from areas in the Lower City, none did so from the Imperial Seat.  A number of charred buildings were in evidence on the rise between the rivers, but the damage appeared to be relatively minor and suggested that the arson had been speedily contained.  While there were no mobs roaming about here, he had also not seen any normal traffic on the streets.  The common daily bustle of the Old City had been completely interrupted and everyone seemed to have locked themselves indoors.  There were a large number of merchant house armsmen in evidence and these appeared to be in control.  Stationed at the main intersections and plazas, the river docks, and at the guard posts on the bridges, many of these sported the red and gold sashes of Korhthenr.
Soaring to ten manheight, he made a quick circuit around the plaza to check for opposition forces.  The temples and other main buildings were all shut up tight, including the small, unassuming temple of the Seneschal of Hospitality, Sloe'mhyl, though he did catch sight of priests, acolytes, and other functionaries in interior courtyards and peering from balconies and rooftops.  The fleeing merchant armsmen had all managed to get themselves out of sight and he saw no other potential enemy in the adjacent stretches of the streets and avenues leading away from the plaza.
Satisfied, he sped back toward the waiting legionnaires.  His initial plan was to use ethereal wind and fire to sweep the streets clean of any opposition, and then lead his armsmen to secure the bridges and other strategic points within the city.
As he neared Number One, he saw armsmen appear from beneath the portico of the Viceroy's Library, and changed course to intercept, but almost immediately realized that most of the small group bore the blood crown tabard.  Judging by the style and fit of their armor alone, those wearing the tabards were native Khalarii.  Constant association had trained his eyes to instantly catalogue rank badges and as he grew nearer he readily identified the two leading armsmen, a blocky fellow with an aristocratic nose and a decided common individual with a nonchalant air, as a legate and ceannaire respectively.
Four others without armor but all bearing swords accompanied the legionnaires.  At thirty armlengths, Mar placed two of these as members of the Viceroy's Personal Guard, though he remembered only their faces and not their names.  The other two, on the other hand, were quite well known to him.  Lord Purhlea, bedraggled and holding his bandage-wrapped left forearm and hand out stiffly, walked in the midst of the group, and Mar felt a moment of elated relief upon seeing the Viceroy of Khalar alive.  Much to Mar's surprise, however, the man scuttling with nervous hesitation beside Lord Purhlea was none other than Grand Commandant Erskh.
Mar privately though Erskh a spineless, culpable wretch, but had come across no reasonable excuse to disabuse him of his office.  Depending upon what he learned, he might need to correct that error.
Mar zoomed down to land in front of the group as it neared the widening curve at the bottom of the perron.
Lord Purhlea immediately stepped forward between the legionnaires and fell to one knee on one of the broad steps. Head bowed, he made the imperial salute.  "My lord king, I have failed in my duty to you and to the Empire.  The fault for all that has occurred here must fall upon no other but me.  I hereby gladly accept any punishment that you decree and shall immediately resign my post."
Mar gave the Mhajhkaeirii a hard look.  "You'll resign when I tell you to resign.  Your duty is to do what I tell you to do and I have lots for you to do.  Now get up and tell me what's wrong with your arm."
Lord Purhlea rose instantly, but seemed otherwise unfazed by the rebuke.  "I broke the arm and hand when I fell into the sewer."
If his mood had not been so dark, Mar would have been amused.  "You can explain that later.  Stand still.  I'll see what I can do."
Delving Lord Purhlea's flesh, he was happy to find that he could easily decipher the flux modulations of the knight-commander's bones and swiftly set to work making the several fractured pieces of his forearm and finger bones mend themselves using a stout sighing-orange-gold twist of flux. He accelerated the process more than he might have had he had the time to take his time, generating excess ethereal byproducts that made the air sparkle and snap around the bandages of the injured limb.  A number of threads in the cotton were singed, giving rise to pinkish wisps of smoke.
As Mar's magic took hold, Lord Purhlea grunted, then stiffened as if in severe pain and gritted his teeth.  The viceroy's arm shook for a moment, but then steadied as Mar completed his ministrations, and the Purhlea relaxed.  Mar clove the cloth of the bandages in twain with a casual ethereal procedure
Lord Purhlea gave his arm an experimental twist, then stretched it while flexing his fingers.  "My thanks, my lord king."
Erskh watched all this with amazement and then, turning his goggle-eyed stare at Mar's trousers and boots, gasped, "My lord emperor, you...ah...have legs now?"
Mar pursed his lips and shook his head, then bent over slightly to tap a knuckle above his artificial knee to make a knocking sound.  "There're fake."
"Oh, my lord emperor, that is...quite...uh...novel.  They look very realistic.  Your magnificent magical abilities never cease to astound!"
Mar disregarded the inexpert fawning.  "How is it that you're here, Grand Commandant?"
Erskh gripped his sword, presenting an image of projected courage that simply struck Mar as ludicrous. 
"I am sallying with the Viceroy to drive the usurpers from the city, my lord emperor!"
Mar turned doubtful eyes on Lord Purhlea.
The Viceroy gave a slightly reluctant nod in confirmation.  "He has given me and my men succor in his home and assisted our travel to the Library to contact Legate Stromhaeldt and his unit, my lord king.  We were indeed preparing to sally when we saw the arrival of Number One."
"Do you know who's behind this?" Mar demanded of Erskh.
"Information has been difficult to acquire since the riots began, my lord emperor, but my agents suggest that Patriarch Hwraldek is the culprit."
"Lord Purhlea?"
"It was armsmen in Korhthenr sashes that ambushed my party yesterday as we were walking to the plaza, my lord king.  They killed three of my guardsmen and forced the rest of us into the sewers to escape."
"Grand Commandant Erskh, you had no prior warning of this insurrection?"
"None at all, my lord emperor!  My agents discovered absolutely no hint of it beforehand!  This fiend Hwraldek concealed his treason completely!"
Mar found that he had no reason to believe otherwise -- he felt sure that if Lord Purhlea had suspected Erskh then the Viceroy would have already dealt with the Grand Commandant in a final and certain manner -- and while he placed no trust in Erskh whatsoever and had no confidence in his loyalty to anything but his own survival, he did not think that the man would ever generate sufficient courage to conspire against the Empire.  And, as before, Erskh's ability to provide intelligence concerning goings on in Khalar might be of considerable use.
"What caused the riots?"
"Sacrilege most foul!  A moon dancer was murdered on the portico of the temple of Miyra right in front of the festival crowd.  Many witnesses claim that the four men were Imperial legionnaires wearing your colors.  A few reports suggest that the murderers then absconded into the temple itself."
"What about the rest of the Privy Council?"
"My instinct is to naturally suspect them, my lord emperor, but none have made any public pronouncements.  My agents have uncovered some indications that they are providing assistance to Hwraldek, but nothing that might be termed hard proof."
"You said that the killers went into the temple of Miyra?"
Appearing to realize for the first time that Mar had accepted his claim of innocence at face value, Erskh declared with some boldness, "Indeed, my lord emperor!  We should investigate immediately!"
"I'll leave that to you, Grand Commandant.  Go with this legate -- what was your name again?"
The Khalarii officer saluted.  "Legate Stromhaeldt, my lord emperor. House of Penniyl, Thirty-Ninth Reserve Exurban Legion."
"Right.”  Mar turned to point the stub of his left arm across the plaza.  "Legate Stromhaeldnt, go with Grand Commandant Erskh to the temple of Miyra and search the place.  I herby grant you the powers of an officer of imperial justice.  If you find the imperial imposters, arrest them.  I want them to be able to confess, so make sure that they are not overly damaged in the process.  If Priestess Seoralye does not cooperate unreservedly, arrest her on suspicion of treason."
"Yes, my lord emperor."  The legate saluted and began directing his men to form a file to march across the plaza.  Erskh, hand on sword and presenting what he must have thought of as a heroic pose, hurried to take a prominent place at the head of the column.
 "Knight-Commander Purhlea, I want you to take charge the section of legionnaires from Number One and move out to capture the Blue Ice Bridge.  Fall back to the plaza if you meet strong resistance and coordinate with Vice-Captain Ulor to provide polybolos support."
"Yes, my lord king. What of Hwraldek?"
"I'm going to find him myself."
 



THIRTY-EIGHT
The 1645th year of the Glorious Empire of the North
Fourthday, Waning, 1st Autumnmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire
Khalar
 
Hwraldek confronted the monk.  "You assured me that the Emperor would not come to Khalar.  Yet he has landed in the Plaza of the Empire after only a single day!"
The Phaelle'n's face showed no reaction.  "The advance of the holy forces of the Brotherhood has its own schedule and does not take into account Khalarii concerns.  Clearly the holy warrior sent to render the life of the Apostate did not succeed."
"Fortunately," Hwraldek said, forcing calm as he made a tiny signal with his hand to his guards, "I am not as simple as you may have imagined and have made provision for your failure.  At this point, with the viceroy and many of his senior commanders dead and the Viceroy's Guard in total disarray, there are none loyal to the Emperor that could point to me and swear that I am the instigator of this debacle.  I shall simply say that I, a dutiful and faithful servant of the Empire, felt compelled to use the meager resources of my House to intervene to restore order to the Old City.  None of my fellow conspirators will dare gainsay me.  However, to make my explanation sufficiently convincing, I will have to present the Emperor with the dastardly mastermind of the plot.  He will, of course, be conveniently dead and thus mute."
 Hwraldek made another sign and the guards moved in to surround the Phaelle'n.
"For the glory of the Restoration!"  The monk threw back his cloak and his dual blades began to sing.
 



THIRTY-NINE
 
Mar knew exactly where Hwraldek's villa was.  He had actually taken a silver fork from it once, on a summer night with a warm wind out of the north.  By chance alone, a guard had discovered him as he had padded through the kitchen and he had had to abscond with only the single piece of loot snatched from a table on his way out a window.  Of course, the fork had proven to be near worthless plate but he had still traded it for a slice of ham and a round of flat bread.
The rambling, unlovely brick structure had been constructed in the fairly recent past in a utilitarian modern style with faux columns, simulated cornices, painted on entablature, and plaster friezes.  It and its compact garden lay on the western side of the Old City just back from the rough ground along the bluffs.  Similar dwellings of the powerfully affluent shouldered next to it, but the blocks across the narrow street in front of it were a hive of apartments, half-covered alleys and small commercial plazas.  The grounds, well kept but devoid of particular style and entirely ornamental, were surrounded by a low wall toped by a black iron fence, but the elaborate gates opening on the entrance promenade were standing open and no guards could be seen.
Readying his magic to fend off any possible attack, he landed in the street just outside the gates and walked in.  No armsmen leapt from concealment to accost him and it seemed at first that the place was deserted.  As he advanced up the serpentine walk to the open terrace, an older man carrying a copper watering can appeared from the doors of the house and proceeded to sprinkle a row of potted flowers along the baluster.  The man's clothes were cut from fine material but were what Mar would have considered bondsman's attire: sleeveless tunic, rough trousers and sandals.  His upper right arm still had a light circle bisecting the tan of his bicep, so he must have only recently finished his Bond.  He looked up, nodded at Mar, but did not interrupt his work.
Because it seemed the thing to do, Mar stopped when he reached the edge of the terrace.  "I have come for Patriarch Hwraldek."
Shifting his feet to move to the next pot, the man said in an unconcerned fashion, "He's inside, first room on the left."
"Is he alone?"
"No, his guards are with him.  Everyone else has been scared off.  If you like, I'll help you bring them out."
The oddness of this last statement gave Mar pause.  "What do you mean?"
"They're all dead, of course.  Place looks like a slaughterhouse.  Probably take a week to clean."
Mar did not try to conceal his surprise.  "What happened?"
"It was the southern fellow, one of them that wear the hoods, only he never did.  He's in there too.  Near as I can tell, he and one of the guards, must have been the last one standing, gutted each other at the same time."
"I'd better take a look."
"Like I said, first room on the left."
Mar went into the house and found the grisly scene.  The patriarch lay in a pool of his own dried blood near a cold fireplace, sprawled in a position that suggested that the single thrust that he had taken to the heart had killed him instantly.  From the scuffed rugs, toppled furniture, and sliced cushions, it appeared that his guards, who all wore chainmail and leather that had done little to stop the unusually shaped twin blades that had killed them, had fought a raging battle as they also fell one by one.  The assassin lay at the center of the room, impaled on a sword that was still gripped in the hand of a disemboweled guard.  It was hard to tell, but the monk appeared to be smiling.
For the first time in a long time, Mar thought of Sihmal, but found no sense of recompense in Hwraldek's death.
He went back outside and found the servant pulling sprouted weeds from the pots with nimble fingers.  "Do you know who I am?"
"Sure do.  You're the emperor.  I saw you fly around the Plaza on the day of your coronation.  You didn't have legs then though.  Pretty wife you've got."
"Is there anyone else here?"
"No, the rest of the household took off when we looked in and found them all dead.  Bondsmen and servants know better than to stay around when something like that happens.  The next patriarch might decide that they had something to do with it."  
"So why did you stay?"
The man gestured at the flowers.  "I've been gardener here for half my life, bondsman and free. Started when the place was owned by Hwraldek's aunt.  I've got too much invested in the gardens to let a probable change in ownership stop me from tending to them now."
"I suppose that's a better reason than most."  Mar took a silver thal from his pocket and gave it to the gardener who dropped it in his own pocket without much ado.
"I'm going to send some armsmen to retrieve the patriarch's body," Mar told him.  "I want you to make sure that no one disturbs it until then.  Will you do that?"
"I'll do what I can, but this watering can won't work too well against a sword."
"If armed men come, they should be mine.  If some do that aren't wearing sea-blue and blood red, then just get out of their way."
"Oh, I know how to that well enough."
Mar flew up from the terrace and went south to the Blue Ice Bridge.  He caught sight of Lord Purhlea marching across the bridge toward the Old City at the head of a column of close to two hundred Khalarii legionnaires.  The Viceroy brought the column to a halt as Mar descended. 
 "I have taken command of the garrison here and arrested its former commander for incompetence," the Viceroy reported straightaway.  "He apparently was under the impression that his duty did not extend beyond the fortress walls." 
"What about the Korhthenr armsmen?"
"They disbursed before we arrived."
"No point holding on to a sinking ship."
"How is that, my lord king?"
"I found Hwraldek.  He's dead.  The word must have spread fast."
Lord Purhlea showed no surprise.  "Thus to all traitors."
Mar saw that the Viceroy had gotten the wrong idea.  "Oh, I didn't kill him.  Didn't get a chance.   He and his guards were dead when I found them."
"The conspirators had a falling out?"
"No.  I talked to one of his servants.  Hwraldek had been having dealings with a Phaelle'n monk and for whatever reason, the monk killed them all.  He also died in the process, so we probably won't ever be able to find out exactly what happened.  Unless Erskh comes up with something at the temple, anyone else that was involved in this may escape completely."
He gave Lord Purhlea brief directions to Hwraldek's villa.  "Have some men retrieve his corpse and hang it from the obelisk in the Plaza of the Empire."
"For how long, my lord king?
"Until it rots."
Mar left the capable nobleman to the task of asserting imperial rule throughout the Old City and flew upward to consider the western bank of the river.
People were beginning to venture out and crowds were forming in many of the larger streets and all of the main avenues.  Thus far, most seemed to be just congregating to talk.  Fires still burned, but in some cases groups of civilians were working to douse them.  Though some of the men in the crowds appeared to be armed with clubs or other similar weapons of convenience, no armsmen, Korhthenr, Imperial, or otherwise, were visible.  Either the Viceroy's Guard had been wiped out to a man or they had all quite sensibly found somewhere to hide.
Mar thought briefly of hunting for Vice-Captain Mhygaeus and his marines, but had no idea where to start looking and doubted that he would have any success in a random search -- there were simply too many places in the Lower City to hide bodies.
Settling the civil unrest might be difficult.  He well understood the mentality of a Khalarii riot.  In order to find profit in bedlam, certain disreputable elements from the Lower City were always ready to inflame the most miniscule manufactured slight against the Forty-Nine into a public outrage.  Normally, these sorts of tumults faded as quickly as they had arisen.  In this case, however, it had been no mere overblown minor trespass that had enraged the faithful but an apparent murder of an acolyte sacred to the Gods that had been witnessed by thousands.  Those in the streets below were not simply the opportunistic thieves, beggars, and scoundrels but rather the common faithful -- shopkeepers, laborers, traders, metal workers, and craftsmen.
Hwraldek might be dead, but the problem that he had created would not automatically pass away with him.
Mar flew back to the Plaza of the Empire and landed on the elevated, granite-paved esplanade that ran around the outside of the half circle of bluestone columns that supported the portico of the Temple of Miyra.  Along with Legate Stromhaeldt, a quad of his armsmen, a shoulder to shoulder line of scantily-clad, young, physiologically blessed, and anxious women, Grand Commandant Erskh was present but seemed to have decided that his purpose in the operation was to stand to one side, look commanding, ogle the women, and leave the actual investigative functions to the legate.  Pretending to be questioning one of the Moon Dancers, the Khalarii official made no move to approach as Mar alighted next to Stromhaeldt.
The legate saluted smartly.  "We found no armsmen, my lord emperor, and no indication that any had been here but what we also did not find is troubling.  There is no evidence of the missing and presumed dead moon dancer."
"Explain."
"In accordance with the Codex of the Moon -- the goddess Miyra happens to be a patron of my House, my lord emperor, and I am conversant with her holy texts -- there are always exactly twenty-four odalisques in service to the Temple."  Stromhaeldt pointed at the line of young women hemmed in by the legionnaires.  "We double counted them."
"All alive and all accounted for?"
"Yes, my lord emperor."
"It must have been a glamour."
"Magic, my lord emperor?"
"Yes.  Where's High Priestess Seoralye?"
"Inside."
"Bring her."
Escorted -- or, perhaps more accurately herded -- by the legate and a quad of his legionnaires, Supreme High Priestess Seoralye arrived flustered and incensed, but not panicked.  Her robes of office, which Mar still thought revealed too much plump, unlovely, and wrinkled skin for a woman her age and girth, were immaculate and her coiffure perfect.  Not surprisingly, she did not at all present the image of a guilty conspirator.
"My lord emperor," she enthused immediately upon seeing him, "thank the Forty-Nine that you are here!  There has been a terrible tumult in the city!"
"Patriarch Hwraldek has paid for his treason," Mar told her, watching her face closely for some indication of guilt.  "I do not believe that he was alone in this plot."
"Oh! Who do you suspect, my lord emperor?"  The innocence and ignorance that the priestess projected was so thick that it almost stirred the ether.
"You know nothing of it?"
"Certainly not!  I am a true and faithful servant of the Gods and of the Empire!"
"Was one of the Moon Dancers killed yesterday?"
Seoralye assumed a look of incomprehension.  "No, my lord emperor.  All of the temple attendants are here, as you can plainly see."
"According to all reports, the murder of the moon dancer was witnessed by thousands."
"I cannot speak to that, my lord emperor.  At the time of the disturbance that led to the riots, I was within the holy sanctum, performing the special festival prayers to the goddess."
"That was convenient."
"I was simply attending to my customary duties, my lord emperor."
Mar contemplated the woman.  Clearly, she was too astute to inadvertently incriminate herself. 
It did not seem likely to him that Hwraldek would have attempted to take over the city on his own.  The patriarch might have been able to seize the government through assassination and the force of his armsmen alone, but he had been too cunning to think that he could rule in Khalar without the cooperation of the other power factions.  Mar's instincts told him that the entire Privy Council must have been involved.
While he had the authority, both magical and civil, to arrest all of the surviving members without proof, he did not believe it wise to do so.  Mar knew his history well enough to know that the common people of Khalar must have confidence that he -- the Emperor -- would adhere to the ancient traditions of imperial jurisprudence.  Otherwise, he would be condemned as a despot and any popular support that he had had in the city would fade away.
Still, something must be done to prevent this rot from Khalar once again raising rebellion.  After he went out to Mhevyr to do battle with the Brotherhood, he would not be able to return to deal with another ambitious traitor.
"High Priestess Seoralye, I'm going to restore order to Khalar and work diligently to discover the source of this perfidy.  To assist me with these endeavors, the Privy Council must come into immediate session."
"Of course, my lord emperor.  I will prepare straightaway to go to the Viceroy's Palace."
"The session will take place aboard my flagship here in the Plaza," Mar corrected, taking some pleasure in the uncertainty that flashed for just an instant through the priestess' eyes.
"As a security measure," Mar went on, "I'm going to assign guards to all the councilors.  Legate Stromhaeldt, have two of your men escort the priestess to Number One."
After a detectably less confident but still outwardly unconcerned Seoralye and her escorts moved off down the stairs, Mar called Erskh over and ordered him to personally present a summons to the each of the other members of the Privy Council.  They were to attend Mar without delay.
When the Grand Commandant was on his way, Mar swept across the plaza to Number One to give Ulor instructions, then, with the full intention to have the councilors cool their heels until his return, rose up and flew across the river again.
The air above the western bank was, as always, thick with soot, ash, and smoke, but clearly the haze had been added to in a significant way by the fires that continued to burn in some areas, particularly in the northern slums.
All of these elements, he determined in short order, would respond to ethereal ignition.  After a short period of experimentation, he used a mewling-pine lance with a corkscrew semblance to explode bright flashes of gold and blood red fire above every thoroughfare and borough of the Lower City, smiting the air with peals of reverberating thunder.  He continued this demonstration until he judged that he had gotten the shocked attention of every inhabitant.  Then, he cast the spell that would carry his voice over the entire city and spoke.
"People of Khalar, this is the Emperor.  The murder of the moon dancer that many saw yesterday was a false image projected by accursed sorcery.  No moon dancer has died.  No sacrilege has been committed.  Twenty-four dancers are alive and well at their temple.  This heinous deception was planned and promoted by Patriarch Hwraldek of the House of Korhthenr, who has perished as a consequence of his crimes and will soon hang from the obelisk at the center of the Plaza of the Empire.  Tomorrow, all who desire may go there to count the temple attendants and to look upon this cretin's remains.  Today, I declare peace across the city.  All of you will go to your homes and there remain through dawn tomorrow.  The streets will be cleared so that fire brigades and Imperial guardsmen may go about their proper business.  Be forewarned.  I will bring a storm of fire and whirlwind upon any who do not obey these orders."
He gathered his ethereal strength and then pressed forward across the Lower City, driving a stiff wind before him with a wave of gabbling-carnelian flux and stirring dust and wrack into the faces of the crowds.  He kept his altitude at only six manheight so that all could see and recognize him and crossed then entire Lower City, from north to south and east to west.
Within half an hour, the streets were empty and he returned to Number One.
As instructed, Ulor had moved the skyship to within fifty manheight of the ebony stone of the tapering cylindrical obelisk and the members of the council, who had all apparently reacted with alacrity to the summons, were standing -- Mar had told Ulor not to offer them chairs -- in a loose huddle on the main deck.  They were not speaking and hardly glanced at each other.  Erskh stood upon the steerage with Ulor and several marines, in a transparent attempt to avoid being contaminated with the others' possible guilt.
A file of legionnaires waited in the shadow of the skyship.  Near them on a litter lay a covered form.
Mar did not land upon the deck, but floated a manheight above it so that the four surviving members of the Privy Council would have to look up at him and toward the obelisk.
Though Mwyrlzhre appeared to have a nervous tremor, Lhyt was as unperturbed as Seoralye and Erhtrys looked decidedly pleased.  It was certain that the leader of the House of Rhesdin would gain influence in the Council of the Patriarchs as a consequence of Hwraldek's removal.
Gleaning his words and stentorian tone from the language of imperial texts that he had read long ago, Mar amplified his voice slightly and addressed the group before any of them could speak.
"Traitors have always been a curse of the Empire, but there has never before been an emperor who was also a magician."
He caused leaping surge of red fire to flare along the surface of the obelisk.
"There has never been an emperor who could see into the hearts of men and see their guilt."
He had called down the lighting once before and, needing it again, he did so now without conscious effort or plan.  The bolt struck the top of the obelisk, making the councilors cringe back and shield their eyes from the sudden blare of light.
"There has never been an emperor who could smite down treason from afar."
He infused the clothing of each of the councilors and caused it to constrict painfully upon them for an extended moment, making them gasp for breath.  When he released them, none failed to look afraid.  Mwyrlzhre appeared to have wet himself.
Mar nodded at Ulor, who then leaned over the side to wave at the legionnaires.
Without ceremony, the file marched out to the base of the obelisk, bearing the litter, and cast a rope over an iron hook that protruded from the stone about three manheight up.
The hook, according to an obscure anecdote that Mar had once read in a volume entitled the Annuls of the Viceroyalty, had been fitted by the twelfth post-imperial viceroy, Pylbim III, to hang his own brother.
As the legionnaires mechanically attended the task of fitting a noose about the corpse's neck and began hoisting it up, Mar nudged Number One nearer to the obelisk.  He wanted each and every one of his guests to get a good look at the doom of any who raised rebellion against the Empire.
Mar might not be able to instill loyalty in them, but he certainly could instill fear.
 



FORTY
143rd Year of the Reign of the City
Fourthday, Waning, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire
Mhajhkaei
 
"Am I dead?" Rhavaelei quavered, staring aghast at the apparition that had opened the door of her cell.
Ghorn shook his head.  "No."
"The monks killed you."
"Obviously not."
Rhavaelei got up from her threadbare pallet, crossed the floor in her still bare feet, ignoring the discomfort of the rough stone on her tender soles and struggling somewhat against the dragging weight of her chains, and approached Ghorn with trepidation.  She wanted to touch him to make sure that he was really there but restrained herself.
"Am I to be executed?"
"No."
"It was not poison."
"If it had been poison that you placed in his cup, you would not still draw breath."
"Am I to be set free, then?"
"No.  The Queen has granted me the right to bestow clemency.  You will be released from the dungeon, but will be exiled."
Rhavaelei straightened a bit, disregarding as immaterial to her own situation this unexpected news of Queen's return.  Though anything at all would be better than this cesspit of a cell, she still wanted to know the particulars before she relinquished the constant dread that had gripped her.
"Where am I to go?"
"You will be taken under heavy guard to Pamplyea."
Suddenly motivated by an unabashed desire for simple human contact, Rhavaelei pressed nearer Ghorn, hovering at a distance intimate enough to feel the heat radiating from his body.   He was in armor and smelled as if he had worn it for days, but even this ox-like reek was a welcome change from the musty lichen smell of the frigid and unrelenting stone that had been her only companion since she had been left here.  Making her isolation complete, her jailors had never shown their faces, delivering her meals and removing her midden bucket through a hatch at the bottom of the door.  She had despaired of ever seeing another human being again.
For a fantastical moment, she had an irrational impulse to embrace him and only refrained from doing so because she feared that he would spurn and belittle her.
"I'll need money from my accounts and clothing and other personal items from my apartments," she said, achieving, despite the heavy chill in her bones and the filth of her sackcloth dress, a brash, almost haughty tone.
Ghorn's bland expression did not waver.  "You have been made destitute by Imperial decree.  The House of Trajhen has disinherited you and stripped you of all titles and property.  You have nothing to take."
A lesser woman would have been stunned.  She simply moved on.  "What will be the nature of my circumstance in Pamplyea?"
"You will be given use of a cottage on the estate.  You will be provided clothing and basic necessities.  You may occupy yourself as you please, but you will not have servants, so you will be responsible for your own cooking, cleaning, and other daily work."
"This estate in Pamplyea is yours, I take it?"
"That of my family."
She surprised herself by managing a laugh.  She raised her hands together, chains dangling with a jolting sound across his breastplate, and made as if to caress his face, but did not quite touch him, leaving her fingertips to float just a breath from his hard countenance.
"So I am to be your kept woman?"
The prince betrayed no reaction.  "You are to be nothing to me or to anyone else."
Rhavaelei turned from his harsh expression to look back into the cold, mildew, and damp of the cell for a brief moment and then swung her gaze by Ghorn to the dim corridor.  Though she could not see them, she took it for granted that armsmen waited just out of sight to drag her away in the same shameful manner that they had dragged her here.  Her future looked indeed bleak, but at least she now knew that she would have one.
Her once boundless ambition was dead; the shackles that wrapped her wrists and ankles had killed it.  She knew that the king would never permit her rise to her proper station again.  All the influence and power that she had gained across the Principate through years of labor was gone and would never return.  When he had condemned her, she had seen an uncompromising certitude in his eyes.  This was a man who could seize upon a grievance and preserve it for all time.  He would not bend.  He would not falter.  Rather than allow her to escape his retribution in death, he had chosen to make sure that her punishment lasted for the rest of her life.
But there might be a way that she could eventually be allowed to return from her exile.  It might take years to achieve, but she belonged in Mhajhkaei, not some rural hovel.
"I wish that you take me to wife," she told Ghorn matter-of-factly.
He laughed.  "Ridiculous."
"Not at all.  I do not wish to spend the rest of my existence alone in some abandoned backwater.  Children will provide me useful purpose to occupy my time and give me the comfort of family."
This was the truth.  She had, at least in a theoretical way, always wanted and expected children, but had subordinated that natural desire to the pursuit of her ambitions.
The humor drained from Ghorn's weather-beaten face.  "Coming to my bed will not earn an end to your exile."
"I do not come to your bed to earn a pardon," she stated.  For some odd reason, this did not exactly feel like a lie.  "As a high born woman of Mhajhkaei, I have always accepted that my marriage would be by arrangement.  Now that Trajhen has disowned me, I am free to manage my own affairs.  As political and financial considerations are now of no consequence to my situation, the qualities that I require in a husband -- and sire of my children  -- are proven health and intelligence, established financial wherewithal, and unquestionable fidelity.  The bloodlines in your family are good, your wealth is settled in clear deed to productive lands, and I know that you love me and always have."
With some surprise, she realized that this last was the absolute truth.
He did not say anything for a moment, then disparaged gruffly, "That is and always has been irrelevant."
"Perhaps, but I know that you will remain true to the marriage vow and bring no shame upon me while we will live separate.  Though my station in life may be diminished, I have no desire to be the butt of crude humor."
 Ghorn's face betrayed nothing as he contemplated her in silent thought for a moment.
"The war against the monks will begin in earnest within days," he said at last.  "I will go east tomorrow or the day after.  Last night I dreamed that I will not return."
"Then you must register our marriage immediately and give me a son before I am taken to Pamplyea.  You cannot let your lineage die with you."
Then, for just the merest of heartbeats, she saw that he was tempted.  Realizing that she must do something to make him believe her, commit some grand gesture that would convince him of her honesty, she took a step back, sank with slow deliberation to her knees, and showed him the open palm of her right hand.
"Cut me."
At first, she thought that he would refuse, but after a tense moment he drew his sword with slow determination and held the blade vertical, a fingerlength from her skin.  Without hesitation, she let her palm fall against the nicked but recently sharpened edge.
The pain was severe enough to make her gasp and the blood profuse enough to trickle in warm tendrils down her wrist and forearm.
As he sheathed his sword, she breathed the words in a rush of abandoned aspirations.  "With steel and blood, bound into the earth, I pledge my life to Mar, magician and emperor, and name him my king!"
She felt no different with this deed done, experienced no twinge or discomfort to show that the magic had been cast, but Ghorn reacted immediately, pressing his own palm against the cut to staunch the blood and raising her back to her feet with a smooth, strong pull of his arms.
"You will have your marriage," he told her, "and your child."
 



FORTY-ONE
Last Awakening
(Sixthday, Waning, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire)
On the Imperial road leading to the West High Gate of Khalar
 
Fatigue compelled Llylquaendt to stop to rest on the edge of a multi-acre apple orchard within sight of the gates of Khalar.  The mid-morning sun seemed awfully hot for this early in the year.
"The climate here -- your word would be skould'shg I think -- is much warmer than on the other side of the mountains," he told the five women as he sank to sit on a large stone that had tumbled from the roadside wall.  The shade of the upper limbs of the nearest tree covered the stone and provided some relief from a sun that seemed to burn with the heat of summer.  Unaccountably, he soon found himself shivering.  "It might have something to do with the altitude difference."
"You are pushing yourself too hard, husband," Myleu scolded as she filled a cup from her canteen and offered it to him.
"I have walked all the way around this world more than once," he grumbled, breathing hoarsely.  "I can walk another thousand paces."
"You will have a sit by a fire and something to eat," she ruled, making a sign with her hand at the other women.
Beasl and Kylii immediately began gathering deadwood for the fire while Mryeen and Plri dropped their packs and took out supplies and pots for a full meal.
Llylquaendt sighed.  The five pregnant women could out-walk, out-work, and no doubt out-fight him. 
"I guess I could take a bit of tea," he allowed.
He wound up eating a large bowl of stew and some of the bread that he had bought at a farm the day before.  After that, wrapped in Beasl's and Kylii's warm embrace, he fell into a doze for a bit.  When he roused, he felt somewhat revived and bade the two women let him stand.
"We should go on, now," he told the five.  "In the city, we'll get rooms at a tavern or inn.  It will be good to get out of the weather and to sleep in a proper bed."
 "Very well, husband," Myleu allowed.  "But you will tell me right away if you feel tired again."
They encountered a few travelers as they neared the gates, most of whom gave them a wide berth.  Llylquaendt and the women were dressed in traditional Gheddessii costume, including jhuhngt'n, and he had noticed hostile glances from some of the field workers that they had passed since reaching the Ice River valley.  A few of the Gheddessii traders that he had done business with had made mention of the fact that the Imperials were not fond of the tribal people, but Llylquaendt had passed that off as simply the animosity generated by hard trading.
Within a hundred paces of the city gate, a horse-mounted party of a merchant factor and his two guards overtook them on the highway.  The party broke into a trot to pass and as they went by, Llylquaendt saw a look of outright contempt on the face the factor and one of unconcealed lascivious interest directed at Myleu on that of one of the guards.  After the horsemen had moved on, he began to grow anxious that an old man and five women might be deemed weak, and thus would be vulnerable to harassment or outright attack.
All of the women had several knives, both the openly displayed armlength long curved blades that the tribes called bhyah'ts or for killing, and hidden smaller ones for throwing and daily chores.
"Myleu," he said after some thought. "We will take no chances in the city.  I want everyone to stay on their guard, just as if we were still in the mountains."
The statuesque woman gave him a curious look and pointedly drew her bhyah'ts half way out of its scabbard.  "How else would it be, husband?"
"Oh, yes.  I see what you mean.  Silly of me to think that you would have any reason to believe that civilization meant, well, civilized people."
Myleu nodded as she normally did when was being the faithful Gheddessii wife and the things that he said made no sense.
A squat, red brick gatehouse pierced the city's earthen rampart.  The tall, steel reinforced wooden gates stood open, but there were eight armsmen standing guard who openly examined each and every person entering or exiting.   The factor and his guards were stopped and briefly questioned before being waved through.
Llylquaendt immediately noticed that these guards showed a greater variety in complexion and hair color that the Khalarii that he had seen thus far.  When he got close enough to hear them speak, it was obvious that some spoke in the same cosmopolitan accents as had Eishtren, Aelwyrd, Ulor, and the ubermen.
For the sake of caution, he stopped when he came abreast of the guards.
"Good day to you, sir," he said to the one that seemed to be in charge.
Before he could continue, the armsman pointed to a badge on the cuff of his mail shirt.  "Not a 'sir.'  I'm just a ceannaire.  Abaegwyrd's the name."
Llylquaendt was not sure that he understood the rank, but took it to be something like a sergeant.  "It's a pleasure to meet you.  I'm Llylquaendt.  Is it necessary to obtain permission to enter the city?"
The Mhajhkaeirii, tall and dark of hair and skin, shook his head.  "Now that the rebellion's been put down and the riots are done, the city's open.  We've orders to watch for any of the Korhthenr mercenaries that try to get out into the countryside in disguise, but everyone else is free to come and go."
Llylquaendt raised his eyebrows.  "Rebellion?"
"I guess you wouldn't know, coming from the Waste.  It was Patriarch Hwraldek, if the name means anything to you."  Abaegwyrd grinned savagely.  "It lasted just a day before the King put an end to it.  Hwraldek's hanging from the obelisk in the Plaza of the Empire."
Llylquaendt replied with a non-committal, "Ah." 
He did not know who this Patriarch Hwraldek was, but it was clear that he had made a fatal mistake in challenging the power of the King of the Mhajhkaeirii.  In any event, this executed unfortunate had inadvertently done Llylquaendt a favor by causing Mar to come to Khalar, thus saving the medic a long journey to the southern shore.
"You know, you've a funny accent, but you speak the best Imperial Standard of any Gheddessii that I've ever heard.  You're from the tribes on the other side of the Mheckels?" 
For the sake of simplicity, Llylquaendt just nodded his head.
Abaegwyrd looked around at the Gheddessii females.  "These your daughters?"
Frowning heavily, Llylquaendt corrected, "Wives."
Looking openly impressed, the ceannaire chuckled.  "You're a better man than me, Llylquaendt.  I just hope that I've got enough vigor to keep up with one wife when I'm your age."
Llylquaendt tiled his head and shrugged slightly as if to say that his situation was not great accomplishment.
"I suppose that I had better ask your business in Khalar, just in case something comes up," Abaegwyrd mentioned.
"I have to speak to a man about trading for some horses," Llylquaendt said. 
He had already decided that to say that he had come to speak to the king would simply raise suspicion and its attendant difficulties.  With Mar currently in the city, it should only be necessary to get near enough so that the king would recognize him.  If that were not possible, then he would have to try to communicate a message through the Mhajhkaeirii bureaucracy, if there was such a thing.
 "Well, good luck in your trading."
Llylquaendt thanked the man and then he and the five women forged on into the small plaza beyond.  There were a number of Khalarii about, most standing in nervous clumps and talking earnestly, but none gave the six of them more than a passing glance.
At the opposite end of the plaza, a wide, winding street led off in a general easterly direction.  Llylquaendt stopped here, suddenly realizing that he absolutely nothing about the layout of Khalar.
"I doubt that it would be wise to ask directions to the King's residence, considering the current state of affairs," he said in Gheddessii, mostly just speaking his thoughts aloud.
"We should find some of the traders of the people," Myleu said.  "They will know where we should go."
As Llylquaendt was about to give his ascent to this plan, the man that he had come to see stepped abruptly in front of Myleu, appearing apparently from nowhere.  Instantly, all the women drew their bhyah'ts and closed tightly about Llylquaendt.
"Do not attack him," he warned his wives in Gheddessii.  "This is Mar.  He is magenfolk and very powerful."
None of the women relaxed and he had to chivy Myleu and Beasl aside to allow him to step forward to greet Mar.  Oddly, the magician looked more worn and perhaps some older than when Llylquaendt had seen him last.  Also, he had not had this brooding look that now seemed to have sculpted permanent lines into his face.
Something else struck Llylquaendt as different about Mar, but the thought wandered away before he could latch onto it.
"Forgive them," he told the magician in Imperial Standard.  "They dote upon me."
Mar did not smile.  "I see that you've been earnest in your duty.  They will give you three sons and two daughters."
Llylquaendt felt considerable surprise.  Even his portable kit had not been able to tell him that.
"Thank you for the information, good magician.  I take it that you stepped from out a glamour?"
"Yes," Mar replied in a curt tone that Llylquaendt took to mean that the magician would offer no further clarification.
"You seem older than I remember.  My original impression was that you were quite young.  Is that gray I see in your hair?"
"I've seen difficult times."
"Perhaps it's just my faulty memory.  I'm happy that you have come to meet us, for it's saved me many steps, I'm sure, but how is it that you knew we had come?  Did the guards at the gate inform you by some magical means?  Perhaps a comm?  You might call the device a telecommunicator?"
The magician's cheek twitched minutely.  "No, the monks have those, but we don't.  I saw your arrival through the ether.  Since you've seen me last, I've learned new magics."
"Ah, well and good, I suppose."
Llylquaendt lost his train of thought for a moment as his eyes drifted over a young child peering at them from under a set of wooden stairs leading up to the second storey of a tenement across the way.  The child had wide green eyes and wore a faded dress but seemed healthy and well fed.  It took him a moment or two to gather his focus, but Mar only waited.
"Oh, I beg your pardon.  My mind wanders these days.  I had to come warn you about your bowman, Eishtren.  You mustn't let him break his bow.  The Gheddessii seers have foreseen a great disaster if this occurs.  Also, you mustn't trust your n'loomq, your spirit guide.  The Seer did not name this person, but I would imagine that he or she is someone you perceive as a mentor or tutor."
The magician looked unmoved.  "Thank you, Llylquaendt, I'll do what I can."
Having come so far at no mean expense to his own health and time, both quantities of which he had an exceptionally limited supply, Llylquaendt felt a moment of pique at the magician's lack of urgency, but exercised some of the wisdom that he had garnered in a century of existence and let it pass.  It had seemed eminently right and necessary to warn Mar, but it was beyond Llylquaendt's power to see that the warning was followed.
"Is there any chance that you might have need of a medic?  I've sojourned with the descendents of my city and, as you said, done my duty to them.  I'd like to see a bit of Khalar and perhaps Mhajhkaei before I return."
"I'm afraid that I'm going to have to decline your offer.  The war has restarted in the east.  Neither Khalar nor Mhajhkaei will be safe and you are too valuable to the Gheddessii for me to place you in danger."
Llylquaendt had not expected this rebuff, but he took it in stride.  "We'll not tarry here then.  I've no desire to see more war.  After I've rested a day or so, we'll return to the tribe."
"I'd recommend that you go out today and camp beyond the walls.  There are some rebel adherents still about."
This was clearly an order.  "I suppose that you're right.  That would be safer."
Mar nodded and then looked, unaccountably, sad.  "I've thought about it a great deal, Llylquaendt, but I've found no way around it.  I'm afraid that I have to repay the kindnesses that you have done me with a curse.  You must have a very long life."
The magician waved his hands in an obviously arcane gesture and Llylquaendt felt an ethereal shock course through him, one that he had not experienced in a great long time but one that was immediately familiar to him.
"That was a medical spell!" he gasped out.  "What have you done to me?" 
He fumbled in the pouch at his waist, drew out his kit, and turned the sensor on himself.
"I've removed seventy years from your age," Mar replied in a severe tone, "and reduced the rate at which age will attack your body.  The normal lifespan that you have ahead of you is now very long.  As a sudden transition would've killed you, I've caused the strengthening to take place over a few days."
Llylquaendt read the ethereal vibrations of his kit and saw that indeed changes had been made to his body on a cellular level.
"That's amazing!" he burst out, aghast.  "There were only a handful of highly skilled physicians who would even dare attempt that sort of spell even in my own time!"
The magician's brooding deepened.  "As I said, I have learned new magics."
"But ... why?  Why me?"
Mar gestured at the intent and glowering Gheddessii women.  "So that you will see your children born and have many more.  The Gheddessii will become a people of great magicians because of you."
"What is wrong, husband?" Myleu demanded in her own tongue, eyeing Mar with suspicion.
Llylquaendt shook his head, partially to clear it of his own confusion, and told her, "Nothing is wrong.  The magician has given me... a blessing, I suppose I should call it."
He looked back at Mar.  "I don't think I understand."
The magician's sadness deepened.  "You will.  I'm sorry, but I have to leave you now.  Good luck, Llylquaendt."
Mar took a step to his right and vanished.
Disturbed and pondering the odd meeting, Llylquaendt told Myleu, "I've finished my business here.  We're going back."
"Back home?"
"Oh, yes, back home."
In the small plaza, it came to him why Mar had seemed different. "Myleu, in the Waste, did Mar have two hands and two legs?"
"No, husband."
"He has been playing with time, I think."
Though she clearly did not comprehend his meaning, she did not comment.
At the gate, Ceannaire Abaegwyrd looked surprised.  "That was a quick deal."
"I spoke with the man that I had come to see," Llylquaendt replied.  "There was a misunderstanding.  He's buying horses, not selling."
"Oh, tough break."
About an hour up the highway, a sudden burst of unfamiliar energy made Llylquaendt lengthen his stride and he realized that he felt better than he had in years.
Then, to his utter surprise, he caught himself admiring the way Myleu's backside swayed as she walked ahead of him. 
It had been at least two score years since he had last appreciated the feminine figure in such an interested way.
 



FORTY-TWO
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 345th Day of Glorious Work
Year One of the New Age of Magic
(Seventhday, Waning, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire)
Assembly field before the Plythtwaelndt Fortress, north of Mhevyr
 
Whorlyr heard the first covey of Shrikes pass overhead and raised his head and shoulders through the observation hatch.  For a few seconds, he looked with pride upon the host of the Brotherhood.
Currently shrouded with the long shadows cast from the walls of the fortress by the rising sun behind, the algars, as he had taken to calling them, were, one thousand strong, lined up in precise rows of fifty, each fully manned and supplied.  The cargo carriers for each drove were embedded within the formation and the ground crews had all retired back through the gates.  A league to the southwest down a broad, hard-packed gravel road was the Imperial Highway, the artery that would see him race across the entire continent within a fortnight.
When the moving sunlight gleamed off the algars of the first rank, he called down an order to Brother Zsii to send the signal to advance and his creation began to shift into column and trundle down the road in near silence.
Whorlyr's conquest of the world had begun.
 



FORTY-THREE
The 1645th year of the Glorious Empire of the North
(Seventhday, Waning, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire)
Plaza of the Empire, Khalar
 
A file of Mhajhkaeirii marines under the command of a subaltern with a face like a hatchet had come to his home to snarl that the Emperor required his presence and Erskh had practically run all the way to the Plaza of the Empire.
Puffing and sweating, he did not slow until he had climbed up through the hatchways to the main deck of Number One.  He immediately felt hemmed in.  Marines and legionnaires were stationed on guard all along the rails of deck.  Lord Purhlea, Legate Stromhaeldt, the surviving officers of the Guard, and several other Mhajhkaeirii officers stood in a rough semi-circle behind the emperor.  The Grand Commandant realized that the setting had the unmistakable semblance of a military court.
To one side, a scribe sat at a round table working industriously on several documents that were the size of broadsides.  The intent, balding and heavy fellow had a number of pots of colored illustrative inks and a variety of nibs, brushes and pens laid out on a satchel.  From what Erskh could see in a stolen glance, the documents were some type of proclamation, with two columns of compact print and a precise facsimile of the Imperial Seal limned in the upper right corner.
Sitting behind a simple table covered with piles of paper and a few books, the emperor wore his working attire of battered brigandine, simple trousers and boots.  As Erskh covered the last few steps, Mar I scribbled a note on a page and shifted it to his left onto a already tall pile of mismatched sheets and cards.
At two paces, Erskh dropped to his knees so fast that he almost lost his balance and threw up his fist in salute.  "Hail Emperor Mar, King of the Mhajhkaeirii and Khalarii!"
Despite his best efforts, he had not been able to keep the quiver from his voice.
The emperor turned unkind eyes upon him.  "Get up, Grand Commandant."
Erskh rocketed to his feet and fear restricted his throat so much that any platitudes that he might have attempted were choked off.
The emperor turned and beckoned the scribe who rose, gathered up the finished proclamations, sorting as he did so, and crossed to the emperor's table.    Holding the rest in the crook of his arm, the scribe placed the top proclamation in front of the emperor.
Erskh was only an armlength from the table and while he could not make out the print in the columns, he could easily read the upside down grand point majuscules of the name written at the top:  ERHTRYS, MERCHANT HOUSE RHESDIN.
Glancing over the document in a casual fashion as he reached for a pen protruding from an inkpot, the emperor said, "Grand Commandant, in order to prevent future difficulties here in Khalar, I find it necessary to issue warrants of execution that may be enacted by the Viceroy should the need arise."
Fixated, Erskh watched as the emperor scrawled a large, ornate signature at the bottom, sprinkled a pinch of sand from a small box, used a blotter, and then moved the complete proclamation to the side.
"This is an odious task, but I am sure, given recent events, that you can well understand the need for such action."
Erskh unclenched his teeth long enough to say.  "Of course, my lord emperor.  Traitors to the Empire deserve no less."
The scribe put the second warrant in front of the emperor.  The name at the top of this one was MWYRLZHRE, HOUSE OF SER
This time, the emperor only glanced down long enough to sign and lay the warrant aside.
"Choosing the names to append to these warrants has been difficult.  As I cannot know with certainty who I may trust and who I may not, I have had to add persons to the list that may be perfectly innocent."
The third warrant named SEORALYE, TEMPLE OF MIYRA and Erskh found his hands shaking as the emperor dealt it the same fate.
"In the interests of justice, I am however minded to appoint an extraordinary prosecutor to keep watch over persons who are deemed suspect," the emperor told Erskh, not even bothering to look this time as the scribe whisked the third warrant aside and placed the fourth bearing the name LHYT, TRADER IN METALS under his hand.  This he also signed in a careless fashion.
Erskh watch as the fifth warrant landed on the table.  On this one, the spot where the name of the condemned should be was blank.
Erskh watched with unmitigated terror as the emperor's hand dipped the pin in the inkpot, and then moved toward the top of the warrant and stopped, poised just a fingerlength above the paper.
Then, finding a strength that he did not know that he had, Erskh pried his mouth open to speak.  "My lord emperor, it would be my great honor to immediately volunteer for this duty!  I pray you, allow me to devote myself to this service!  I will root out any disloyalty that may linger in Khalar.  I swear this by the names of all the Gods!"
The emperor's hand returned the pen to the inkpot.
 



FORTY-FOUR
 
Ready to depart, Number One awaited naught but Mar's command.  Sitting at a table on her main deck with his lap desk and yet another stack of reports, he had only to finish dealing with this final matter.
"You're sure that the old Gheddessii said that his name was Llylquaendt?" Mar asked, looking up from a list that summarized daily activity at the city's gates.  On the page, the name was spelled Lillekayne, and the fact that this was neither a common Gheddessii'n forename nor a Khalarii'n one had instantly triggered Mar's curiosity.
"That's right, my lord king, Llylquaendt, just like you say it," the marine ceannaire confirmed.  His routine account had found its way to Mar's attention a day after Llylquaendt had come and gone.
"Very old man?" Mar persisted.  "White hair and very well kempt beard?  About your height?"
"That's him, my lord king.  Looked old enough to be my grandfather's grandfather.  He entered through the gate on our watch, saying that he had horse trading business in the city, but then just a few minutes later he came back and said that they had spoken to the man that they had come to see and that the deal fell through.  The last I saw of them, they were headed west on the highway."
"You said 'them?'  He wasn't alone?"
"No, my lord king." Ceannaire Abaegwyrd grinned in a cavalier fashion.  "He had his five wives with him."
Mar chuckled.  "Yes, that would be about right.  Thank you, ceannaire.  That will be all."
The ceannaire saluted and made for the hatch.  Abaegwyrd was a member of the small contingent that had accompanied Vice-Captain Mhygaeus and would remain in Khalar with his commander to assist Lord Purhlea in the implementation of his new policy of throw out all the bureaucrats, ignore the merchants, and run the place like a military camp.  Mhygaeus had shown up wounded but alive along with a number of rescued guardsmen and all of his marines, explaining that he had ordered a strategic retreat, or in his exact words, 'hidden in a stable,' until the mobs had lost interest. 
Mar closed his lap desk.  He thought it odd that Llylquaendt had not attempted to contact him, and would like to have had the opportunity to speak with the medic but knew that he did not have the time to go off looking for him now.  Dreading what Phaelle'n sparked calamity might have erupted in his absence, he knew that he must return to Mhajhkaei as soon as he could.
He stood on his artificial legs, moved across the deck, and climbed the steerage stairs to join Ulor and the two legionnaire lookouts, Kyamhyn and Dhem, that waited with him.
"Ready, my lord king?"
"Yes.  You can raise ship."
Mar felt a strong inclination to remain in Khalar longer, but judged that he had done all that he had time to do.  All of the fires had been extinguished, many with Mar's own magic, civil order had been restored to the entire city, and Lord Purhlea was firmly in control.  Early in the morning on the day after Mar's demonstration to the Privy Council, large processions of devotees, representing the entire spectrum of the pantheon, had flooded from the Lower City to view Hwraldek's body and to count the Moon Dancers, who Mar had ordered to parade upon the esplanade of the temple continually.  All of the chief priests, priestesses, stewards, advocates, administrators, moderators, and other varied religious potentates of the major temples and shrines had addressed the crowds, assured them that no murder had taken place and that the emperor had the enthusiastic blessing of all the Gods.  By midday, the faithful had all wandered away save for a number of zealots who had begun building a new shrine to Rwalkahn at the foot of the obelisk.  As far as Mar could tell, the councilors were truly cowed -- or, in Lord Purhlea's words, 'had the fear of the Gods put in them.'  A demonstrably motivated Erskh had already begun making verbose reports to Lord Purhlea on their exact movements, visitations, expenditures, meals, and sleeping companions.  Mar was not sure that this arrangement would prevent future conspiracies in the long term, but it had been the best that he had been able to come up with for now.
"Aye, my lord king," Ulor acknowledged.  "Should I set a direct course for Mhajhkaei?"
"No, we're going to stop at the Monolith for a few hours.  I have something that I need to take a look at."
Before Hwraldek and the riots, he had made up his mind to put aside his reservations and to gaze into the Moon Pool once more.   Now, after treason and rebellion, it seemed doubly urgent that he gain magical assistance with the future, but he no longer desired to merely steal another short look at his own possible future.  He needed a way to perceive the future -- any future -- when and where he would.
Wilhm, Lord Hhrahld, and now even Mhiskva had had dreams to provide foreboding of coming events.  Suspecting these dreams to be some esoteric side effect of the Gaaelfharenii magic, he did not believe that he could harness them to his own use.  Similarly, his unease, which came and went with no pattern or rule that he could deduce, was so unreliable and vague that it was practically useless.
  Magic could show the future in detail.  The Moon Pool was patent evidence of that and it was that sort of clear vision that he coveted.    Having studied and learned the sophisticated and advanced flux modulations of Llylquaendt's autodoc, it seemed reasonable that he should have the capability to derive clues from the Moon Pool as to the nature of the ethereal modulations required to look forward in time.  If he could master spells that would show him the consequences of his own actions or betray the efforts of traitors like Hwraldek, then he could much more ably rule his kingdom and empire.  If he could spy on the future of the Brotherhood of Phaelle, then he would be able to counter their attacks before they came to be.  Final victory and long-lasting peace would be assured.
When Number slipped into the tunnel through the sand sphere shield and approached the dock, Mar saw that Master Khlosb'ihs, who was beginning to appear weirdly prescient, was again waiting.  Via Ulor in a launch, Mar had kept Khlosb'ihs apprised of events in Khalar, so it was no surprise that the Viceroy of the Monolith wore no armor and carried no staff. 
Khlosb'ihs was accompanied only by Thylbr, master of the Empress Telriy, which Mar had previously thought to be somewhere in the southern Silver Sea.  The large Mhajhkaei-built cargo skyship was visible beyond the amputated ancient bridge, riding at anchor in the skyship harbor.  This last, a large, level area cleared of rubble, was one of the shipwright's recent civil projects.
As he prepared to fly over to the dock, Mar told Ulor, "Don't bother tying up.  We won't be here long at all."
"Aye, my lord king."
When he landed, Mar, only half-joking, asked Khlosb'ihs, "Are you using magic to find out when I'm going to arrive?"
The shipwright gave him a quizzical look.  "No, my lord king. Captain Khor'landt has posted lookouts in all the old towers around the cliffs to keep watch for skyships, both ours and the enemy's."
"Ah, of course."
A smile broke on the shipwright's face.  "My lord king, the Queen has returned to Mhajhkaei in the company of Prince-Commander Ghorn!"
Mar did not twitch an eyebrow.  "Alive, I presume?"
Moving his hands in an aborted demonstrative gesture, Khlosb'ihs blinked rapidly in confusion.  "Why, yes, my lord king.  Both of them."
"I brought them in the Empress Telriy," Thylbr contriubuted.
The first news had not moved Mar as he might once have thought it would.  Telriy's departure, without warning or explanation, and her return, in the very same fashion, was simply another facet of their peculiar association.  They had lived together as husband and wife and made a child, but they had made no promises to each other, had not made any commitment to a shared life, and were no closer to being bound together by mutual agreement than any two total strangers on the street.  Whatever her reason for returning, he could not say that she had returned to him.
On the other hand, Lord Ghorn's fortunate survival or miraculous resurrection was a boon.  The Prince-Commander would be invaluable to the war effort against the Brotherhood of Phaelle.
"Thank you for the information, Master Khlosb'ihs.  Captain Thylbr, you came back north on the Queen's orders?"
"Yes, my lord king.  Should I not have done so?"
"No, it's fine.  The Queen sent you to the Monolith?"
"The Empress Telriy has no polybolos, my lord king.  High-Captain Mhiskva thought that it would be safer here."
"Good idea.  But I'd like you to prepare your skyship to accompany Number One back to Mhajhkaei.  The Imperial household will be moving to the Monolith for the summer and the Empress Telriy will have plenty of room for everyone."
Thylbr saluted.  "We will be ready to depart in no more than half an hour, my lord king."
Mar left the pair, both obviously befuddled by his muted reaction, and flew across the ruin to find the ancient courtyard and its crescent shaped pool.
Because of his improved cognizance of the background ether, he was able to travel directly to it.  The artifact, he could now sense, created a delicate flare in the mumbling-aqua cloud that surrounded the Monolith.  This rainbow-symphony of intricate flux modulations was of such power that he was amazed that some of the magician-pilot trainees had not detected it.  As he neared, he traced the sound-colors of the symphony and found them plunging down from the pool into the underlying rock.  The ethereal tendrils extended as far as he could sense throughout the plateau.  Amazingly, it seemed that the entire Monolith, or at least a great portion of it, acted as a flux vessel for the pool.
The courtyard was nearly as he had seen it last, though the ancient garden plot was verdant with new growth and the stable where he had slept had lost a few more slates from its roof.  True to his orders, the crews expanding the Monolith settlement had not disturbed the area.  Landing right at the curb of the reflective pool, he saw that the water still trickled from the eroded fountain.  The pool itself was clear, though its surface was troubled by an inconsistent wind.
In the bright sunlight, of course, there was no moonlight to key the magic and thus no vision of a future self to confront him.  On the trip down from Khalar, he had considered waiting until moonrise, but his reservations had continued to multiply and he had finally rejected the prospect of another vision, embracing the excuse that he did not have the luxury of remaining idle for half a day.
He settled on the curb and took a drink in his cupped hand.  The water was still cold and refreshing.  After a few more moments of relaxed contemplation of the empty courtyard, he narrowed his attention to just the pool and began to study its magic.
 



FORTY-FIVE
 
Telriy heard a firm knock on her door and knew that it was Mar.  Number One had returned at midday with the Empress Telriy in tow.  She had made a point of not going to the dock to greet him.  That had been a full three hours ago.
With a studiously neutral tone, she called out, "Come in."
The door opened and he walked in, leaving the door open.  Yhejia had told her about the artificial legs.  He stopped after only a few steps, yet a good distance from where she sat in the padded rocking chair that Yhejia had insisted that she have.  His expression, like her invitation, was neutral.
"Are you well?"
His manner was tightly controlled, but not distant or cold.  He had changed in the time that they had been apart.  Though his features were exactly the same, he had clearly grown stronger -- in every sense of the word -- in her absence.  He was confident now -- in his place in the world, in the power of his own magic -- where before he had seemed to be muddling his way through.  From all that Yhejia had told him, he had come into his own as a king and emperor and was more than comfortable in the role.
"I am," She told him.  It was fascinating, though it did strike her as somehow odd, to see him standing on two feet.  She examined his legs and easily found a stir in the ether around each one.  "The legs, they're magic?"
With perfect balance, he raised a knee and rolled up his trouser leg to show wood and brass above the top of his boot.
"Yes, but I've learned how to re-grow my own legs and they'll be finished in less than a fortnight.  I'll do the arm next, though it might take a lot longer because of the additional complexity of the bones and muscles of the wrist and hand."
He let his leg down and shook it to straighten his trouser.  "The baby is well?"
"She is."
She watched his face.  Anger would not have surprised her.  She would not grant that he had a right to be angry.  After all, she owed him nothing.  Nevertheless, this -- What to call it?  Indifference? Lack of emotion? -- seemed an even greater reproach.  For an irrational moment, she felt an impulse to confess that she desired most of all to be held, wanted to once more feel his arm around her and their child, but she would not speak the words.  There was no such thing as love.  She had to believe that.
He contemplated her for a moment with placid eyes, then said, "You should go to the Monolith."
She had not expected that he would welcome her with -- so to speak -- open arms, but had never imagined outright rejection.  "If that's what you want."
His face wrestled with the moment, then he blew out a puff of exasperated air, spread his arm and stump in an all inclusive gesture, and said with straightforward honesty, "I want all of this to go away, but it won't.  I want to be a thief reading a stolen book on a sunny roof, but I'll never be that again.  I want those for whom I am responsible to be safe, and that's -- finally -- perhaps one thing that I can do something about, at least to some extent.  The Palace will be vulnerable to air attack when I'm gone.  I'm sending Yhejia and the entire household to the Monolith."
Mollified, she said, "I'll go then."  She paused.  "You'll not be present for the birth."
"No.  Aunt Whelsi told me that it will be some days yet and I'll leave soon for the east."  There was no apology or regret in what he said.
"Would you ... want to name the baby?"
"Gherihy.  Her name will be Gherihy.  She will be betrothed to the love of her life."
"You have visions now?" she asked, wondering how powerful his magic had become.
"No. That's an old future, but I've no reason to believe that it has changed."
She fell silent.
He looked around. Her small room was not much different from the one in the South Tower where they had spent their first, admittedly only platonic, night together.  She had a large, currently open window, a wide, comfortable bed, a sturdy table and a couch with plush cushions where she and Yhejia would sit and talk.  Yhejia's -- and Ulor's when he happened to be at the Palace -- rooms were just ten steps down the corridor.  Telriy had been spending her days with Yhejia while the woman managed the Palace.  Most evenings, she would also sit in with the Royal Seneschal and her family.
"Are your quarters adequate?  I can arrange for something larger."
She got no sense that he was hinting that he would be willing to share his own.  As a matter-of-fact, if she had had to guess, she would have said that he had not even considered that option.
"These are fine.  Yhejia is close."
He moved toward the open door.  "Well, let me know if you need anything."
"Wait."  She stood up and took the disk from the pocket of her sweater.  "I have something for you."
He came back, took the planchet-like object, and immediately began to study it with an unfocused stare that revealed that he was delving its magic.
"It's supposed to be a book of some sort, but I haven't been able to read it.  It's something that was promised to me months ago, but not actually delivered until I boarded the Empress Telriy."
"You want my help with it?" he asked, still concentrating.
"No, it's yours.  I've decided that I don't ... want it anymore."
"There's a modulation that obviously needs a key.  I think I can activate it.  Do you want to see what it does?"
"No."
"Sure?"
"Yes."
He dropped it into his pants pocket.
Then the baby kicked strong enough to make her jump.  "Oh!"
"Are you alright?"
"Yes.  The baby kicked.  She's been a scamp of late."
His face lit up. 
After a brief hesitation, she submitted to an impulse and asked, "Do you want to feel her?"
"Do you mind?"
She shook her head, unbuttoned her sweater, then pulled up her baggy blouse to reveal her enormous abdomen.  Reaching out, she took his hand and placed it just to the right of her navel.  Though the skin of his palm had the same workman's roughness that she remembered, she felt a heady warmth from his touch.
He grinned.
"Did you feel that?"
"Yes."
She turned slightly around, drawing him in closer so that his hand and forearm circled around her waist to slide all the way across her stomach.  "Like this, you can hold all of her and feel the movements."
He laughed.  "It's like she's trying to swim."
"Yes."
Then she laid her head back upon his shoulder and for some incomprehensible reason began to cry.
 



FORTY-SIX
 
Located in the rain lashed spire of a crumbed acropolis that had not been occupied in thirteen hundred years, the sorcerer's room was small and cold, but protected by resurrected wards of tremendous power.  That the place was nigh uninhabitable was of no import.
Using a bucket for a stool and the shelf of the single tarp sealed window for a table, the sorcerer frowned in concern, taping the skrying tablet with an agitated finger.
"She was not supposed to return to Mhajhkaei."
"You are sending Mar to his doom," Waleck reproached.  "Let him at least rest in the arms of his beloved before he must die."
"But this violates the sequence.  Her presence might blunt the intensity of his motivations."
"You know that it will not."
"Yes, yes, that is true.  His course is set now.  There is no way that he can detour from it."
"This place is drafty," Waleck complained.  "You should set aside the tablet for a while and get back to work on sealing the holes."
"This is only a temporary abode.  Soon I will have a grand villa built upon the warm southern shore."
"Of course, but for now you live in a wretched hole that even rats would not occupy."
The sorcerer sighed and powered down the tablet.  "I shall excise you one day, you know."
"Yes, but for now I am the only company that you have."
 



FORTY-SEVEN
 
While Telriy slept in what was now their bed -- there were still no guarantees and she had made no explanations, but it seemed that she had indeed returned for him -- Mar rose quietly from her side and flew through the dark to his dayroom.  The Cousins were up and though some light came through the balcony shutters, he relied on the background ether to navigate.  The device that she had given him was on his desk.
Settling down into his chair, he extended his ethereal sense and examined the coin-shaped bit of metal.   The crowded mass of modulations that existed within it were softly dim, with the singing strands so thick that it was difficult to distinguish one sound-color from another.  These were not weak, he thought, but rather simply elegant in a highly efficient and effective way.  As he studied the twisting, looped constructions, he found pattern and balance, and the notion arose in him that this ancient spell had been created by someone with the unique talent of an artist.
The prominent loop that he had noted originally protruded off-center from the mass.  This was, for want of better words, thicker, shriller, and more chartreuse than the rest.  He prodded this lightly and it instantly changed shape, state, and pitch.
 
"In the two thousand thirteenth year of the common reckoning, I, Whinseschlos, whose father was Menklin of the Family of Ba'regnt and whose mother was Sylima of the Family of Limtaoem, began this recording."
 
The words that came into Mar's mind were not like Standard Imperial or Gheddessii or any other language that he had heard spoken, but he understood them all the same.
 
"I leave these thoughts as a simple exercise of vanity.  They contain no great original insights or revealed truths.  They are simply a statement that I once lived and a personal comment on my own life as a wizard."
"It is often said that wizards are masters of time and space.  This is simply a lie.  I am a wizard, highly regarded in my own era for the power of my magic, and I have hurled myself into undertime and surfed the periphery of ethereal forces that could easily destroy me more often than I should have, and I will tell you without reservation that I can only claim to be a thief skulking through the attics and cellars of the history of the world, peeking out of  mouse holes as others go about their fixed lives and fearing to tread lest an unwary step cause a sound that would alert those upon whom I spy."
"If you who are hearing this are a wizard, then you well understand what I have said, but if you are not then there are two facts that you must straightaway learn about wizardry: not all things can be changed and not all changes are good."
"Save a child from drowning in a river and the next year while you are away he will sicken and die from a fever.  Go back to save him once again and a horse will kick him to death when he is but an adolescent.  Save him again and again and again and he will still die, perhaps finally in his own bed at an advanced age surrounded by weeping kith and kin, and there will be ten thousand other children that you could not save from fire, flood, pestilence, or violence."
"Choose, nevertheless, to pull another child from a fire and he will grow to be a man who will die defending a bridge across a nameless stream and thereby cause a great nation to fall and a thousand years of savagery to prevail."
"Smother a tyrant in his bed and his brother will take his place and oversee the extermination of his own people."
"Teach better farming methods to a hungry village and after another generation the village will slaughter its neighbors to take their land."
"Avert a war, but settle none of the grievances, and the next one will be ten times more horrible."
"Wizards are mere mortals, not gods, and only the foolish ones try to interfere in the affairs of men.  Even innocent observation can change events."
"Given all this, you may be moved to ask to what useful purpose can this magic be put?"
"My answer to that question must be that I have utterly no idea."
 
There was a break then, as if a pause of some length had been taken.
 
"I am moved to comment on my perception of undertime.  At some point I may use these notes to compose an instructive tome.  Or, I may just as likely  throw them away."
"Many authors are fond of the terms associated with fluid mechanics when called upon to describe undertime.  One word that often crops up is "flow."  Contrary to the impression that this word might convey, I do not believe that undertime can be said to flow, unless one expands the definition to include a combined sensation of stationary existence and constant movement that occurs as a result of simultaneous regression and progression in infinite directions.  However, since I must, if reluctantly, acknowledge the fundamental limitations of my own intellect, I will not attempt to create a new and equally inadequate term and simply submit to the slothful consensus."
"Therefore, allowing that undertime 'flows,' how does one navigate on this impossibly myriad 'stream?'"
"No two wizards will tell you the same thing."
"Six hundred years ago, from my base temporal perspective, Pontelneu the Bold wrote that he followed the pains in his bones.  A scholarly contemporary of mine, Nhighbyen, insists that complex mental calculation is required."
"I am of a mind that each must decipher the path for himself in a way that has personal intellectual significance."
"My method is this: I quite simply run as fast as I can to reach a place which is not where I want to be."
"I realize that this is nonsensical and does not comply with the previous analogy, but it does illustrate the basic concept that travel in undertime is a perception, not an action that can be described in logical or  physical terms."
"When you are in undertime, you are outside of the sway of normal existence.  You occur in a special circumstance that has no relation to your original physical substance.  In undertime, your apparent physical body is only a magical manifestation.  You do not need to eat but you can perform the similitude of eating.  You do not need to breath but you can draw in air.  You do not need to walk -- or swim -- to move about but you can place one foot in front of the other.  And so on and so forth.  This property does not mean that you cannot die in undertime or sustain injury.  The riptides of undertime have rent many a wizard."
"One final warning: undertime possesses a catalytic boundary and this fringe is the aspect that most students first encounter.  This is a terrible and deadly place. Pass through it as quickly as possible.  Adhering to the analogy -- do not just dip a toe to test the waters, dive for the depths!"
 
 
Another break occurred.
 
”Wizardry, of all the magical disciplines, does not lend itself to measurement, calibration, or postulate.  Wizardry has no spells, no formulas, and no established practices.  Like the easiest magical discipline, Enchantment, the most difficult, Wizardry, cannot be taught but must simply be learned."
"While the fundamental magical capabilities of a wizardry candidate must be extremely high, this alone does not guarantee success.  Only those who possess an innate wizardly disposition -- a characteristic which has never been incontrovertibly established to actually exist -- dare open a crack between the background ether and the raw forces of time.  And even those that have this undefined quality often fail.  No fewer than seven of ten candidates who disappear into undertime are never seen or heard from again.  While a few of these may have discovered a more compatible place or era in which to expend the subsequent years of their lives, it must be assumed that the majority of these candidates have failed to survive the experience."
 
Break.
 
"A wizard cannot change his own past, only another man's future.  There is no such thing as a paradox; this concept is purely a human vanity.  The universe, being quite resilient, will not under any circumstances recognize the notion that situations that do exit, but should not exist, therefore cannot exist."
"From time to time, spurious theories have been proposed to contradict this fundamental postulate.  One of the most famous is the purported Law of Magical Equilibrium, whereby it is alleged, among other things, that two temporally similar individuals cannot exist in the same proximate instant of time."
"Both the Law of Magical Equilibrium and the concept of a paradox were famously disproven by the theoretical-wizard Ronal in one thousand one hundred and eleven of the common reckoning.  Under observation by six other magical professionals, Ronal went fifteen minutes into his own past and killed his former self with a firearm.  The universe did not intervene.  The second Ronal did not vanish or was otherwise prevented from accomplishing his own self-murder. No apocalyptic rearrangement of ethereal flux occurred.  While the second Ronal recalled the full chain of events, the observers could only verify that the first Ronal had been killed by a man who looked exactly like him before he had been able to initiate his experiment.  The second Ronal composed a note recording the sequence of events from his perspective, included his own planned future actions, and then delivered the note to himself in the prior week.  Subsequently, the second Ronal again returned to the point in time where the murder had occurred and killed his own previous incarnation before the murder of the initial Ronal could take place, whereupon the saved first Ronal, warned in advance, used his own firearm to kill his third incarnation in order to, as he later put it, 'neaten things up.".  Of course, this account relies only on the note of the second Ronal and the deductions of the surviving Ronal as the latter did not, in fact, possess the memories of either his second or third incarnation.  The observers affirmed that two other individuals who were exact copies of Ronal appeared and were killed, but indicated that the experiment did not actually take place as Ronal had never translated into undertime.  Sadly, Ronal continued to be vexed by murderous doppelgangers for years to come and eventually went insane, was institutionalized, and was finally garroted under mysterious circumstances by an unknown assailant."
 
Break.
 
"Today I find myself afflicted with maxims and adages."
"One man's future is the same man's past and altering either is often irrevocable.  Meddle and you will learn soon enough that what you had is often better than what you get."
"Lose something in time and you will never find it again."
"To stir no breeze, you must walk between the winds.  To cause no ripple, you must swim between the waters.  To leave no footprints, you must slide between the sands."
"Sometimes I believe that wizardry has a lot in common with other artistic expressions and sometimes I believe that it has nothing in common with anything.
"Don't go in to the current.  Always wade around the shallows."
"Don't meddle.  There is no such thing as an isolated event.  A wizard can lose the love of his life in one thoughtless moment."
"A wizard cannot erase his own existence but he can erase the existence that he has lived and be left with only the memories of a life that never was."
"Causal sequences are only fixed for those that cannot alter them."
 
The ancient voice went on at considerable length with unamusing anecdotes, convoluted homilies, historical generalities, theoretical musings, practical advice, detailed descriptions, specific techniques, subjective comments, and clinical observations. Whinseschlos spoke for hours and when dawn began to creep through the shutters and paint alternating bands of light and shadow across the walls of his dayroom, Mar was convinced that he would -- again -- attempt wizardry.
His own first experience with undertime had been a near disaster that he had barely survived and he had resolved never to venture to that dread place again.  But now, with the words of Whinseschlos to guide him and his own vastly improved magical skill, he could almost certainly avoid the hazards that had nearly killed him.
He would not try it soon -- there was too much at stake to take the risk -- but one day he would.
 



FORTY-EIGHT
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 346th Day of Glorious Work
Year One of the New Age of Magic
(Eighthday, Waxing, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire)
On the plain before Lhinstord
 
Throttled to half speed, the Algaraemyr platforms swept in toward the earthworks of the Mhajhkaeirii and their allies.  The spreading vines in the potato rows that covered the expansive fields to either side of the elevated roadbed of the Imperial Highway hardly stirred from their passage.  The ground rose some toward the two thousand armlength barrier of log reinforced trenches and embankments, but the slight slope would not hinder the speed of the algars.  Some portions of the flanks of the earthworks, which were anchored on the north by a shallow creek and on the south by a patch of forest, had an incomplete look and it was certain that their construction had been interrupted by the appearance of the Brotherhood's war machines, but the central section that crossed the highway looked solid.
The Mhajhkaeirii officers had of course planned their defense around outmoded concepts of warfare.  Whorlyr expected that he would find covered bunkers behind the line intended to provide protection from air attack by Shrikes, a not ineffective precaution, but the entire notion of a fixed fortification had become obsolete -- as the enemy would soon learn -- once the first algar came off the manufacturing line.
Whorlyr, seated beside Encourager N'loe, disliked having to peer through the drover's port, but knew that standing up through the observation hatch would make him an easy target for the enemy crossbowmen.
His basic strategy was a direct adaptation of that used at Yhmghaegnor.  Five hundred algars would close to within twenty paces and pour fire into the center of the earthworks to focus the attention of the enemy.  The battalions on the wings would pierce the line, roll through, and converge toward the center.
"Brother Zsii, relay an order to all battalions to reduce speed to one-quarter.  We want the Mhajhkaeirii to have plenty of time to bring all their armsmen to the line."
"As you say, brother."
At thirty paces, a swarm of crossbow bolts slammed into the forwardmost algars.  Nearly all of these projectiles shattered impotently on the armored shells.  One lucked through the drover's port of Whorlyr's algar and barely missed him. The shaft lodged into a curved section of a wooden rib just above his head and vibrated with a high-pitched sound for a few seconds.
"Signal to Commanders-of-Cloisters Bh'sh and Zhloartl," he told Zsii.  "Commence envelopment and let the slaughter begin."
 



FORTY-NINE
 
"... and then we returned to the Empress Telriy," Lord Ghorn finished.
The first thing that Mar had done after Yhejia had come that morning to collect Telriy -- to begin making baby clothes, an activity that struck Mar as confoundingly surrealistic under the circumstances -- was to ask the Prince-Commander to give him a detailed account of what had happened to him.
He had also asked High-Captain Mhiskva, Lord Hhrahld, and Maidsear Berhl to join them in his dayroom, with the intention of once again discussing strategy for the coming conflict.  Lord Ghorn might not have any new advice, but he was certain to have a fresh perspective on the current state of affairs.  Now, the six of them sat in a circle of chairs, though those of the Gaaelfharenii might more properly be considered to be couches.
"Waleck didn't explain why he was helping you?" Mar asked.
"No, my lord emperor.  As I said, it is as if he has two spirits in his body and the two are at counter purposes to each other.  The weaker one is sympathetic to your cause and makes clandestine efforts to provide assistance.  The other, the stronger one, sees you and everyone else as mere tools that he must use to achieve his own agenda.  I received the impression that while the antagonistic spirit is more or less lucid, the sympathetic spirit is afflicted with a deteriorated mental state."
"Let me know at once if he appears to you again.  Right now, I don't have any magic that can neutralize his interference, but I'm working on spells that may help.  Captain Mhiskva told me that you'd like to take command of the First Army?"
"Yes, my lord emperor, if that is acceptable to you."
Smiling, Mar said, "If you want that headache, it's yours.  In a few days, I'm going to take Number One to Lhinstord.  I'll drop you off in the Steo Hills on the way."
"Thank you, my lord emperor."
"Wilhm, Mhiskva, and I should go as well," Lord Hhrahld said.
"I was going to leave Mhiskva in command here at Mhajhkaei," Mar said with a frown.
"My lord king, I believe that the three of us in concert is a most potent weapon."
Wilhm, who had been leaned up in a corner apparently asleep on his feet, opened his eyes and said, "This is the way the dreams go.  We are all together."  Then he leaned his head back into the corner and began to snore softly.
Mar had no doubt that the ancient magic of the giants' blood, which had thus far defied all his attempts to delve, reinforced itself when they were near each other.  Fighting singly, they were no doubt magnificent, but fighting together, they were more than human.
"I wish I had a hundred Gaaelfharenii."
Lord Hhrahld gave a sad smile.  "But you do have three."
Mar turned his eyes to his First Minister.  "Captain Mhiskva?"
"I was born to swing an axe, my lord king."
It was a trite phrase often spoken by heroic characters in three-penny dramas, but in Mhiskva's case there was no question but that it was literally as well as figuratively true. 
Feeling as if he were somehow condemning all of the huge men to death, Mar conceded, "Alright.  We'll all go together then.  Maidsear Berhl -- make that Coirneal Berhl, you'll be on your own with Mhajhkaei."
"With the militia, the constables, and the marine brigade, I should be able to handle anything but a full blown invasion, my lord king.  As soon as more are available, I'm going to mount polybolos on every one of the Tertiary Wall towers.  Each machine is worth a brigade all by itself."
Then, as the talk began to turn as it always did to the routine topics of logistics and deployments, an agitated and scowling Subaltern E'hve presented himself at the door.  Behind him stood one of the magician-pilot couriers, Nihmraeyi, a young, sturdy woman just a few years older than Mar.  It was clear that she had travelled far. Her clothing had a sweaty, wrinkled appearance and she had dark circles under her eyes from lack of sleep.  Soot and grime smudged her wind-chapped forehead and cheeks and her light-colored hair, though braided, was mussed and straggling.
"A message from Knight-Commander Dhrasnoaeghs, my lord king!" E'hve announced.
Mar waved them in.  From the courier's expression, he knew right away that the news contained in the scrap of paper that she clutched in her hand was bad.  It being a good hundred leagues to Lhinstord and Nihmraeyi's best speed being less than ten leagues per hour, it also had to be at least ten hours old.
"Read it aloud," he told her.
The magician-pilot unfolded the paper with hands that trembled slightly and let her eyes fall upon it. 
"Evening of Eighthday, Waning," she read in a strained soprano.  "My lord king, it is my shameful duty to report that our prepared fortifications before Lhinstord have been overrun by a devastating Phaelle'n assault that utilized steel-armored conveyances of a previously unseen design.  These conveyances appear to be magical in nature and move in a similar fashion to skyships, but do not take flight.  They are armed and manned, and projectiles are discharged from portholes along their sides.  These projectiles readily pierce plate and chain armor and are stopped by only the thickest stone or wood.  Within the first half hour of the engagement, I suffered the loss of more than eighty percent of my command.  The majority of the casualties have been fatalities.  The Phaelle'n have paused to reduce Lhinstord and this interruption of their advance has allowed me to retreat with some survivors.  I am in full flight to the west on foot.  I will attempt to regroup at the Sand River, but do not believe at this time that I and the remaining legionnaires of the I Corps will be able to take any action that will slow the enemy offensive.  I await your orders.  Knight-Commander Dhrasnoaeghs."
Lord Ghorn leapt to his feet.  "The Steo Hills.  I should leave now."
Already moving toward the balcony, Mar enchanted the Prince-Protector's clothing and towed him along.
"Nihmraeyi, take an order to Coirneal Relvhm at your best possible speed," Mar ordered over his shoulder as he passed through the balcony doors.  "I want the Skyship Corps to move to support the First Army.  I'm taking Number One to Lhinstord.  Coirneal Berhl, evacuate the Palace and everyone else that you can to the Monolith in any available transport.  Turn out the militia and warn the population of the city to expect attack at any moment.  Captain Mhiskva, gather up all the reinforcements that you can and follow me in the Empress Telriy."
With Lord Ghorn flying alongside as his grim companion, Mar sailed out to go to war.
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Mhiskva had to hold the Empress Telriy's departure.
"They're not in the palace, sir," Berhl affirmed.  "We searched top to bottom."
It had taken six hours, but sixteen hundred armsmen -- three troops of marines from Brigade B and four sections of half-trained legionnaires -- and their equipment and supplies were packed aboard the big skyship and four sail-rigged skyships attached as tows.  Berhl would be left with only two troops from Brigade B, the borough militias, and a contingent of civil volunteers to organize the defense of The Greatest City in All the World.
Mhiskva turned to the master of the vessel, who stood with First Officer Rhoird'myg and the magician-pilot Keiarh.  "Captain Thylbr, are your preparations to get under way complete?"
"Aye, they are, High-Captain. Crew all present and accounted for.  I checked the tow cables personally."
"We will wait another half hour.  If Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm do not turn up by then, we will leave without them."
It was twenty-eight minutes by the spring-wound clock mounted beside the compass on the steerage bulkhead when Lord Hhrahld and his catechumen finally appeared upon the mooring platform.
"I didn't think that the old pirate would miss this trip," Berhl commented. 
"Nor, truthfully, did I," Mhiskva agreed.  "Captain Thylbr, we will cast off as soon as they are aboard."
"Aye, sir.  Third Officer Keiarh, make ready to get under way.  First Officer, away all lines."
Orders relayed across the deck and crewmen jumped to. Keiarh's eyes glazed over and the Empress Telriy shivered for a moment.
Berhl saluted.  "Good luck, sir.  I'd better get off myself. Can't swim back from a skyship."
Mhiskva returned the salute, unable to shake the impression that the courtesy substituted for a final goodbye.
It took the two Gaaelfharenii just seconds to reach the stairs of the steerage deck, and as quick as the last mooring line was thrown free, the skyship shifted away from the dock and began a steady ascent.  When the slack came out of each of the tow cables, the vessel was given a jolt, but did not slow.  Behind, the other skyships, sails furled on masts but crews all at their posts, fell in line to follow.
Mhiskva awarded Lord Hhrahld a disapproving frown.  "My lord, I did indicate the time of our departure."
"Sorry about that, Mhiskva.  We were only a bit off schedule, though.  I took the boy to have his sails adjusted at a nice establishment that I know down in the city.  The women there are very understanding and patient."
His expression quiescent, Wilhm nodded his head in his ponderous way.  "Lhissa was very nice."
Mhiskva scowled.  "My lord, perhaps Wilhm should not be exposed to such common vices without the permission of his brother, Orhv."
Lord Hhrahld gave a great sigh.  "You are right, of course, but we all know that this is the end of it, High-Captain.  We see it in our dreams and I feel it in my bones.  The three of us are not coming back from this voyage and I did not want Wilhm to leave this world not having experienced one of its great comforts."
Mhiskva looked at the hulking pirate for a moment, then urged, "Turn aside, Lord Hhrahld.  Take Wilhm and go to Bhrisnia.  Bhrisnia will endure, this I know to be true."
With profound sadness, the Prince-Protector shook his head.  "That I cannot do.  We have a duty in the east, you, Wilhm, and I.  I will not leave it to another to bear my burdens.  Even if I were so craven, I know that it is only the bond of the Gaaelfharenii that keeps me sane and holds Wilhm's rage in check.  We must face what comes together, the three of us."
Much as he wanted to, Mhiskva could not refute the old pirate's words and slowly nodded.  "Yes, I suppose we must."
Third Officer Keiarh gained a low cruising altitude of twenty manheight within an half an hour, leveled off, and gradually accelerated to his flank speed, which Mhiskva had been told was close to five leagues per hour.  It would take better than twenty hours to reach Lhinstord, but that was still a remarkable speed to Mhiskva's mind, considering that the same distance traveled by horse or galley would have taken ten days or more.
After another hour, some eight leagues west of Mhajhkaei, the shoreline curved northward into the vast Steel Bay.  Following the shoreline would have added another forty leagues to the journey, so Keiarh had set a direct course due east over the waters of the Silver Sea.  With low tide and a stiff wind from the southwest, the waves below were choppy and any wet sailor would be having a rough time of it, but the Empress Telriy proceeded unhindered.  The favorable wind caused Captain Thylbr to have half canvas put up to gain a little extra speed and by nightfall, the expedition had covered a full thirty leagues by the shipmaster's reckoning.
Except to have a quick cold supper of bread, cheese, and cured beef sausage and to respond to calls of nature, Mhiskva stayed on deck the entire time.  All of the skyships had lookouts posted in the shrouds and fore and aft, but he felt moved to keep a personal watch, wandering from bow to stern, his eyes cataloguing one part of the sky for a few moments and then shifting to another.  He did not expect to see Shrikes this far west, but the nearer they came to Lhinstord, the greater the possibility that one of the Brotherhood's skyships would discover them.  The Empress Telriy had no defense against the speedy enemy vessels and the only hope for the men aboard her and her tows was to seek cover on the ground.  He had given Third Officer Keiarh orders to descend and to steer toward land immediately at the first sighting of a Shrike. 
Four hours into the night, the fat sliver of Father Moon arose, providing enough light to reveal when the skyship passed from over the bay to the hilly, scrub and vineyard covered terrain of the Nharlae Peninsula.  Occasionally, a light could be seen below in some village or other, but in the main the world was dark and slumbering.  When the wind changed to the south, Captain Thylbr sent men up to furl the sails and the Empress Telriy lost some speed, but she still reached the eastern shore of the broken headland within an hour.  This landmark signaled that the skyship had reached the halfway point to Lhinstord.  Here, Third Officer Keiarh shifted course to an east-northeast bearing.  This would, according to Captain Thylbr's plot, make them strike the coast again just west of the Sand River.  It had seemed advisable that the last several leagues of their journey to Lhinstord be undertaken over dry land.
Completing another widdershins circuit of the skyship, Mhiskva went back forward to join first mate Bentlh and Third Officer Keiarh on the steerage, and unobtrusively examined the pilot.  The former scholar had begun to show signs of severe strain.  Though it was quite cool at this altitude, Keiarh's brow was covered in sweat and his breath had begun to labor.  The other officers of the ship had taken watches on and off through the voyage, but there was no one to take Keiarh's place. 
"Third Officer," Mhiskva told the thin fellow, "perhaps you should allow the skyship to coast for a bit and take a rest."
Without turning his head from his blank stare into space, the magician-pilot said, "Thank you, sir, but I can't do that.  If I let her take her head, the winds would push her off course.  Moreover, we'd loose speed immediately.  I don't have the skill to fix the driving spell at a specific strength.  For me, it's like a constantly moving target.  Every adjustment I make has to be adjusted for overcorrection and then an adjustment made for that and so on."
Mhiskva gave a understanding nod.  "I appreciate your dedication, Third Officer."
Keiarh turned out his palm to show the Scar.  "We all do our duty, sir."
By dawn, the coast was again within sight, but the magician-pilot appeared near exhaustion.  He now slumped in his chair, bleary-eyed and occasionally shivering.
Captain Thylbr had the first day watch, and as soon as he appeared on deck, he had a quiet discussion with Keiarh and then came over to speak with Mhiskva.
"High-Captain, I think we're going to have to set down.  Third Officer Keiarh is adamant that he can keep going, but he's been awake for almost nineteen hours.  He must have a rest or I'm afraid that he will keel over."
Though more than anxious to reach Lhinstord in the shortest time possible, Mhiskva had already come to the same conclusion himself.
"As soon as we reach an open area large enough to accommodate all the skyships, we will land for a few hours and let everyone stretch their legs.  Once Third Officer Keiarh had recovered sufficiently, we will press on."
Mhiskva had a signalman flag the other skyships to let them know about the stopover, and then went to tell the legates and subalterns in charge of the armsmen aboard the Empress Telriy to prepare to disembark.
An irregular landscape of creek bottoms and low hills, the area inland from the coast, a western province of the Lhinstordii princedom, was thinly settled.  Wool seemed to be the major produce of the small farms and holdings, with sheep dotting most of the pastures.  The few roads were twisting trails hardly wide enough to accommodate a wagon and none were paved.
The first suitable landing area to be encountered was a large pasture that ran more or less in a northerly direction alongside a deep, placid rill.  A few dairy cattle were strolling about the southern end, but the barns and farm buildings were on the rising ground west of the watercourse.  To the east a low hill covered in scrub oak offered the potential of shade and concealment from aerial observation.
It took Keiarh almost half an hour to align the skyships with the pasture and bring them down to just an armlength above the waving grass.  When he was done, Captain Thylbr and four of the skyship's crew had to carry the exhausted pilot below.
The marines and legionnaires disembarked from the skyships on the double, streaming into the woods covering the eastern hill.  Mhiskva had given orders for the armsmen to establish a distributed bivouac.
After checking the skies one last time, Mhiskva went below to join Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm and the three of them exited down the starboard ramp and moved out in the wake of the armsmen.
As their long, matched strides carried them away from the skyships, Lord Hhrahld raised his eyes up and swiveled his head back and forth. 
"I dislike these new ways of war," the Prince-Protector commented.  "It seems to me unnatural that death should come with no warning from the heavens."
"War is death," Wilhm said after a moment.
"Aye, that is true, but it used to be more personal.  You had to look into the face, if perhaps only briefly, of the man that you fought.  You had to see his rage or fear or indifference."
"Dead is dead," the younger Gaaelfharenii affirmed with unruffled certainty.
"Yes, Wilhm," Lord Hhrahld agreed with a bleak expression, "I certainly cannot argue that."
After a few more steps, the Prince-Protector asked, "What shall we call our war band, Mhiskva?  Shall we give it a heroic name or just continue to call it 'the marines and legionnaires?'"
"If this were Bhrisnia, our force would be of a size to be styled a war band.  That is sufficient for now."
"I fear that there is no poetry in your soul, Mhiskva," Lord Hhrahld accused.
"I think that you would be right in that, my lord,"
Upon reaching the trees, Mhiskva and his companions made the rounds of the scattered units.  He checked with each unit's commander to make sure that no difficulties had been encountered while Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm circulated to confirm that the marines and legionnaires, but especially the inexperienced latter, were not doing anything that would betray their presence to the Shrikes.
The legates and subalterns, though all young, had been trained well and the bivouac took shape in an efficient fashion, with a picket of guards stationed around the perimeter, latrines being dug at least two hundred paces from the spring fed creek that wandered down the slope, and food brought from the skyships and distributed. 
"Some of that new armor on the legionnaires is a bit shiny," Lord Hhrahld opined when he and Wilhm had completed their chore and joined Mhiskva on a rocky prominence that provided a partially obscured view of the skyships and the pasture.
"Especially the helmets.  They glint in the sunlight.  I have told them to cover themselves in their greatcloaks when they take their ease.  The rough gray leather fades into the shadows better."
As Mhiskva anticipated having to march his small force once they crossed the Sand River, each of the armsmen had been outfitted with a full kit for the field.  Each carried a bulky shoulder satchel with dried trail rations, various small implements, camping sundries, a canteen, and a rolled, wool-lined leather greatcloak that could be slept in.  Each section and troop also had distributed amongst its members an assortment of shovels, wood axes, and saws to build temporary shelters and fortifications.
Making his way through the underbrush, Mhiskva started back down the hill.  "When the press of the war is not so great, it might be advisable to look into draping a green or brown tabard over our armor.  If an armsman on foot must skulk in the weald, then he should be difficult to see, just like the wolf and the hare."
"It might be better to use some sort of thin cloak that could be worn even in the heat of summer," Lord Hhrahld mused.  "Perhaps dappled in different shades like the khadacthyl."
"I have read about those, but never seen one."
"It is a cat bigger than a wolf, twice as smart, and nigh impossible to see even in the brightest daylight.  In the jungles along the southeast coast of Szillarn, a man does not dare tramp about alone for fear of winding up in one's belly." 
 As they continued downward, the intervening foliage thickened, blocking sight of the Empress Telriy, but when they were just twenty paces from the edge of the pasture, the underbrush, pruned no doubt by wandering kine, cleared out.
The Shrike came out of the south, popping below the scattered clouds so quickly that its shadow passed over the Empress Telriy between one eye blink and the next.
"Alert the others!" Mhiskva shouted as he started running.
He crossed more than a hundred and fifty armlengths of tall grass in less than five seconds, but did not reach the Empress Telriy in time.  With what must have been a truly heroic effort by Third Officer Keiarh, the skyship leapt from the ground just beyond his reach and began a sharp rise into the sky.  The still attached tows dutifully followed along and he could only stop and watch as the transports fled, knowing that they had no real chance of escape.  The crews of all four were still aboard.
The Empress Telriy had only made eight manheight of altitude, her keel barely clearing the fence row trees at the northern end of the pasture, when the Shrike flashed over again, blasting out twin streams of black cylinders.
Mhiskva saw the line of magical projectiles smash the masts and rigging of the tows and then run the length of the big skyship.   Explosions of splinters burst in showers from her deck and hull and then the Empress Telriy split apart into several large pieces that crashed uncontrolled onto the farm track beyond the fence row, dragging the tows down as well.
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Number One had crossed nearly a hundred leagues in two hours, and Ghorn, no doubt along with everyone aboard her, had thought that the violently shuddering skyship might burst apart at any moment.  The king stopped only for the scant moments that it took to disembark Ghorn. 
Experiencing a guilty moment of relief at leaving the combat vessel, Ghorn jumped from the open cargo hatch before the skyship stopped completely, landing on the deck of the log mooring tower that extended a manheight above the treetops.
As the skyship zoomed away, the king declared with a magically broadcast voice that echoed across the treetops, "I have brought Prince-Commander Ghorn.  He will command this army.  Obey him as you would me."
Ghorn had not had much time to survey the encampment from the air and as he clattered down the tower's rough steps, he looked about.  The three corps of the First Army were encamped with little to no overall organization or cohesion over a roughly circular area of vales and hills that he judged must measure nearly a league in diameter.  The heavy forest prevented him from discerning much of the exact layout of the camp, but it was immediately clear that the precept of concealment that had been the stated reason for the location of the army was being violated in numerous ways.  Most significantly, the thick smoke rising from the field kitchens sited around the base of the tower could likely be seen for miles.  Also, a work force that must have numbered a full legion in size was in the process of clear cutting a large, roughly level area in a draw to the southeast.  He guessed that to be intended as a parade ground, which might be deemed a necessity according to traditional protocols but which he thought was a blatant invitation to aerial attack.
When he reached the ground, he found that a gaggle of legion commanders and their subordinates had gathered.  Nearest the bottom of the stairs, Commander Tresh of the Defenders and Vice-Commander Rhel of the Reapers stood together with another, somewhat older officer who had to be Commander Dhyag of the Elboern Legion.  The rest were not drawn up in echelon as they should have been were this a proper ceremony to invest a new commander, but rather segregated into small, apparently partisan and occasionally adversarial groups.
Commander Tresh immediately saluted, an action copied in either a smart or perfunctory manner by the rest.
"Glad to see you alive, my lord prince!"
"Thank you, commander!  Introduce the other legion commanders quickly, if you would."
The four legions from Suhr were commanded by middle-aged but otherwise fit looking aristocrats, the Lords Mhaertymlel, Norst, Buhrstaen, and Tyldreyn.
The officers from Lhinstord, Emrae and Pyliu, were older and had the soft look and expanded waistlines of bureaucrats.  Their armor was ill fitting and new.
Though not indicated as such by Tresh, the commander of the combined legion from the southeast island princedoms, Hhlendt, was a tall and flame haired Cahlaborii and almost certainly therefore a mercenary.
The five commanders of the legions from the Inland Mercantile League all had a professional look about them, but were clearly at odds.  Khlavio and Jhakat, big men alike enough to be brothers, stood together, but the other three, Merchant Lhurismigeonir, a wiry man, Plhe, short and squat, and Lord Sahmosthreacs, a cultured dandy from the oiled ringlets of his black hair down to his manicured nails, waited at a good distance from each other and the first two. 
The various junior officers orbited their respective leaders and in some cases formed buffers between opposed factions.
Ghorn knew that he had no time for anything but strict military discipline and obedience and he had never been one to pamper egos.  He let his face slide into frown as the last officer was named.
"Though I can well understand that you may not yet have had sufficient time to integrate your legions in an efficient manner," he groused, "that is no excuse for presenting such a slovenly formation.  Form an inspection rank!"
While all the jolted officers moved immediately into two more or less straight lines, with the senior commanders in the front rank, some of them showed looks of muted surprise or affront.
"Snap to it! Dress those lines!" Ghorn barked.  "I have seen trainees do better!"
The officers, many of them tightlipped, shifted to something that he would have judged to be only marginally better as he made a formal march along the front rank, giving each legion commander a quick up and down.  Their armor and weapons were in perfect order, of course, but he would have been surprised if they had not been. At the end of the rank, he pivoted about, marched back to the center and turned to speak.
"The monks have attacked at Lhinstord.  The First Army will advance at once to the Sand River.  Commander Tresh, who is forthwith promoted by order of the king to the rank of Knight-Commander, will be in command of III Corps, which will consist of three legions from Mhajhkaei and two from Suhr.  Lord Mhaertymlel will be Commander Tresh's second.  Lord Buhrstaen will command IV Corps with Commander Emrae as his second.  Lord Sahmosthreacs will command V Corps with Merchant Lhurismigeonir as his second.   Tresh, Buhrstaen and Sahmosthreacs will remain with me.  The rest of you are dismissed to your legions.  Strike camp.  We march within the hour."
Save for Tresh, Ghorn had no notion of the command abilities of the others that he had selected to lead his corps, but he was constrained in his assignments by the entrenched traditions of the military culture of the Principate.  The nobles had an uncodified but unimpeachable privilege to superior rank and he would only have the right to remove them from command if and when they had proven themselves inept on the battlefield.
As the other officers scattered through the trees to their units, he addressed the three corps commanders.
"I Corps has been defeated before Lhinstord and is in retreat.  I do not have any more information than that.  The Emperor is flying to the relief of the city.  Our orders are to establish a defense on the western bank of the Sand River.  We must move quickly but will remain under the cover of the forest as long as possible.  I want to reach the river in no more than two days.  Questions?"
"What sort of supply train should we prepare, my lord prince?" Lord Sahmosthreacs asked.
"We have mules?"
"Yes, each corps has fifty mules that we requisitioned from Lhinstord."
"Each corps will take sufficient supplies for one week. After that we shall resupply as we can."
"My lord prince, will the corps march in column?" Tresh asked.
"No. We have no defense against the Shrikes and will separate into groups no larger than three sections and advance in a broken line.  Each group will maintain contact with the groups on its flanks but keep a minimum gap of fifty paces.  We will attempt to remain hidden as much as possible until we leave the weald."
"Sounds thoroughly disorganized," Lord Buhrstaen disparaged in a garrulous tone.  "We will have a mob, not legions."
Ghorn had visited Suhr with some frequency in past years and had met the Suhrii noble on a number of social occasions.  Buhrstaen hailed from a family that could trace the military service of its sons all the way back to an imperial patent granted by the Emperor Kharghk XIX.  They had a unblemished history of service to the Suhrii throne, and their lineage included several well known battle commanders that the Suhrii venerated as heroes.  As far as Buhrstaen himself, Ghorn knew only that the nobleman had had a proper military education and had served the current Suhrii prince for twenty years.  Importantly, what Ghorn did not know was whether Buhrstaen could do the job that would be required of him.
He gave the Suhrii noble his best glare.  "If you feel that you cannot lead your corps, Lord Buhrstaen, I can straightaway relieve you and appoint another."
Buhrstaen blustered for a moment, then rallied and said through clenched teeth, "I am fully capable of leading those under my command, my lord prince!"
Lord Sahmosthreacs ignored Buhrstaen's discomfiture.   "My lord prince, what will be our strategy once we reach the river?  Will we be constructing earthworks?"
"No. I do not know but suspect that the monks have brought some new sorcery to bear.  III Corps will move forward to attempt to secure the highway and the bridge.  IV and V Corps will deploy in skirmish lines to the north and south, taking advantage of any features of the terrain that will provide natural protection.    Until we understand what sort of weapons we face, we will decline to engage the enemy in the open field."
"What if the enemy does not cede us that option?" Knight-Commander Tresh wanted to know.
"Then we do what is necessary to take it.  There is no second line of defense behind us and we cannot allow the monks to continue west. Our objective is to hold the line of the river until we hear otherwise from the king."
"And if we cannot achieve that objective?" Lord Sahmosthreacs inquired with clenched eyebrows.
In a time before the fall of Mhajhkaei, Ghorn might have declaimed some bombastic phrase in the manner of "Then we will stand and fight like men."
Now, he just said, "Then we will find one that we can achieve."
Ghorn dismissed the officers, then ran up the mooring tower again to procure a final comprehensive view of the First Army.  With some satisfaction, he saw that the army, like a kicked anthill, had burst into activity.  It would take some time to swing the sixteen thousand strong force, the largest single contingent of armsmen fielded by the Principate in two hundred years, into action, but he judged that most of it would be on the move within the time limit that he had set.
When he returned to the ground, he stopped a bustling cook to get directions and then made his way to Lord Buhrstaen's camp. It would be impossible to command the First Army without the assistance of a staff and if Ghorn appointed the suspect nobleman as his adjutant, then he would be able to keep a better eye on him.
Buhrstaen's camp was atop a knoll a hundred paces from the precisely ordered tents of his legion and his personal living arrangements were as lavishly appointed as Ghorn would have predicted, with spacious tents and other amenities not normally found in the field, such as a copper bathing tub and live chickens for fresh eggs.
Buhrstaen had also procured several horses and when Ghorn arrived, he found the officer already mounted with a second horse saddled nearby.  A number of men who were obviously servants waited in a clump, all bearing heavy packs which no doubt contained Lord Buhrstaen's personal accoutrements.  Two older but stocky armsmen, both with fugleman's badges, held the reins of the horses and Ghorn had little doubt that both were actually stablemen from Buhrstaen's person household that he had put in armor to justify their presence.
"I have had one of my spare mounts saddled for you, commander," Buhrstaen mentioned languidly as Ghorn arrived.  "I was just about to send it around."
Ghorn made a sharp negative gesture.  "Horses will be unnecessary.  We will be maintaining the same marching pace as your legions.  The horses will be much more usefully employed to carry messengers.  These fuglemen can ride?"
Lord Buhrstaen drew back, rolling the corners of his mouth down.  "Why, yes, but --"
"Good." Ghorn pointed at the man holding the second horse.  "Ride to III Corps and make contact with Knight-Commander Tresh."  He swapped his gaze to the fugleman holding Lord Buhrstaen's horse.  "You do the same for V Corps."
Lord Buhrstaen gaped.  "But you cannot just --"
Ghorn cut him off.  "Lord Buhrstaen, go around to all of your legions and glean half a dozen junior officers to serve as my staff.  I will also want a section of veteran legionnaires to provide security.  Now get down off that horse and obey my orders!"
Fulfilling Ghorn's full estimation of the spineless nature of his character, Lord Buhrstaen clamped his mouth shut, bolted from the saddle, and scurried off.
Dealing with the possibly incompetent officers that he had inherited would be the least difficult of the tasks facing Ghorn.
He was not sure at all that he would be able to communicate his orders to the three corps in a prompt enough manner to actually affect the outcome of any potential battle.  All legion commanders were trained to operate independently and he had little doubt that the individual legions would acquit themselves at their best, but he was afraid that their best might prove woefully inadequate.
He could not shake the nagging fear that brave men with steel would be useless against Phaelle'n sorcery.
 



FIFTY-TWO
 
Mar let Number One plummet through the cloud cover, dropping five hundred manheight in less than a minute.  When he released the flux bubble that enabled the rapid descent, air rushed in to flutter his hair and clothes and he saw Ulor working his jaw to relieve the pressure imbalance in his ears.  Without pause, Mar drove the skyship low in a diagonal path across the highway, allowing the polybolos, which could only depress thirty degrees, enough forward angle to strike their targets.  Like an eagle stooping to claw its prey, the skyship made ready to attack.
Making his voice carry from the steerage to the cabin section, he told Legate Truhsg, "Let them have it!"
At the legionnaire's hand signal, every polybolos on the skyship unleashed at once, raining ethereal death onto the steel beetles packed upon the wide and straight stone way.  Immediately, several dozen of the enemy conveyances were blown apart by direct hits and many others torn and thrown into the air.  Spiraling and tumbling, with spinning streamers of smoke trailing, the burning chunks of wreckage scattered all across the highway and the corn fields to either side, decapitating the knee-high plants and gouging out craters and ruts in the cultivate earth between the rows.  Behind the devastated head, the beetles of the column fanned out to the north and south in instant, self-evidently coordinated reaction, splitting into smaller groups that followed irregular serpentine tracks as they sought to avoid the bombardment.
Number One surged to the north as Mar gave chase, hounding a group of fifty or more that smashed down the corn and battered through fencerows.
"Try to hit the leaders!" he ordered Truhsg.
Explosions and craters chased the fleeing conveyances and lashed across them, destroying and disabling another ten or a dozen.  The survivors dodged out of line, their relative size giving them the agility to turn far faster than Number One could.  He banked sharply to starboard, the deck canting to nearly forty-five degrees.  Though Ulor had rigged a hand rope across the steerage and he and the two lookouts, Kyamhyn and Dhem, had wrapped their hands around it, the latter lost his footing and slid three armlengths before Ulor could reach out an arm to grab him.
"Shrikes!" Kyamhyn warned, staring east.
Mar set Number One to swerving and dodging, but remained fixed upon the enemy below.  Seeing another sizable group racing toward a multi-acre wood lot, he turned ten degrees to port to intercept.
Projecting his voice to the bulwark at the stern, he said, "Quaestor Eishtren, there are Shrikes to the east."
The archer's bow fired five unseen ethereal bolts in rapid succession. Mar felt the tremors in the background ether as the diving skyships exploded and then a second later the concussions smote Number One.
In the next second, Number One caught up with the second enemy group and Truhsg ordered a starboard broadside, leaving the port machines to clatter down.  The volley obscured the magical conveyances, but when the multiple headed mushrooming cloud of smoke, ejected earth, and flying debris settled, most of the steel beetles were intact and running away in different directions. 
Mar banked Number One back to the east, swinging his head around to look back toward the highway.  By now, the huge column had disbursed entirely.  Mar could chase down a few more of the armored machines individually, but the mass destruction of his initial strike could not be repeated.
His gaze fixed on the southwest, Kyamhyn shouted, "More Shrikes!  Fifty or better!"
Mar made the bow of Number One pitch up so that he could combine the lifting and driving spells to propel the skyship upward at a terrific speed, climbing once more for the thin clouds.
A moment later, Kyamhyn warned, "They're on us!"
Black cylinders burst up through the cabin section deck almost directly underneath the second starboard polybolos.  The entire crew of the machine was killed instantly.  The shattered pieces ripped free and careened aft along the sharply sloping deck, dragging the armsmen's bodies and crashing into the next machine in line.  The wreckage lodged for a moment, then flipped free, knocking a crankman and a loader from their holds and sending them flailing and screaming out over the stern passed a rigid Eishtren and a horrified Aelwyrd. The quaestor had his bow drawn and aimed down at the deck in front of him, but was not shooting.
Far too late, Mar tried to produce a static-purple barrier below the main deck to protect as much of the skyship as he could from the black cylinders, only to be thwarted by an unexpected interference from the existing flux modulations of the skyship itself.
"The Shrikes must be under the keel!" Ulor shouted.
More cylinders stitched up through the empty main deck. Mar leveled off Number One and banked sharply to starboard.  Evidently tracking the enemy skyships, Eishtren swung his bow to port and began firing as fast as he could draw and loose.  Explosions washed over the skyship like continuous thunder.
Then, his aim again blocked by his own vessel, Eishtren stopped shooting and his bow swung back to point at the deck of the cabin section between the remaining polybolos. 
An instant later, the spot erupted in a huge blast as a Shrike burst entirely through the vessel, ejecting men, smashed timbers, shredded metal from the body of the Shrike, and polybolos upward.  Number One gave a great wrench as the fragments arced away, writhing along her broken keel. With a terrific racket, the remaining decking, ribs, and bolsters began to split and break.
Ulor cursed, but Kyamhyn and Dhem only stared in utter shock. Mar felt the flux of the lifting and driving spells dissipate as the individual planks and balks disintegrated, and worked to maintain the flux integrity of the forward end of the skyship.
Much of the cabin section, the lower deck beneath it, and the bottom hull had been carried away, including all the men of the polybolos crews and Legate Truhsg, but the far stern, the bulwark there and its two occupants remained.  
At least, it did for the moment.  It was clear to Mar that the ragged skeleton of the aft part of the skyship would quite soon break free.  Wild-eyed, Aelwyrd hung on to the stern post, but the unflappable Eishtren had resumed fire with his bow.  Four Shrikes closing to strafe the bow were blown apart.
Mar flew across the shattered skyship until he was close enough to infuse Eishtren and Aelwyrd's clothing and leather, and then lifted them away from the bulwark.  Hardly had their boots left the shaking scrap of deck than the overstrained keel snapped completely and two-thirds of Number One dropped away. 
His face clenched in a grimace, Mar returned to the bow and deposited the archer and his near panicked bearer on the quaking steerage deck.  Having put off everyone but the topside crew at the eastern head of the bridge before flying to attack, he had no need to search the lower deck for other survivors.
Landing his own boots on the steerage, he turned his attention to gaining speed with what was left of the skyship.
"Quaestor Eishtren, I'm going to swing around.  I want you to fire upon the Shrikes as they present themselves."
A disbelieving Ulor caught his arm.  "My lord king, Number One is destroyed!  You cannot sacrifice your life for nothing!  We must withdraw!"
Dhem, Kyamhyn, and Aelwyrd stared at Mar with expressions of shock, grim resolve, and confusion.  Quaestor Eishtren had already raised his bow to prepare to fire.
 "We didn't stop the column," Mar told Ulor.
"We can't stop the column, my lord king.  There are too many."
Suddenly overwhelmed with anger, Mar stole time and screamed a dozen curses at the nonexistent Gods.
After seething for several more subjective moments, he forced his head to clear, cast his spyglass lozenge, and considered the battlefield,
What was left of Number One was now a third of a league northeast of the Imperial Highway.  A quick count showed forty Shrikes still swarming above the area and a huge number -- he stopped counting at five hundred -- of the steel beetles spread across the fields of violated corn.  Already portions of the column were coalescing to reform.  At best, eighty had been taken out of action.
Three leagues to the east, Lhinstord still burned.  He had not had time to fly over the city, but there seemed little doubt but that the Phaelle'n had leveled large swathes of it.  A league to the west, the rear guard of the survivors of the I Corps straggled toward the Sand River bridge, which was yet another two leagues.
If they were not stopped, the steel beetles would run down the armsmen in minutes.
The enemy's clear objective was the sturdy, Imperial era stone bridge and that suggested that the magic of the machines would not permit them to cross the deep water of the river.
Lord Ghorn and the First Army were ten leagues to the east and could not possibly reach the river for at least a day and a half.  Mar would not be surprised if it took the army two or three days to gain the western bank.  Captain Mhiskva and his skyship-borne reinforcements might arrive a bit sooner, but they could not do so before the monks had overrun the rear guard and flooded across.
Coirneal Relvhm and the Skyship Corps would not even receive his orders for at least another day and might only appear after the battle was well and truly lost.
Even if a miracle occurred and some of the legionnaires or marines arrived in time, he could not see how men armed with swords, shields, and crossbows could stand before the Brotherhood's new magical machines. 
Now that he knew what the Phaelle'n had unleashed, he greatly regretted the order that he had given to Lord Ghorn to advance.  In all likelihood, he had done nothing more than make the First Army additional sheep for the slaughter.
Turning his attention to Number One, Mar saw that Ulor was right; the first skyship was done for.  He would be lucky to keep it flying without any of the magical vessels of the individual lengths of wood suffering a critical failure.  Much as it grated, the only sensible course of action was to abandon the wreck as soon as was they could.  The Brotherhood had indeed destroyed his greatest weapon.
Did he have anything left that could stop their sorcery?
The steel beetles had wooden frames; he had seen that well enough from those that had been ripped open by the sand spheres.  He could try to send individual conveyances flying away with his oldest and strongest spells, but he would have to be rather close to infuse the necessary modulations. The range of his ability to manipulate flux varied depending upon the spell, but was in all cases finite.  He could infuse wood with the lifting and driving sound-colors at a maximum distance of a few dozen paces, but at the extreme extent of his range the process took much greater concentration and much more time -- time that the monks would not cede him.
The other major modulations that he knew, those for air, water, and fire, had lesser ranges.  He had twice called down lightning, but he did not know exactly how he had done so and could not be sure that he could repeat that feat.
He could think of no way to use his spells to entirely block the Brotherhood's advance -- their mobility would allow them to flank him continually -- but thought that he might be able to improvise enough to slow them down, especially if he had Quaestor Eishtren and his bow at his back to discourage the Shrikes.
Letting the droning repetition of The Knife Fighter's Dirge fade from his thoughts, he returned time to its normal pace.
Matching Ulor's intense look, he told the marine, "My duty is to defend those that are sworn to me, not to preserve my own life."
Ulor rolled his lips into a tightlipped frown.  "Aye, my lord king, that's true."
"We may not be able to stop the monks," Mar told them all, "but we have to slow them down.  We're going to land in front of the beetles on the Imperial Highway and execute a fighting withdrawal.  Now, everyone hold on!"
He made the wreck climb abruptly in an erratic spiral to give the Shrikes a difficult target and accelerated to the west, speeding ahead of the still disorganized front of the dispersed column, and then plunged downward to land on the pavement of the highway a hundred paces in advance of the leading beetle.  The wreck was still sufficient to block half the roadway.  Floating the four men and the lad with him, he flew off the deck to the pavement
"Everyone head west as fast as you can," he ordered. 
While the five sprinted away, he spent a moment overloading the still solid planks and timbers of the wreck, did the same for several paving stones alongside it, and then flew after Ulor and the rest.  Catching up with them, he gathered them up with magic and accelerated away, spinning around to watch behind.   When he saw the first beetle begin to nose around the wreck, he immediately swept his charges into the shallow drainage ditch to the right of the roadbed.
"Take cover!" he shouted as he dove for the ground.  Ulor, Kyamhyn, and Dhem flattened themselves instantly, but Quaestor Eishtren had to drag a still shocked Aelwyrd down.
When the first beetle passed harmlessly over the primed paving stones, Mar realized that the floating conveyances did not apply enough pressure on the pavement to cause the overloaded stones to detonate.
"Quaestor Eishtren, shoot Number One!"
In one smooth motion, the legionnaire officer rose to a crouch, drew the string on his exquisite bow, and fired.
The fire ball was a hundred paces across and the noise was deafening.  Underneath Mar, the earth shook and rolled for nearly a full minute as rock, earth, flaming wood, and bits of metal rained down.  Deflecting as many of the larger pieces as he could from the six of them, he watched as the smoke and dusk cleared and found with considerable satisfaction that the blast had carved a deep crater all the way across the highway.
A good number of the steel beetles had been overturned and smashed, but the explosion had not deterred the monks in the following vehicles. These began to charge across the drainage ditches into the fields to either side.  Farther out to both the north and south, dressed ranks of the magical war machines were moving forward to bypass the highway altogether.
"Get moving," Mar ordered the others.  Without waiting to see them start moving, he flew back to get within a dozen paces of the nearest of the Phaelle'n war machines, a group of three surging through the corn on the south side of the highway.
The leading beetle slewed sideways and a chorus of buzzing shrieks accompanied a volley of flux lances that spat from ports along the nearer side. 
Instantly, he hummed to slow time and dropped beneath the path of the projectiles, easily overcoming a barely detectable resistance in the background ether.  Clinging to the pavement, he seized the opportunity to catch his breath and began to study both the lances and the steel beetles as each continued to move at a barely perceptible rate.
The flux modulations of the lances were considerably different from those of the ones that he had redirected before, but their essential pattern appeared to be very similar.  Rather than overloaded with flux as were his own sand spheres, these immaterial objects had been drained of magic, so that the natural flux of the air seemed to have been catalyzed by their passage.  Any solid object that they struck would surely suffer catastrophic damage.  Also, no two appeared to be exactly the same, with minor random variations in the individual sand-colors.  He guessed this property to be an intentional countermeasure designed to make them more difficult to deflect, and while he believed that he would be able to turn them aside, he would have to manipulate the sound-colors of each lance on an individual basis and would probably only be able to handle a limited number at the same time.
As he had already suspected, the steel beetles were mundane constructions of metal and wood with no ethereal flux residue to indicate that any sort of magic had been used in their fashioning.  Each did contain a small point of moderately powerful and intricate magic that must provide them with their motive ability.  For several subjective moments, he attacked the bundle in the nearest machine, but could not find a way to disrupt the magic.
That left only the wooden frame.  Using his ethereal sense, he identified a number of the main upright struts inside the beetle that had fired upon him and coated the wood with an adaptation of his sifting-purple spell.  He increased the intensity of the sifting-purple far beyond what was needed to cause ignition.
Before he let The Knife Fighter's Dirge die, he looked east to check on Ulor, Dhem, Kyamhyn, Aelwyrd, and Eishtren and found them frozen in running poses in the ditch about fifty paces farther east from where he had left them.
As soon as time resumed its normal pace, raging flames poured out of every port and opening in his target and then a subdued blast blew out the forward end.  Staying low, he flew after the others.
 



FIFTY-THREE
17th Year of the Phaelle’n Ascension, 348th Day of Glorious Work
Year One of the New Age of Magic
(Tenthday, Waning, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire)
Imperial Highway, west of Lhinstord
 
Two-thirds of a league from the river, Brother Zsii announced that a message was incoming from the Archdeacon.  Whorlyr ordered Encourager N'loe to pull off the cratered, wreckage-strewn pavement and park the algar under the overhanging branches of an isolated white oak.  The Apostate's attack of the previous day had demonstrated in a chilling fashion just how vulnerable algars were to aerial attack.  With high casualties, almost a hundred of the war machines had been destroyed or disabled in less than half an hour.
Their first algar having been disabled by a malfunction of its Algaraemyr Device, Whorlyr and his crew had been a league behind the head of the advance, waiting to transfer to a replacement that was being brought up from Mhevyr.  This accident had in all likelihood saved his and the others' lives.
While the archivist listened intently to his far talking disk, Whorlyr closed the observation hatch and settled on the forward bench.  One of the Salients, a Senior Ascertainer name Sgohlg, handed him a wrapped section of hard bread and a canteen.  Meals aboard an algar were taken as opportunity presented.
"The difficulties with the Emerald Gate have been resolved," Brother Zsii said finally.  "The Salient combat teams will deploy within the hour.  The Archdeacon commands an update on the status of the operation."
Mouth full, Whorlyr chewed mechanically as he took a few seconds to think carefully about the tenor and composition of his report, finished the bread and washed it down with a long draught of water, and then said, "Through the night, we have gained the river banks to the north and south of the highway.  The retaining walls of the ramp leading to the head of the bridge are nearly vertical and cannot be climbed by an algar, requiring that we approach from along the highway.  The Apostate is holding the foot of the ramp with a small force that includes the anti-Shrike weapon.  This narrowed front gives the Apostate a significant advantage and prevents a massing of our forces.  To reduce unnecessary losses, I have halted the attacking droves five hundred paces from the Apostate's position."
As he had been trained to do, the archivist repeated Whorlyr's words without error.  A few seconds later, he said, "Message received."
Whorlyr had already developed a plan to dislodge the Apostate.  "Add this:  I request that the reserve coveys of Shrikes be released to participate in a combined assault to overwhelm the Apostate and to seize the bridge.  The full might of the Shrikes and the algars will be needed to dislodge him."
After the far talking disk operator repeated Whorlyr's message, it was almost a quarter of an hour before the answer came.
"Request approved."
 



FIFTY-FOUR
 
Stretched out prone, Ulor crept forward to sneak a look around the burned out steel beetle.  "I think they've learned not to get too close, my lord king."
Sitting flat on his buttocks as he leaned against the still warm metal side of the smashed vehicle, Mar said, "I hope so."
They had managed to hold their ground here, about forty paces up the stone encased ramp that climbed to the head of the bridge.  The sides of the ramp were almost three manheight above the steep, wooded slope that ran down to the river, giving them unassailable flanks.  The waist high guard walls, the destroyed war machine, and the two others like it farther down the ramp provided considerable protection from the Phaelle'n flux lances.  During the night, the Shrikes had withdrawn out of range of Quaestor Eishtren's unerring bow.  
Mar raised a slightly shaking hand to rub his forehead to combat a strident headache.  He had never used magic as continuously and as strenuously as he had in the last day and a half and his skull felt as if it were going to split open.  Though the others had taken turns napping, he had slept none at all through the night.  Moreover, his back and -- and incidentally all three of his stumps -- hurt abominably.   Late the previous afternoon, a volley from one of the steel beetles had caught him from behind, shattering both artificial legs, and he had had to discard them and rely solely on his brigandine.  He had not realized how much he had come to depend upon the wooden limbs until they had been taken from him.
"We might better try to make a break for the other side before it gets too light," Scahll suggested.
Mar and the others had encountered Scahll, Bear and Taelmhon half a league from the bridge ramp.  Mar had thought to berate them for venturing into the teeth of the Phaelle'n attack, but had recalled that by definition brave men did dangerous things.  After setting the other legionnaires and marines from Number One to assist the wounded and struggling armsmen of the decimated I Corps, the trio had taken it upon themselves to try to find out what had become of the royal flagship.  They had reported that I Corps had moved away from the river in a southeasterly direction into the low hills beyond the western bank and had also brought the unwelcome news that Knight-Commander Dhrasnoaeghs had been killed by a strafing Shrike the day before.
With fire, wind, and luck, for all of the previous day and night, Mar had held the Phaelle'n at a bay, giving ground continually but slowing their advance to a crawl.  Still, for each steel beetle that he had destroyed, a dozen had appeared to replace it.
The Shrikes had stayed away, but Quaestor Eishtren had kept his bow busy.  Though the archer's flux arrows did not cause the steel beetles to explode, the invisible bolts easily punched through their armor. He had become uncannily adroit at firing at the occupants and had driven away uncounted attempts to try to run the retreating group down.
Not answering Scahll right away, Mar turned his eyes back across the bridge.  He had not paid much attention to it when he had flown Number One across the river and it had been too dark -- and he had been too busy with the Phaelle'n -- to consider it during the night, but now the day had brightened enough to see all of it. 
Built using the rustic stonework characteristic of the architecture of the late Empire, it was, by some accounts, the longest standing bridge in all of the domains of the Principate.  The Sand River was almost nine hundred armlengths wide at this point and the bridge, including the long eastern ramp, the twenty-eight segmental arches of the structure, and the abutments of the western approach, was almost eleven hundred armlengths in total length.  Thirteen armlengths wide from one guard wall to the other, the roadbed was easily wide enough for two of the steel beetles to travel abreast.  There were no gatehouses to guard the approaches, but the central pillar supported an open triumphal arch that rose up three manheight.
To stop the steel beetles, he would not have to take down the entire bridge, which was probably not a practical possibility given that the monks would sweep up the bridge ramp as soon as he and the others pulled back, just open a gap that was broad enough to prevent a quick wooden repair.  All of the arches were thirty armlengths wide save for the central two, which were close to fifty.  If he infused blocks at the center of one of those, including the keystones and the adjacent voussoirs of the arch, the magical detonation should completely collapse the arch.  He knew that there would likely be iron staples linking the ashlars at major stress points, but felt certain that the size of the blast he planned would carry away those as well. 
"I need to infuse and detonate the center of the bridge," Mar said, looking around at the circle of weary men that crouched or sat around him.  "That will keep the beetles from crossing here. The rest of you get a head start.  I'll follow."
Ulor scooted back and sat up.  "It's my duty to stay with you, my lord king."
"You will need my bow to keep the Shrikes away," Quaestor Eishtren said.
"And my eyes to see them coming," Kyamhyn added.
"Kyamhyn can't look everywhere at once," Dhem asserted.
"Taelmhon, Bear, and me, we all started with the quaestor back in Mhajhkaei," Scahll hazarded, "we'd better stay with him."
The other two men nodded in quick agreement.
Aelwyrd, stupefied from lack of sleep, put a determined expression on his face, but did not actually seem to know what was going on.
Mar allowed a sad smile.  "We'll all stay together then.  Make ready.  We'll head for the triumphal arch, staying as low as possible.  As soon as I've infused the span, we'll race for the other side.  Quaestor Eishtren, I want you to set off the detonation with your bow when we're all in the clear."
"Yes, my lord king."
Mar looked at Aelwyrd again.  "Dhem, make sure that Aelwyrd keeps up with the rest of us.  I'll do what I can with my magic to help us along."
The young legionnaire grinned. "I'll take care of the boy, my lord king."
Making sure that he stayed behind the shelter of the wrecked beetle, Mar rose to a standing height and the others straightaway climbed to their feet.  Except for their swords and the still full quivers that Aelwyrd had refused to discard, they had no gear to carry.  They had also had nothing to eat and only the water in their canteens, but the stress of the battle had made that only a minor concern.
After taking a fast look around to make sure that there was no immediate threat, Mar led them forward.  "Let's go."
After only five paces, Kyamhyn raised his head and stared at the cloud sprinkled sky to the south.  "Shrikes, my lord king!"
"Run for the arch!" Mar commanded.
Light flashed and a rectangle of a shadowed interior appeared on the center of the roadway a dozen paces in front of them.  Tattooed monks in black leather and chainmail began to run from the rectangle, raising devices gripped in their right hands.
Mar deflected the majority of the flux lances that hurled from the weapons, but he could not impede the entire fusillade.
In the midst of reaching for his sword, Ulor spun about, a gaping hole in his chest, and fell.
Quaestor Eishtren's bow fired six times and six of the Black Monks dropped lifeless.  Bear, Scahll, Kyamhyn, and Taelmhon charged to engage another four who presented drawn swords rather than magical weapons.
Mar rushed up to join them and quickly delved the doorway as swords rang together around him.  The base sound-color of the doorway was a droning-apple and he lashed at it with every clashing sound-color that he could create.  Hitting upon an aggravated squealing-orange that neutralized the droning-apple, he destabilized the portal and it abruptly closed upon a swordsman that was halfway through, with both monk and opening disintegrating in a shower of pulsating yellow light.  As quickly as he could, he spun to infuse the leather of the surviving monks, snatched them up one by one, and catapulted them out into the river.
The diving Shrike caught him off guard.  Black cylinders stitched across the roadway, chipping out hollows in the stone, hit Bear and Scahll to his left with battering force, and then Mar felt sledgehammer blows strike his torso.  His brigandine kept him upright, but he lost a moment or two and came back at the tail end of a string of echoing explosions.
"... king's still alive," Dhem was saying.
"Drag him to the arch," Quaestor Eishtren ordered.  "Aelwyrd, help Dhem."
Mar blinked his eyes, saw Dhem grab a shoulder strap of his brigandine.  When he felt a grip on his right forearm, he lolled his unresponsive head around to stare at Aelwyrd's distraught young face.
A great weakness overcame Mar and he coughed raggedly, tasting his own blood. Looking down, he saw a bright red flow pouring freely from a hole in his abdomen and another on the right side of his chest.  Knowing that he would be dead in moments, he focused inward, using what magic he could summon to seal his wounds.
He lost more time.  When he blinked his eyes open again, he was in the shade of the arch, pushed up against the northern pillar.  Facing back to the east, Dhem and Aelwyrd stood in front of him.
Quaestor Eishtren stood out in the open in the obscenely bright sunshine, firing up at the sky.  Shrikes exploded one after another, the flares casting dancing shadows.
After a moment, Mar found enough energy to ask in a course whisper, "Ulor, Scahll, Bear?"
Dhem turned his head, his expression dark and a shake in his chin.  "Dead, my lord king.  Kyamhyn and Taelmhon too."
Mar head an odd sound, turned to look at Aelwyrd, and saw that the youth was weeping.
A screech of dragging metal and the splintering sounds of breaking wood made Mar look beyond Eishtren.  A steel beetle was nosing the blockading hulk aside.  As soon as it had opened the way, it accelerated across the bridge toward them.  Behind it, a long line of armored vehicles rushed to follow.
 



FIFTY-FIVE
 
It was raining again, but then, it always rained here at the spire.  Except when it snowed.
"It is ghoulish to watch the slaughter," Waleck grumbled.  "Turn aside and sit by the fire."
The sorcerer used a cloth to wipe condensation from the tablet.  "I have to watch.  This is the culmination of all my efforts."
"You could have been his friend."
"Mar would never have had the courage to do what is necessary to restore magic to the world."
"You mean that he would have eventually grown too strong for you to control."
"As he will soon be dead, this discussion has no relevance."
The sorcerer picked up the cloth again and wiped it across the glistening stone.
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143rd Year of the Reign of the City
Tenthday, Waning, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire
Crash site of the Empress Telriy
 
Forty-eight men, many severely wounded, survived the crash of the skyships.  Captain Thylbr and Third Officer Keiarh were not among them.  Mhiskva left a file of legionnaires under the command of a fugleman to dig and fill forty-three graves and care for the injured, and then ordered his war band to move out. 
"The Imperial Highway must be only a couple of leagues to the north and we can reach it in two hours," he told his gathered officers.  "Whenever possible, we will travel under the cover of trees, but I expect that most of the vales will harbor pastures or fields.  When we have to move through the open, each section and quarter-troop will maintain a wide interval between it and the next.  Once we reach the highway, we reform into two loose columns that will proceed along opposite flanks of the highway toward the bridge on the Sand River.  The marines will take the south and the legionnaires the north.  Legate Awer, your section will lead the northern march as a scout in force.  Subaltern Pwintle, your quarter-troop will do the same on the south.  We move out in five minutes."
After the junior officers had dispersed, Lord Hhrahld suggested, "Wilhm and I could forge ahead.  At a dead run, the two of us could reach the bridge in under fifteen minutes."
Mhiskva frowned, shaking his head.  "No, I think it would be an error to separate.  As you said, the three of us must remain together."
"You sense this now as well?"
"No, but I do know that dividing our forces in the face of the enemy is risky."
"True, but we have no idea what waits ahead of us.  We should perhaps scout before we lead these armsmen into a difficult situation."
"That is my intention, but I want to wait until we are within a third of a league of the river.  That way, the marines and legionnaires will not be left too far adrift."
Lord Hhrahld bobbed his head.  "They are our responsibility, I suppose."
For all their caution, they saw no more of the enemy skyships and the tramp to the highway was uneventful.  A few of the inhabitants watched them from farm yards, plowed fields, or sheepfolds, but most simply went about their normal business.  It would have been surprising if the news of the Phaelle'n attack had reached these rural farmers and herdsmen in only a couple of days.   
It was closer to two and a half hours before they reached the highway and Mhiskva put the war band to rest while he stepped clear of the forest to survey the grazed right of way.  No refugees cluttered the straight and level roadway, but a few discarded items littering the shoulders indicated that it had not been long since a good number of people had passed.
"With war at Lhinstord, I had thought that the highway would be clogged," Lord Hhrahld mused.  "Perhaps the siege closed quickly and trapped most of the people of the city."
Mhiskva looked east.  The long dead Imperial engineers had cut through the clay hills to keep the highway running straight as much as possible and he could see almost half a league before the roadway turned a bit to the south in a gradual curve.
"These were from the lands between the river and Lhinstord," he said.
"An army marching through would not normally have dislodged yeoman and tennants," Lord Hhrahld countered.  "They would have just stayed out of its way."
"But the sight of Lhinstord burning would have."
Lord Hhrahld looked bleak.  "Aye, that is true."
Mhiskva chose his own line of march along the south shoulder of the highway, a position from which he could see both the marines across the roadway and the legionnaires nearby on his right.
Automatically, Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm moved without comment to follow a similar path on the north shoulder.
Within moments, the first sounds of distant explosions reached them.  Mhiskva heard and then saw Shrikes diving from the clouds ahead at a point that must be above the river.  He called out orders to make a fast pace and began to trot, restraining his long strides so that he would not outrun the marines and legionnaires.
The armsmen ran two-thirds of a league in half an hour and Mhiskva ordered a halt when he gained the top of a rise whose forward slope led down into the sparsely wooded floodplain.
Smoke and flame were visible on the far bank and on the bridge itself a fire ball rose up as he watched.
Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm sprinted across the highway to rejoin him.
"Someone is holding the bridge against an assault." the Prince-Protector declared.
"It's the Quaestor," Wilhm said.
"You can see him?" Mhiskva asked.
"Yes.  The king is there too, but he isn't doing much."
Mhiskva waved at the nearby legionnaires and the marines across the way.  "Take cover! Hold the line of the ridge!"
Then he began running down the center of the highway.  Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm matched his speed exactly.
He reached the approach to the bridge in seconds, and without slowing saw the king, missing his artificial legs and covered in his own blood, behind the north pillar of an arch the rose in the center of the bridge.  One of the legionnaires from Number One, D’hem’nh’siahshm, and the boy Aelwyrd stood with him, apparently trying to shield the king with their own bodies from the fire from the Shrikes that continued to rain down.  Beyond the three, Quaestor Eishtren stood, shooting at a blazing speed at both the enemy skyships and the armored conveyances that were pushing across from the eastern side.  Though several of the crashed conveyances littered the roadway, the oncoming vehicles were undeterred and would reach the archer in no more than seconds.
Mhiskva was under the arch in another second and slowed just long enough to order D’hem’nh’siahshm, "Get the king to the western bank!"
Lord Hhrahld and Wilhm did not pause, flashing by Quaestor Eishtren and leaping onto the roof of the leading vehicle.  Longer than a manheight, the greatswords of the two began to rip through steel and timbers as if through paper and twigs.  Both Lord Hhrahld's jewel and silver bedecked masterpiece and Wilhm's utilitarian blade flashed with an unnatural golden light.
Raising his axe in guard, Mhiskva took a stand in front of Eishtren and then, with an agility that he had never before possessed, began to deflect the projectiles spitting from the front of the war machines.
The first conveyance fell to pieces around its slaughtered occupants and the pair of giants sprang onto the following and proceeded to rend it as well.
A diving Shrike screeched and a line of dust and rock splinters puffed across the roadway and tracked over Wilhm.  Pierced in a score of places, the young giant staggered and fell, sliding off the machine to the roadway.
Lord Hhrahld roared in grief and anger and hurled himself at the next conveyance.  Another machine rushed alongside and fire poured from broadside portholes.  Huge gouts of flesh and blood burst from the old pirate's body, but still his sword did not slow.  He leapt onto the attacking machine and destroyed it, the charged another.  One after another, he smashed the armored conveyances as they came within reach, sweeping some carelessly over the guard walls into the river.  The rest piled up around him.  Some of the monks escaped, running back from wrecks or diving into the river, but not many.   Five of the conveyances were destroyed, then eight, then ten, then more but finally the magic of the white-maned pirate's rage bled away and he collapsed to his knees, his sword falling from his lifeless hands, and after a moment Lord Hhrahld finally toppled.
At least a score of the steel beasts lay smashed, but still dozens more were speeding up the ramp with unswerving determination, knocking aside the corpses of their fellows.
Mhiskva looked back once.
Aelwyrd had rushed to Quaestor Eishtren's side but D’hem’nh’siahshm, sporting a new wound in his thigh, had pulled the king just a few paces away from the arch.  Though his right arm and abbreviated left hung limp, Mar's eyes were open and staring straight at Mhiskva.
For the barest of instants, Mhiskva saw himself race back across the bridge, catching up Eishtren, Aelwyrd, D’hem’nh’siahshm, and the king, and fleeing into the hills, but that was not how this should end.
Mhiskva turned back, raised his great axe high, and charged.
 



FIFTY-SEVEN
 
When the concentrated fire from the steel beetles finally killed Mhiskva, Mar knew that there was no hope.
Somehow, he had always thought in the depths of his being that the giants could not be killed.
Now they, along with Ulor, Truhsg, and all the rest, were gone.
Dhem, bleeding from a leg wound that he had somehow acquired, tried to drag him on, but Mar used the magic of his brigandine to hold himself in place.
"Let me be, legionnaire," he commanded harshly.  Staggering, Dhem did so in shocked silence, and then sat heavily.
Mar knew that the Phaelle'n had to be stopped here and now or they would rampage unchecked to Mhajhkaei and beyond.  The world would be theirs.
He cast a spell to carry his voice clearly across the twenty paces that separated him from Quaestor Eishtren and told him what to do.
 



FIFTY-EIGHT
143rd Year of the Reign of the City
Tenthday, Waning, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire
Bridge over the Sand River
 
Awarded a respite by the wondrous and horrible charge of the Gaaelfharenii, Eishtren found that he could not fire fast enough after the three giants perished.
He walked to the right, set his feet to get a better stance, and put two shots through the slit at the front of the lead vehicle, aiming for the men that he could perceive but not actually see there.  Straightaway, the war machine slewed to the right, crashed into the guard wall, and lodged in place.  Projectiles continued to burst from the near side, but the angle was wrong and none came near Eishtren.
The steel beetles continued to charge onto the bridge.
Shrikes screamed in, ripping the roadbed and the wrecks with black cylinders, and he had to shift his aim from the following vehicle to this new danger.  Fire flashed at the front of the steel beetle and he heard an odd sound as he twisted to the left to loose at a Shrike blazing toward the archway from the northwest.  The skyship blew apart and the pieces whirled overhead a few armlengths above the top of the archway, shedding smoke and sparks as they crashed into the riverbank a hundred paces to his right.
"Aelwyrd, retreat to the other side," he ordered, turning to draw once more upon the second beetle.
 When the boy did not respond, Eishtren turned further and found Aelwyrd's lifeless body sprawled a body length behind him.
Having to steady a shiver in his hands, Eishtren gritted his teeth and turned to face the assault once more.
Another war machine charged, shifting rapidly from one side of the bridge to the other to throw off his aim.  Even after he had put seven holes in its rounded forward end, the machine did not stop, veering right only at the last moment to crash into the south pillar of the archway.
More of the armored beasts rushed toward him.
Then, he heard the king's voice.  "Quaestor Eishtren, you must destroy the bridge now!  Break your bow."
With many regrets, Eishtren lifted his grandfather's magnificent legacy and brought it down with all the force that he could muster against his raised knee.
 



FIFTY-NINE
143rd Year of the Reign of the City
Tenthday, Waning, 3rd Springmoon, 1645 After the Founding of the Empire
Three leagues from the Sand River
 
For the most part, the army had kept up a speed better than half a league an hour, though finding fords to cross the occasional stream tended to bring progress to a halt.  The weald of the Steo Hills was a mixed forest of deciduous and evergreen, with a large number of enormous white oaks, hickory, and elm interspersed with copses of tall, long-leafed pine and impenetrable cane breaks.  Predictably, the legionnaires had tended to follow the path of least resistance and thus migrated into the trails hacked by those in front of them, so that the individual corps had concentrated into long, snaking lines rather than the wide distribution that Ghorn had planned.
These open trails did allow the mule trains to make a better speed, but it also meant that all who followed the foremost legions had to slog through churned ground and occasionally mud.
Ghorn had avoided the trails, leading Lord Buhrstaen, the junior officers of his impromptu staff, and the section of legionnaires through virgin forest a hundred armlengths north of the wide track of the IV Corps.
As the headquarters group passed through one of the rare clearings, trampling thistle and sawgrass, basal thumps reverberated from over the horizon.
Lord Buhrstaen looked up through the trees.  "A storm must be coming."
"No, that is not thunder," Ghorn countered.  "It is magic."
"How do you know?"
Ghorn stopped and pointed up at the sky.  Only a few puffy clouds shaped like balls of cotton speckled a milky blue sky.  "No thunderheads.  There is a battle not far ahead.  Dispatch the runners to your legions with orders to prepare to form ranks."
Before Ghorn could order the mounted scouts to carry the same orders to the other two corps, a brilliant light blared through the trees and everything began to burn.
 



SIXTY
 
Telriy's travail had come early.
The contraction made her entire body shiver with pain.
"Now, girl, push!" Aunt Whelsi coaxed.
Telriy clamped her teeth together, breathed out, squeezed Yhejia's hand, and pushed.
Then she felt a great jar flash through the ether and a second later the entire building wobbled for a moment.
"Earth tremor!" Yhejia gasped, throwing her head back and forth.  "We've never had one of those here!"
"It's a girl," Aunt Whelsi exulted, registering neither Yhejia's outburst nor the shaking. 
Telriy breathed and relaxed while the two other women tied off and severed the cord, cleaned of the baby, and dealt with the afterbirth.
When they laid her daughter on her breast, she began to sob, but not for joy or relief.
When the tremor had passed, the ethereal thread that connected her to Mar had vanished.
He was no longer in the world.
Then the earth made a frightening leap of great violence and the building began to collapse around them.
 



SIXTY-ONE
 
A contentious thought caused Mar to hum The Knife Fighter's Dirge as Eishtren, with savage hatred flaring across his face, brought his splendid bow down across his knee.
Even so, the expanding globe of highly energetic flux almost overcame Mar, appearing to halt just a few armlengths away.  Eishtren and everything within the globe had instantly ceased to exist.   So powerful was the outpouring of raw magic that when he attempted to delve it, he was struck nearly senseless with a torrent of agonizing pain.
What terrible catastrophe had he wrought?
He had believed that he had done what must be done, but now burning regret consumed him.  The bridge, the Shrikes, and the steel beetles would be incinerated and the attack stopped, but it was now frightfully clear that so would everyone else nearby.  He had no way of determining the scope of the blast but so vast a quantity of flux would not soon dissipate.  The destruction would surely be of gigantic proportions.
Lord Ghorn and the First Army appeared likely to be also annihilated.
He had incidentally condemned himself to death, but his primary concern over this consequence was that he would no longer be alive to thwart the designs of the Brotherhood.
Mhajhkaei and its people would be safe for now, but how long would it be before the monks rebuilt their war machines and sent out another conquering army?
He glanced another time at the globe and realized that it was noticeably closer.  Watching it for a subjective moment, he saw that even in the stolen time of his spell, the blazing white surface of the blast advanced at a rate of better than a half-fingerlength per score of seconds.  In normal time, it must be moving at a speed faster than the lightning.
The glacial pace of time notwithstanding, it would reach him very soon.
He was sure that he could not stop it, but could he stop the blast before it had begun?
Whinseschlos had left him with the impression that events were easily overturned.  With the knowledge that he now had, could he salvage the situation with wizardry?
The strange place in between that he had entered before must be the boundary fringe that Whinseschlos had spoken of.  He would have to plunge in this time, find the depths where he could freely steal through time.
He might die there, but he was certain to die here, and if he lived, he might be able to turn disaster into victory.
With considerable ease, he opened a path to the high-pitched teal with a blade of purest Black and looked into the maw of undertime.
The way stood open.
Mar dove in.
 



SIXTY-TWO
 
The sorcerer screamed a blistering curse and threw the skrying tablet across the room in a fit of hideous rage.  "Idiot!  What have you done?"
"I have saved Mar from us," Waleck replied.
 
 
 
The Key to Magic continues in Book VI: Wizard (2013)
 
 
 
 



ADDENDUM
 
The Forty-Nine (give or take) Gods
(One scholarly accounting numbers the Forty-Nine at three hundred and eight distinct deities.  This sum is, naturally, subject to strident dispute.)
 
Aenhishk'lhe, Stepchild of the Leafy Goddess
Awandrehachor, God of Poems and Sonnets
Alosth, Sublime Half-Quarter-Goddess of the Rapine of Civilization
B'g'n, God of Games
Bhalrgam, Mystical Lord of the Fleet of Foot
Bhenthiabuka, God of Condiments
Bhist-gem-naet,   fertility goddess
Bhurghrah, God of Waste, Sewage, and Refuse
Bhizg'g, God of the Malformed and patron of all beggars.
Bligyld, Goddess of Eternal Hatred.
Borloi'gh'nyh, Archfriend of Arsonists and Clumsy Fools
Chaoel, Ascending Goddess of the Marvelous Loom
Cyhalis’ts’psqo, God of Boats, ships, rafts, and buckets of all sorts
Ephtehg’rha, Lord of Shipwrecks
Fflygao, the Under Oligarch of Foliage
Fhos'tg, Superior Exalted Half-Goddess of Unexpected Events
Gheshuai -- Chief Suzerain of Unhappy Marriages, Cuckolds, and Oppressed Husbands
Gwolth, Invisible Ultimate Priestess of the Arcane Rites of Sand
Gz’l, God of Heretics
J'yorstagnoephiactle, Patron of Rat Catchers.
Khas'thga, Patron of the Arrow
Knorthrha the Night God
Luftorh, God of the Oceans
Mhokh, God of Death
Mehl-shzu, God of Nautical Trades
Miyra, Goddess of Love
Myrae'n the Snake Goddess
Nhal-bhy-chu, Goddess Mother of Chance Events
Nhish, Goddess of Grain
Nlarlt, Patron of the Sword
N'm, God of Seafood
Oahkthegk, God-Regent of mountains and deserts (and all ancillary terrain, inhabitants, and conditions)
Oos'ghlsiana, Mistress of Forests, Seedlings, and Shade.
Pernaphrhan, Overseer of Trickery
Pju, Patron of the Spear
Plegh, The Unknowing God
Ply'nhor'chou'rhast'kif'slptitu, Lord of the Obscure
Ptem-ko-ah, God of the Outerworld
Pwrll, Benevolent Guardian of Household Pets.  The Seventy-Eight Handmaidens of Pwrll are often depicted as animalistic spirits in the forms of cats and dogs.
Phrusht, Guardian of the Drowned
Rwalkahn, Demigod of Righteous Vengeance
Rwalkahn, in his rival persona as 32nd Avatar of Pernaphrhan
S'lskaigho, Protector of Forgotten Things
Shurzha, God of Purity
Sloe'mhyl, Seneschal of Hospitality
Soohlmed, God of Idiocy
Thiallia, Goddess of Compassion
Trhoozh, Master of Luck
W’aerliq, God of Forests, Meadows, and Trees in general. In some cultures, also the God of the Hunt.
z'm, Demigoddess of Jocularity
Zzgssii, the Leafy Goddess, whose various incarnations are distinguished by the placement of key leaves in her bodice
Zsnigh-mhi, Demigod of Tile roofs, Sheds, and Cisterns
 
 
Military Ranks of the Reconstituted Empire
(Adapted from Mhajhkaeirii'n practice)
 
Prince-Commander –Supreme commander of all Mhajhkaeirii forces.
High-Captain – Marine rank. Commands a brigade (five troops).
Knight-Commander – Legion rank. Commands a corps (five legions plus support units.)
Captain – Marine rank. Commands a full Troop (400 men)
Coirneal (Imperial Addition) -- Legion and marine rank.
Maidsear (Imperial Addition) -- Legion and marine rank.
Commander – Legion rank. Commands a full Legion (1000 men)
Vice-Captain – Marine rank. Commands a half-troop (200 men)
Subaltern – Marine rank.  Commands a quarter-troop (100 men)
Vice-Commander –Legion Rank. Commands five sections (500 men).
Legate – Legion rank. Commands a Section (100 men).
Quaestor -- Legion Quartermaster rank equivalent to Subaltern/Legate.
Fugleman – Commands a file (6 quads, 25 men including the Fugleman)
Ceannaire -- Commands a quad
Legionnaire
Superior Armsman -- Militia rank
Trainee
 
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.
Summer Advent is the first day of First Summermoon and is in many locales celebrated as a special holy day.
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