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Prologue

It’s not often that you get to see the fulfillment of years of painstaking work culminate in a way that brings genuine joy to your heart.  To live in this world a man has to cultivate his expectations, otherwise both good times and bad times can threaten to wash you away when you most need to be steadfast.  Allowing yourself to descend into depression after tragedy or relaxing into indulgent complacency after triumph pose threats to a man and his purpose.  Successes and failures compound themselves over time into wisdom, and it is truly rare for something to occur that overcomes those precious boundaries and indulge in unrepentant, untarnished elation.. 

But the double wedding of my eldest two apprentices qualified in every meaningful way.

It was a wonder that they’d come this far, I thought the morning of the ceremony.  But for fortune and magic and their own true resolve, they would have perished in a forgotten little valley on the edge of the world as nameless victims.  Their very survival of the destruction of Boval Vale was noteworthy.  It had forced them to become men at an early age and demanded things of them they never could have imagined.  And that was but the first of many battles.

By every right, they should have been dead a number of times in their young lives.  They had saved tens of thousands due to their bravery, daring, and sheer ignorance of how impossible their missions had been.  They had been two scared little boys, back in Boval Vale, in an impossible situation with virtually no hope of survival. 

Now both were highly respected gentlemen, handsome and strong, lords and knights of the realm, powerful wizards, relentless warriors, made wealthy by their wits and their courageous nature.  They counted dukes and princes as their acquaintances, as well as tribal chieftains and the august amongst the Alka Alon and gurvani, alike.  Some of the most powerful men in the kingdom were proud to call them friends.

More, they had achieved that without – to my knowledge – descending into court politics, dishonorable deception, blatant bribery, or other common means of corruption that has oft propelled an unworthy man to high position.  They had ascended while  keeping their honor intact and their characters developed.  War and politics does that to a man, and tempts him to his basest nature.  But they had resisted, and become honorable men in their own right. 

Indeed, they abhorred the petty tyranny of evil for they had been faced with its most potent expressions – and I do not mean mere evil dark lords, the depravity of genocidal war, the psychopathic undead, and the hordes of bloodthirsty foes; no, they had seen the darkest sides of humanity in their many journeys, a far more insidious and punishing experience than mere threats of painful death.  Yet they had refused to be corrupted by it. 

I could try to take credit for the men they had become, without sounding pompous and egotistical, but I had to give far more weight to the boys they had started as.  Humble beginnings often produce the finest results.

Tyndal, a cast-off bastard of a rural woman whose rajira had arisen unexpectedly while he was shoveling shit in a stable, and Rondal, a frail-looking village boy of uncommon intelligence and uncertain parentage whose Talent had been spotted and exploited by an opportunistic spellmonger.  You can read that explanation however you like.

“It’s time to get ready, Master,” Ruderal prodded me.  My current eldest apprentice was far more attentive than Ron and Tyn had ever been.  He was a jewel among apprentices, grateful, eager, ambitious in his own way, and dedicated to learning what it was to be a wizard. 

But he was also dedicated to seeing me thrive.  His special Talent was to be able to peer into the self-awareness of any living thing – a tangled mixture of blessing and curse.  That gave him incredible insight into human nature, which was not always a happy thing.  But keeping me on schedule wasn’t part of his Talent, it was part of his character.  Ruderal was one of the most genuinely good men I knew, in addition to being an excellent apprentice.

And Tyndal and Rondal had discovered him on one of their many adventures, and brought him to me because of a promise they’d made and kept.

“I’m almost ready,” I insisted.  “It won’t take me but two moments to dress.”

“I just don’t want you to be late, Master,” he said with just the right “I know it’s a big day for Tyndal and Rondal.”  He wasn’t wrong.  I went to get dressed.  I didn’t want to disappoint my boys.  This day, of all days, they deserved my best.

They were an unlikely duo, forced together by horrific circumstance and Ifnia’s capricious humor.  I’d had little enough time to spare in their direct education, but had done my best to ensure that they had the teaching and instruction they needed to survive the brutal, unpredictable world they’d found themselves in. I, alone, wasn’t responsible for how they had turned out.  Sire Cei had certainly played a role, as had Alya and their comrades from Boval Castle. 

But it was their own ambition, intelligence, and uncompromising pursuit of what they thought was right and good that had made them into the men they were. 

No, I could not take credit for Tyndal and Rondal, despite their proud association with me and what I had accomplished.  I had used them, in my way, as much as I had enriched and ennobled them.  They had become exquisitely versatile tools, I knew, and had been greatly responsible for the success that I had enjoyed.  To see them attempt to find some happiness as a reward for their efforts bore heavily on me. 

Not because I begrudged it in the slightest, but because I had put them unfairly to the grindstone of events and risked not just their lives but their good natures for what I foresaw as a greater good.  Tyndal and Rondal – individually and as a pair – had far exceeded my expectations and navigated the chaotic world they were thrust into and had answered with honor and passion.              

Of course, such exceptional men had attracted equally exceptional women, I reflected as I dressed in the finery specially ordered for the occasion. . 

Rondal had met his young bride in the midst of a mission of stealth to rescue a young boy and his mother from the clutches of the worst sort of gangsters.  I gained a valuable apprentice as a result.  Gatina anna Furituris was a shadowmage and professional thief, raised amongst a family of shadowtheives whose legacies and secrets stretched back centuries.  She was also obsessively devoted to my former apprentice in ways that had shaped the frontiers of the kingdom.  The Kitten of Night was a white-haired, violet-eyed mistress of shadow who had made it her life’s mission to wed stalwart Rondal.  I have no idea why.  Ishi moves in mysterious and often inexplicable ways.

Tyndal, for his part, had escaped a hundred dalliances and infatuations with lesser maidens to surrender his heart to Lady Tandine, of the distant northern fief of Anferny within the desolation of the jevolar.  She was utterly ignorant of magic, but well-versed in feats of arms usually reserved for the male nobility.  A proud, strong shieldmaiden of the Wilderlords – of a minor and half-forgotten house -- my first apprentice had been captivated with her beauty and character and charmed by her inherent nobility on short acquaintance. 

I had thought that perhaps his infatuation would wane, once he was back in the civilized world and could resume his bachelor’s ways, but in truth he had no thought for other maidens that did not remind him of his lady love.  He barely knew the lass, while Rondal had been in Gatina’s company for a few years, now.  Ordinarily, I might fear for the happiness of the marriage, but if any young idiot could blunder his way into matrimonial contentment, it was Tyndal.

They deserved this opportunity for happiness, by my accounting.  They had earned it with their blood and their strength and their cleverness.  They had paid for it in effort, skill, and boundless ambition.  If anyone could tame two uniquely strong women as Tandine and Gatina and allure them into domestic bliss, it was these two idiots.  Trygg, like her daughter Ishi, moves in mysterious and unpredictable ways.

They chose the new city of Vanador for the celebration, for a variety of just and valid reasons.  Both wanted to take their wives in the Wilderlands, where they were born and for which they had fought for half their lives.  Both wished to have their nuptials blessed in the city Trygg, Herself, claimed as her own.   Both wanted their friends and comrades to witness their weddings in the City of Wizards, a town near and dear to their hearts. 

And both of them knew that I would probably volunteer to pick up the tab for the weddings, even though they were both incredibly wealthy.  My former apprentices are nothing if not opportunistic. 

I didn’t blame them, of course; and they’d earned it in their service not just to the duchy, but to their professional peers.  They were both accomplished warmagi, and had spent half of their lives fighting against the darkness that had emanated from the Minden range of mountains they were born in.  As their former master, I felt obligated, I confess.

They had no other living kin.  Only a remnant of their folk had survived to this day.  Their homeland was occupied by the worst sort of evil.  They had followed me on an unlikely path out of that certain doom and into a life of adventure, danger, acclaim and notoriety.  They had risen from amongst the most humble of circumstances into the circles of the mighty and earned every accolade that they carried. They had assisted in the restoration of their patron, Duke Anguin, and held his eternal gratitude for their labors on his behalf. 

They were members of the Royal Court, the Alshari Court, and the Castali Court, as well as a host of arcane orders that had proven instrumental in the establishment of the kingdom, as well as its security.  They had fought goblins, dragons, and the evil undead who had waged genocidal war on all humanity.  They had been challenged with a task so dire and hopeless that only by means of their wit and bravery had they been able to prevail.

So, yes, I was going to pay for the wedding.  It was my honor to do so.  I’d earned that right, to my accounting.

You see, something I had begun to learn as I had come to what I expected was the prime of my life, was something my father and other noble men in my life had taught me.  That the greatest gifts I could bestow were not measured in gold, snowstone, or irionite.  It was my blessing of the efforts and achievements of those who had come under my sway. 

That might sound proud and arrogant, but it’s not – it’s humbling.  When you are held in high esteem by those around you, you have a duty to them to repay that respect and admiration with your approval.  To do otherwise is arrogant.  I’ve served under officers who were sparing with praise and quick to criticize – the late, unlamented Count Odo comes to mind – and it’s usually difficult to bear, however talented the leader in question is.  But to fail to recognize, even begrudgingly, those who have aided you valiantly because of who you are, and not your title, position, or mere authority is a kind of delusional pride I cannot stomach.  My presence and words were important to these boys – these men.  I had a moral obligation to bestow upon them whatever blessings and favor I could.

The date was set for late summer, or early autumn, depending upon how you count such things.  The rustic beauty of the Wilderlands was just considering changing from rich and vibrant greens to a multitude of hues.  The late-season wildflowers had just begun to bloom in earnest, providing an unending carpet of white, yellow, blue and red around the hedgerows and meadows of the land.  It did not escape me that it was the same time of year we had all escaped Boval Castle, a decade ago.  That somehow made the wedding even more triumphant, to my eyes.

“I hope the weather holds,” Alya said, as she met me downstairs.  She looked anxious the way every woman looks anxious before a wedding, but her gown and cosmetics were perfect.  She’d elected to wear a light blue dress in silk, patterned on the Wilderlands style but with far more elaborate needlework.  It was gorgeous, and one of three gowns she would wear today.  I don’t know why the wardrobe change was necessary, but I’m merely male.

“What kind of wizard would I be if I let it rain?” I asked, with a grin.  “Besides, the entire thing will be under the Overhang.  We won’t get wet,” I promised her.

“I don’t want it to be muggy, either,” she sighed, determined to find something to worry about.  “At least I’m not pregnant this time, the way I was at our wedding,” she recalled fondly.  “I must have looked awful!”

“Not that I recall,” I said, diplomatically.  “Not at all.  And it wasn’t that bad.  We were being hunted by the Censorate at the time,” I reminded her. 

“Well, maybe I’ll be pregnant at the next wedding – Anguin’s sister’s,” she mused.  I looked at her in surprise.

“You want another baby?” I asked, confused.  I had figured that after Vanamin’s eventful birthing she would find her maternal desires fulfilled.

“I don’t know,” she confessed.  “Maybe one more.  I think I’d like another girl, to balance things out.  I’m still thinking about it.”

Feeling like I had dodged an assassin’s blade, I wisely kept my mouth shut and offered her my arm.  “Let’s go,” I urged.  “They won’t start without us, but I don’t want to be late to the Temple.”

The boys had chosen the Temple of Trygg as the venue for the ceremony, in the city dedicated to the Mother Goddess, and recruited the high priestess to conduct the rite.  Pentandra had kindly used her influence as baroness to ensure the entire central square of the city (which is actually a circle, because magi are just like that) was reserved for an enormous open-air feast afterwards.  That was more necessity than choice – no single building in Vanador could comfortably hold the number of guests that were invited. 

Most of Vanador seemed to be coming, I mused as we walked from Spellmonger Hall to the great temple.  I saw delegations of guests from all over the Kingdom. 

Half of Sevendor was invited, certainly, as well as select individuals from my barony and beyond: Trestandor, Sendaria, and the new barony of Taravanal.  A goodly number came from the Ducal Court of Castal, but was dwarfed by the nobles in the Alshari court who were coming.  Wizards from across all three colleges, including hundreds of warmagi from the Estasi Order of Arcane Knights.  The Kasari had a large delegation, I noted, as did the Alka Alon – not just the three Emissaries, Lilastien, and Onranion, as well as the Tera Alon warriors they’d made friends with, but from the Alka Alon council.  People were streaming in by road, the portal, and the Alka Alon Ways.  I was impressed. 

The King and Queen even came, as did the Duke and Duchess of Alshar and the Duke of Castal – Prince Tavard.  For some reason the Princess was unable to attend.  Rumor was that she and Tavard were barely speaking these days.  We waved at the royal parties as we approached the crowded plaza in front of the Temple.

All of those were in addition to the large parties both of my former apprentices were bringing from their own households.  Tyndal had more than two hundred knights, vassals and retainers from Callierd in attendance as his honor guard.  Rondal’s party, while smaller, was no less robust, and included his new in-laws – not just Atopol and his parents, but dozens of cousins from southern Alshar, as well as a few stray folks from Vorone and Gilmora.

Indeed, there were thousands of mouths to feed.  The aromas of the great feast filled the air as we made our way through the square.  An entire tribe of Tal Alon assisted hundreds of cooks to prepare it.  Not since the Great Oxroast had Vanador seen such a demand on its hospitality.  It was as lavish a feast as any could ask for thanks to the new portals, good governance, and an appalling amount of coin disappearing from my treasury.

The preparations had taken weeks, I knew, though I was thankfully excused from any participation beyond paying for it all.  Pentandra took a direct interest in organizing the event, for some reason, as if she was determined to make this the finest wedding ever.  Alya and the brides tried to help, as did Mignureal, Gatina’s mother, but once Pentandra took control of the operation it went as smoothly as the final battle for Darkfaller Castle.  Only with slightly less bloodshed and chaos.

Nor were her efforts confined to the temple – Pentandra had turned the entire city into a wedding venue.  The streets were bedecked in garlands of wildflowers and evergreens, banners and flags, and someone had re-enchanted the talking wooden mushrooms in the parks with a staggering number of jokes about weddings, marriage, and at the expense of the two grooms, themselves.  I suspect Gareth had a hand in that.

“Beautiful day for a wedding, Count Minalan!” King Rard called out cheerfully, as we joined the royal party, because rank hath duties that no man can escape.  “I don’t think this city can get more beautiful every time I visit, but I am always wrong.”

“I don’t think we’d control the Wilderlands today, if it hadn’t been for the efforts of those two, Your Majesty,” I pointed out as Alya and I bowed respectfully to our sovereigns.  “I felt they deserved honors from the city they made possible.  Besides, Baroness Pentandra was obsessed, and she had an unlimited budget,” I added, quietly.  “The chances of an imperfect wedding were scant.”

“We are very proud of them,” Alya agreed.  “Despite their titles and honors, they are still a couple of boys from my little mountain village,” she reminded the monarchs.

“I’ve always liked those two boys,” Grendine admitted, grudgingly.  “They’re brash, arrogant, and provincial, but always polite and helpful.  Dignified, even, in a Wilderlord sort of way.”

“You weren’t at their send-off, the other night,” I chuckled.  “Any dignity they had they lost there.  They were neither polite nor helpful.  They got so drunk they couldn’t have managed to cast a cantrip.  Someone painted cats whiskers on Rondal’s face with charcoal, and Tyndal woke up the next morning with a horse’s tail magically attached to his behind!” I revealed, making the entire party chuckle.

“The magi can be rowdy, it seems,” Duke Anguin observed.  “I never would have believed it.”

“Then you never attended a magical academy,” Pentandra assured him, as she arrived with Arborn on her arm.  “There’s a special kind of mischief that magic avails you, when you’re feeling devious.  Some of the pranks can get quite . . . creative.  But from what I heard, it was a very successful party filled with good, wholesome fun and gentlemanly comradery where there were certainly no neophytes of Ishi’s temple serving drinks,” she added, glancing pointedly at her husband.  The big ranger blushed.  He shouldn’t try to keep secrets from Pentandra, I think.  He doesn’t have the face for it.

“Are they going to start soon?” Rardine asked, shifting from side to side.  “These shoes are torturing my feet.”

“You should have worn slippers,” her mother reproved.

“I just came from both the bride and grooms’ pavilions, and all is in readiness,” Pentandra assured.  “Everyone is very excited.  The pre-ceremonial blessings are complete.  It won’t be long, now.  I think this will be a very – ah!  That’s the grooms’ march!” she said, as the band at the edge of the square began with a battery of brass horns and a peal of drums. 

Every head turned towards the far end of the circle, where Tyndal and Rondal rode together, shoulder to shoulder, into view.  My heart surged at the sight of them as the two rode to the steps of Trygg’s holy shrine.  They were stunningly handsome, dressed in velvet doublets and richly embroidered mantles, astride two splendid, perfectly groomed mounts from Tyndal’s herd of thoroughbreds. 

Ordinarily, it would be their fathers’ place, but instead I met them at the bottom of the stairs to the temple and escorted them up, before turning and waving at the crowd.  It was amongst the proudest moments of my life.

A moment later the crowd roared with approval as the great doors to the temple opened, revealing their waiting brides. 

It was an intriguing contrast in women that demonstrated the complexities and varieties of femininity; Gatina, her gown of intricately cut black satin, complete with an elegant headdress over her stark white hair and a long, flowing black cape that seemed to move of its own accord, was the epitome of the sophisticated Magelord of Imperial stock and culture.  Her gown was heavily enchanted to enhance the subtleties of her figure and emphasize her perfectly-made up face.  But no amount of cosmetics could disguise the look of triumph in her violet eyes.

Tandine, in contrast, was clad in Wilderlands style, wearing a traditional embroidered flowing wool dress over a splendidly white linen underdress.  It was as simple as Gatina’s was complex, lovingly created by her female relatives as a testament to her noble house and abandoned home.  Her head was bare, save a single fillet of silver to denote her station as a Wilderlord. She wore little cosmetics, I think, but Pentandra had supplied enchantments and glamours to make her appear a radiant beauty to all who saw her.

Gatina appeared calmly sublime at the massive celebration of her nuptials, as if it was the long-expected conclusion to her endeavors.  Tandine, on the other hand, looked dazed, as if she had blundered into an affair whose greatness she had little appreciation of, until this moment.  Indeed, I don’t believe Tandine realized just how important her bridegroom was to so many important people, or how he had helped shaped worldly events to deserve such a turn out. 

Actually, I reflected as I gazed on the overwhelmed bride, I don’t think she’d ever seen that many people gathered together, all at once, previously in her entire life.  Anferny is a very small domain.

My boys took their place, said their vows, made their pledges, and kissed their new wives.  The girls did likewise, with a mixture of trepidation and eagerness.  But within an hour of them ascending the stairs of the temple, they descended married couples, beaming in happiness and joy.

If you think this is where Sheruel suddenly appears, or the Duke of Merwyn rides through the magical portal, or a thousand goblin assassins leap out of the hedges and attack us all, you are mistaken.  There were no dragons, no belligerent undead, no evil dark lord arriving to spoil the day.  I don’t know if the gods were paying us a favor or if it was Pentandra’s pure strength of will from prohibiting such a catastrophe, but I was appreciative either way. 

There were no objections that I heard, nor even dire speculations about the future of the brides and grooms.  The Overhang was gaily lit with thousands of magelights that night, from the big central orb that shone onto the city like an understated sun to hundreds set in constellations depicting birds, bells, clouds, and other symbols of marriage.  That seemed to reflect the hopeful good wishes at the enormous celebration afterwards.

It was a hell of a party.  Indeed, it was legendary, lasting from that morning until far, far into the night, and there weren’t any incidents to mar the solemn nature of the day.  Entertainers from across the Kingdom, led by Jannik the Rysh, performed throughout the day, while food and a truly astonishing amount of ale was consumed.  There was dancing – both the formal pavanes expected at noble weddings, but also the boisterous, even lusty folk dances the boys had known since childhood.  It was a delightful mixture of traditions to see the birth of the two new families – or one large family, depending on how you looked at it.  I’ve never seen my former apprentices happier than when they were whirling with their brides in front of that august crowd.

Alya and I spent our time on the dais for most of the reception, keeping company with King Rard, Queen Grendine, and their children, as befit our status and station.  Count Markadine of the Wilderlaw and Sire Cei and their wives added to the august nature of our table.  Anguin’s two sisters were also included, as were Pentandra and Arborn.  Despite the tensions implicit with any ruling class, it was a remarkably civil affair. 

No one insulted anyone else.  No blood feuds were called.  No hidden crossbowmen in the gallery suddenly rose to decapitate the leadership of the kingdom in one bloody assault.  It was nice. The only bit of discomfort I witnessed was Dara’s face, at one point, looking wistful and thoughtful as she accompanied Sir Festaran at one of several tables of honor that ringed the dais.  After our recent conversation, I knew why.

I bring all of this to your attention because after the last few years of exile, expedition, and madness I needed a clear victory, and seeing two of my apprentices happily wed was as glorious a sign from the gods as the Everfire. 

Of course, you cannot put the ruling elite together and not expect politics to arise, despite the occasion.  At various points both Rard and Anguin took me aside to urge me to Do Something about the pirates in Farise.  And Tavard even made a couple of brags about the fleet he was building to conquer the place, someday.  As we were technically in competition over the matter, I could have construed it as a dig and taken offense – but it was in Tavard’s nature, and it was a special day.  I ignored it.

Alas, not everyone did.  Loiko Vaneren, looking visibly older since his own daughter’s wedding, had enjoyed a bit too much mead, I think.  He glanced at me and then politely challenged the prince.

“The pirates will be easy.  Beware instead the dusky maidens of Farise, my Prince,” he advised, slurring his words a little.  Loiko wasn’t known as a drunkard, but this was a wedding, after all.  As a senior member of the court, he could get away with such informalities. 

“Oh, I’ve seen them,” Tavard assured him.  “Both my sister and I have visited the province, although I fared somewhat better than she on the journey,” he added, with a grin. 

“That was but for a visit,” he dismissed.  “A man who goes to Farise risks getting entangled there.  Count Odo visited in his youth, captured the attention of one of those dusky maidens, and spent the rest of his life trying to capture Farise.  I, myself, was seduced by one,” he reminded him.

“I have a wife,” he protested.  “I am no longer tempted by dusky maidens!”

In truth, he also had at least one mistress, but it wasn’t polite to mention that in front of Trygg’s holy temple – she’s sensitive about infidelity.

“You misunderstand me, my prince,” Loiko continued.  “All of Farise is the dusky maiden,” he explained.  “The pretty girls are just her raiment.  A man who gets ensnared with them risks losing himself to her whiles.  It can lead to obsession, madness, and rash action, to a man who is overcome.  Once a man has tasted such exotic delights, he will always have a piece of his heart in Farise.”

Loiko should know all about that – not only had he married a Farisian woman as his second wife, but he had ruled over the conquered province for a while in the name of the Kingdom.  One of the more successful governors, to be honest, but in the end he had no better luck taming rebellious Farise than his predecessors.  He gave me another glance, when he concluded, and I realized that his words were meant for me as much as Prince Tavard. 

I was, after all, pledged to the same effort as the prince: to rid the province of the pirates that now ruled it and plagued the sea lanes.  I, too, had visited it once, but it had not been excursion Tavard had enjoyed.  I’d walked there, over mountain, through jungle, and under attack the entire way.  I’d seen the dusky maidens of Farise up close, and they had certainly seduced me.  It had been one of the only pleasant things about the two years I’d spent in the army as part of the Magical Corps.

Neither could I argue that I had left a bit of my heart there – or at least my subconscious terrors.  I still had nightmares about that bloody period of my life.  Some of them saw me waking up screaming. 

But other than that, it was a lovely wedding.


Part One:

Deliberation


Chapter One

The Beryen Council

It has always fascinated me how the Archmagi of old dealt with the Alka Alon: mostly, they didn’t.  In the Early Magocracy Perwyn was an island nation, and the Alka Alon don’t practice seamanship, so they were easy to ignore.  In the Late Magocracy the Alka Alon had withdrawn much of their support and were content to watch the maimed civilization of humanity struggle – so they were easy to ignore.  Ignoring the Alka Alon Council might have been the greatest evidence of all that the Archmage was the wisest man alive.

From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger

This day had always been inevitable.  I had been looking forward to it and dreading it in equal measure, knowing it would be a watershed in the relationship between the Alka Alon and humanity.  We had been called to attend a meeting of the Beryen Council, the organization that managed the alliance between our two peoples against our mutual foes.  Since we had just defeated our mutual foes decisively, it was only a matter of time before we had to get a few things straight, now that the emergency was past. 

We emerged from the Alka Alon Ways into the blustery vale of Carneduin, and immediately appreciated both the increase in elevation and the increase in latitude.  The ancient Alka Alon citadel was far more northerly than Sevendor, as well as several hundred feet higher above sea level.  More, the winds that originated in the west tore down the deep cloven valley and were relentless as they travelled eastward.  We could feel the autumnal chill cut through our cloaks and even our spells insistently, challenging our naïve humani belief that even with magic we had some control over the universe. 

Pentandra’s eyes went wide for a moment in startled surprise, and she pulled her hood closer over her head.

“Nice wind,” I observed, as her cheeks flushed.

“Naughty wind,” she corrected, with an indignant sniff.  “That gust went right up my skirt.  I just wasn’t expecting it.  It was . . . bracing,” she pronounced.   “It caught me by surprise.  I don’t usually associate this place with that kind of mischief.  It’s supposed to be serene, not suggestive,” she remarked with a smirk.

“Serene?  From a historical perspective . . . it’s a dump,” I grumbled with a sigh.  Carneduin had been a familiar environment for years.  I looked around at the place with fresh eyes.  When I’d originally seen it, it had been as sublime as Pentandra suggested to me, a testament to the lofty ideals and noble intentions of the Alka Alon.

Now, I knew better.  I saw it not only from the perspective of Lt. Col. Andrews, who recognized several human architectural elements that had seemingly been grafted on to the Alka Alon structures that had originally dwelt here. 

But I also saw it with Prince Maralathus’ eyes, as well as Raer Rinthon’s cynical perspective.  The Alka Alon memories I had were highly critical of the place. 

Carneduin was no major house of Alkan greatness, it was a remote, minor settlement re-constructed to impress the strange, unmagical people from the New Horizon.  It was an artificial settlement built to cater to unwanted guests and flatter their unsophisticated ideas of vanity, a treaty town where the civilized and cultured Alka Alon could treat with the barbaric humani without exposing themselves to the cultural contamination implicit in the interaction. 

Carneduin had come into existence as a means to control humanity, I knew now, a bit of institutional condescension to keep my people from truly understanding the mysterious culture of the Alka Alon.  It had served that purpose for centuries, I knew, before the tragic Narasi Conquest made further interactions with us futile.  King Kamaklavan and his barbaric sons had little use for non-humans, history showed.  The Alka Alon were quite willing to return the sentiment.  Indeed, I think they had secretly applauded the swift downfall of the already teetering Late Magocracy when Carneduin had fallen into disuse. 

Then I had come along and upset the established order and forced the Alka Alon Council to take action.  They had dusted off the decrepit old place, given Master Haruthel a renewed mandate to manage us, and counted on our ignorance and superstition to keep us from recognizing the true nature of our relationship – and Carneduin’s role in it.  I don’t think they really took us seriously until Anthatiel fell and Korbal returned from his tomb.  It was convenient to have the place, and to have cultivated an alliance with us poor, stupid, half-civilized humani then.

Much of that was speculation, of course, but well-informed speculation based on my Alkan memories – as well as lengthy conversations with Lilastien, Onranion, and other cultural renegades who were encouraged to occupy our time.  I looked around the place with fresh eyes, and I was growing resentful.

“It’s a pretty dump,” Pentandra countered.  She knew of my newfound perspective and what it entailed, and she knew better than to argue with it.  And from a purely humani perspective, she was right.  Carneduin was designed to be pretty to humans, combining the “best” of both civilizations into an alluring presentation that was, objectively, impressive. 

“Not from this vantage,” I observed, gesturing toward the compound ahead.  “They never expected humans to be using the Ways regularly.  The more impressive view would be from the eastern side of the vale, where the landing stages for air vehicles were constructed.  The view was calculated to be charming.”

“At least they made an effort,” she pointed out.

I grunted skeptically in response as I surveyed the valley.  “Be prepared for a much more determined effort, once we get to Council.  They want to knock us back down a few pegs, now that we’ve served our purpose.  Be prepared for lavish gifts, high sounding praise, and obsequious flattery.  Believe none of it.”

The rest of the party trickled through the Ways, one by one, most coming from the environs of Sevendor but a few High Magi arriving from their estates.  In short order Terleman, Mavone, Astyral, Taren, Carmella, Onranion, and Gareth emerged from the localized interspatial congruency termination point – as my mind occasionally named the Alka Alon Ways – and greeted us.

“How many are coming?” Astyral asked, curiously.  “As many as last time?”

“No,” Pentandra answered.  “We restricted this conference to the essential members of the Beryen Council.  Humans and Alka Alon only, and just the most important of both.  This is a business meeting, not a banquet.”

“Well, that certainly sounds . . . dire,” Astyral said, startled.

“It is by the request of the Council,” Onranion supplied, as he straightened his cloak.  He wore almost nothing under it.  “They wanted something simple, without undue distractions.”

“He means that they wanted us magi to show up without any pesky monarchs around in the background,” Taren frowned.  “They think the magi more reasonable than the dukes and the king.  We’re more persuadable than our warrior princes, in their minds.” 

I trusted the man’s assessment on the matter.  Not only had he been involved with the Council since the beginning, he had also been in a relationship with one of the Alka Alon Emissaries, Lady Varen, for the last several months.  Taren was one of the smartest wizards I knew.  I could count on him to learn as much from Varen about what was going on than anyone. 

“Persuade us to do . . . what, exactly?” Mavone asked, frowning. 

“That’s what we’re here to find out,” Pentandra said, with a sigh.  “Shall we go?”

“We’re still waiting on a few people,” I reminded her, looking around.

“All of them know the way,” she reasoned.  “They’ll catch up.  I want to get out of this wind!” she complained, pulling her cloak around her tightly as she started down the path toward the meeting hall.  I sighed and followed, as I mentally prepared for the council.

It had been a few weeks since my last treatment with the Handmaiden, and I was starting to feel it.  None of my ancient memories was taking ahold of my mind like they used to, but they all made a kind of vague appearance if I saw or heard or sensed something that reminded them of their own memories.  Rinthon, for instance, had been a frequent visitor to Carneduin as it had risen to prominence as a place of discussion between the Alon and the humani.  He recalled it when it had merely been an outpost of learning and study, and he did not appreciate the changes made to the site. 

I admit, that provided me a bit of skepticism and pessimism that kept me grounded as we entered the broad plaza and entered the council hall.  It was all too easy, as a human, to be overwhelmed and unduly impressed by the Alka Alon.  Rinthon gave me the cynicism to overcome that. 

“My victorious lords!” Master Haruthel called from the door of the chamber, as we filed in.  “Welcome back to Carneduin!  We have much to discuss, today,” he said, cheerfully, as we bowed to him in turn and took our seats around the room.  Lord Letharan was already seated, as was Aronin Ladas, Lady Micrethiel and other members of the Alka Alon Council who sat on the Beryen Council as well.  “The defeat of Korbal will be celebrated for centuries,” he assured us. 

“The dark lord may be defeated, but he is not destroyed, my lord,” Terleman reminded him as he took a seat in one of the human-sized chairs, throwing his cloak magnificently over his shoulder as he did so.  I cannot deny it: the man had presence.

“Condemned to exist in a hole no better than his tomb is as good as his destruction,” countered Micrethiel.  “Perhaps better,” she sniffed.  “Destroyed, he might have become a martyr.  Alive but humiliated, he persuades no one who was not already committed to him.  That was well done,” she praised, grudgingly.

“Yet he persists,” Sandoval said, thoughtfully.  “He will undoubtedly attempt to rise again.  Does that not concern you?”

“The effort to deprive him of resources was thorough,” Lord Letharan said, confidently.  “He has little he can depend upon to harass us again.  And we have watchers in place,” he assured.  “Should Korbal stir from Olum Seheri we will know about it instantly.”

“It was a most unexpected victory,” Aronin Ladas conceded.  “Far in excess of what we predicted.  You are to be commended, Count Minalan.  And the rest of you,” she added, her eyes flitting across the room.  “Yet,” she continued, after a pause, “it was also a victory fraught with unanticipated complications.  Some of which are, alas, problematic.”

Here it was, I thought to myself.  Despite their flattery and apparent admiration, their criticisms were falling quickly in line.

“Problematic?” Pentandra asked, sharply, before I could speak.  “We crushed Korbal in two places simultaneously.  We effectively ended his power base and choked his pathetic cult near to death.  We pounded his headquarters, slew his dragon, and removed his most powerful magical artifact from his control.  How, my lords, can any of that be seen as problematic?” she asked, icily.

Pentandra knew what was happening.  And she knew how to counter it.  Humani or Alka Alon, no one can use subtlety and social convention to manipulate a situation like Penny.  Indeed, it took Aronin Ladas by surprise.

“How is it not problematic?” she countered, clearly disturbed by the question.  “Korbal is not destroyed, as Lord Sandoval reminds us.  His minions continue to cling to him, and while his allies might be diminished, they are not severed from his influence.  Sheruel, the Abomination, is once again free to disrupt our affairs.  That is something that will have to be contended with,” she added, looking to her fellow Alka Alon for support.

“Yes, Sheruel,” Haruthel said, his thin lips frowning.  “That is a problem.  How, indeed, did he escape destruction at Darkfaller, Count Minalan?”

“The fortunes of war, my lord,” I shrugged.  “As meticulously as it was planned, the battle for Darkfaller was subject to Fortune, the same as any.  Sheruel escaped in the battle at the top of the tower.  And at quite an opportune time, actually, depriving Korbal of the use of the molopor to summon reinforcements or make his escape.  Unfortunately, Sheruel survived.”

“And returned to his lair in the Black Vale,” Lord Aeratas nodded.  “That is, according to our sources.”

“And confirmed by ours,” I conceded.  “But Fortune contrives to favor us even when she appears to spurn us,” I continued.  “It may be that Sheruel, acting independently, might be as much of an ally against the remaining Nemovorti as we could ask.  Believe me, he can hold a grudge,” I assured him.

“It will take years for him to rebuild the forces he once commanded,” agreed Micrethiel.  “I take your point about his animus against his former captors.  Even the gurvani have a sense of righteousness, primitive as it is.”

“I wouldn’t call it primitive,” a new voice called from the doorway to the chamber.  Lilastien’s voice.  But when she emerged from the oversized – for an Alkan – entrance, her appearance startled me. 

She was wearing her greater form, and as usual she sported the white medical coat she favored.  But her face and demeanor were both visibly haggard.  I’d seen her as recently as the wedding, but I hadn’t been as struck by her appearance as I was at that moment.  There were lines on her face, wrinkles and edema that were usually foreign to the perfectly-sculpted Tera Alon features.  Her hair was unkempt and ungroomed. 

But the most shocking was her eyes.  They were red and drooping, as if she hadn’t slept in days.  Perhaps weeks.

“If you had bothered to study gurvani culture in any depth you would discover that their essential values are actually quite complex,” she continued, in a manic pace, as she joined the rest of the council.  “Considering their short life-spans and relatively brutal existence, their values might seem stark to us.  But they are not primitive, not at all . . . just different,” she said, matter-of-factly, as she settled into a human-sized seat and glanced around the room.  “But when we’re speaking of Sheruel, we must take into account his limitations before we question his motives.”

Haruthel looked amused.  “You mean, his lack of a body?” he chuckled.  Whoever said that the Alka Alon were humorless were wrong.  They enjoy humor.  They just aren’t particularly good at it.

“Specifically, his lack of a prefrontal cortex,” Lilastien explained, without cracking a smile.  “After his decapitation his head was hung on a spike, or spear, or something in one of the humani’s typical displays of barbarity.  Whatever it was pierced his skull from under his jaw and into his brain.  Specifically the prefrontal cortex.”

“The gurvan’s head was already dead and decomposing at that point,” Aronin Ladas said, a disturbed look on her face at the description.  “Why would that make any difference?”

“Because the prefrontal cortex is the region of the brain that controls empathy and compassion, among other things.  That holds true among all the Alon.  Even humans have that portion, or one like it.  It just isn’t as large or as well-developed as ours,” she said, informatively.  I found the news interesting, in a way, but also a little condescending.  “When Sheruel’s brain was desecrated after his death, that removed his ability to sustain an emotional connection to . . . well, anyone.  Yes, initial decomposition had begun, but the shamans back then were adept enough to place the thing into a thaumaturgical stasis, slowing or even halting the degradation.  Especially with the assistance of the Enshadowed,” she added, darkly.    

“You have proof that they were involved in this rebellion, that early?” Lord Letheran asked, his head cocked.

“Who else could have managed it?” sniffed Lilastien derisively.  “If anything is primitive about the gurvani, it’s their understanding of magic.  Of course an agent of the Enshadowed was involved.  That’s beside the point.  When the severed head was retrieved, it was damaged.  The neural pathways remained for most things, but not empathy or compassion or a hundred other subtle emotions that are necessary for complex understanding.

“Instead, we are left with a pathologically damaged specimen,” she continued, in the voice of a lecturer.  “The process of embedding it in irionite and subjecting it to necromantic spells was traumatic enough.  But the resulting abomination isn’t merely horrifically undead, it is brain damaged – and in such a way that predetermines Sheruel’s ability to respond to a complex situation.”

Pentandra sighed impatiently.  “So we’re supposed to feel sorry for him?”

“Not at all,” Lilastien assured.  “But it gives us an understanding of what he is likely to do – and what he is not,” she concluded.  “Without the ability to master complex emotions, that will temper the options available to him.  He will be very analytical, but without the ability to discern and appreciate subtlety.  He will fall back on his basic moral and ethical guidelines – the ones that you dismissed as ‘primitive’,” she reminded Ladas.  “It would be more accurate to see them as primal – unsophisticated, perhaps, but not bestial. 

“That means he will not consider what we would call political matters in his decisions,” she continued.  “The gurvani ideals of justice are very . . . reciprocal, for instance.  Sheruel knows that he was betrayed by the Enshadowed and Korbal.  It doesn’t matter, to his damaged mind, whether or not laying that aside and working together would be in the best interest of the gurvani who will continue to follow him.  He will first order his forces, then he will strike ruthlessly at those who have wronged him.”

“Aren’t we included in that list?” I pointed out, thoughtfully.

“Yes, but we are not an immediate threat.  The gurvani rank such things very practically when they prioritize their vengeance – or their sense of justice.  Don’t expect any emissaries from Sheruel proposing peace,” she predicted, confidently, “but neither will he be in a hurry to face us when his abusers are so dangerously close to hand.”

“And this is your tactical assessment, my lady?” Terleman asked, dryly.

“That is my clinical assessment, Viscount,” the Sorceress replied, firmly.  “Further, I can assure you that this state will not change.  His neural pathways have been calcified by the irionite process,” she explained.  “They will not change.  He cannot be persuaded, educated, or enlightened.  This Sheruel is the only one we can expect to contend with.”

“You seem awfully well-informed about the condition of our foe,” Ladas sniffed.

“I have my sources,” Lilastien shrugged.  “Henga Hospital is near to the gurvani lands.  I keep my ears open and think critically.  It also helps that I took an actual interest in gurvani psychology over the years,” she added, giving the Aronin a subtle stare.  “But I would venture that Sheruel will follow his primary cultural code and seek vengeance on the most immediate threat.  That is, Korbal and the Nemovorti.”

“I concur, but for different reasons,” Mavone sighed.  “We haven’t heard much out of the Umbra since he returned, but what few accounts we have demonstrate that he is purging the Dark Vale of his opponents and restoring his own vision of what the gurvani sacred valley should look like.  Calling it a civil war would be understating it,” he reported, grimly.  “It sounds more like slaughter.  If Sheruel planned on forgiving the Nemovorti and Korbal for their betrayal, I cannot imagine that he would begin his discussions by slaying so many of their agents.”

“Well, that is good news for us,” Haruthel agreed.  “If the rebels prey on each other, they will have little strength to threaten our lands again,” he said, hopefully.

“With Korbal at bay, it does, indeed, seem as if we’ve put this war behind us,” Lord Letharan nodded.  “A happy day.  Congratulations are in order to you, Count Minalan, for your bold work and decisive leadership.”

“Your tenure as a war leader has indeed exceeded my expectations,” Aronin Ladas reluctantly admitted.  “I confess, I put little stock in you humani magi when this alliance was suggested, but I am pleasantly surprised.”

“Our friends from Terra have always been stalwart, in the past,” Haruthel agreed.  “We must thank you all for your excellent service in the defense of both of our peoples.  Your capacity for bold and unexpectedly successful leadership has always impressed me.  I feel vindicated for advocating for this alliance, and applaud our friends for their brave and selfless daring.”

I could feel the faint tug of communication, mind-to-mind.  It was Pentandra.

Are we going to let this bullshit going to keep piling up?  We won’t be able to breathe if it does, she asked me, without looking at me.

Bide, I bade her, confidently.  We’re about to see it turn.

“There were some . . . matters of concern about the final battle at Olum Seheri, however,” Lord Letharan mentioned, casually.  “The sudden appearance of one of your divinities, for instance.  That was particularly unexpected, Count Minalan.”

“Yes, and quite effective,” Ladas agreed.  “But it was almost as if you summoned the . . . god,” she said, as if reluctant to say the word. 

“They move in mysterious ways,” I shrugged.  “We had a dragon to contend with.  I threw a war god at it.”

“But how did you summon it?” Ladas asked, worriedly.  “It is rumored that such entities have intervened in the past, but it was as if you managed some way to call it into being . . . by magic,” she proposed.

“Theurgy is an inexact science,” I demurred.  “Human beings call for divine aid all the time,” I pointed out.  “We have an entire class devoted to just that very thing.”

“But they do not usually answer so promptly or so forcefully,” Haruthel observed. 

“In such times of flux, with great power flowing so strongly in such an unusual place, the ability for our gods to manifest is greater,” I reasoned.  “I assure you, I did not summon Duin the Destroyer.  That was never part of my plan.  But once he did appear, I made good use of him.”

“Yes, well, he’s gone, now,” Haruthel agreed, visibly relieved.  “The humani gods are very unpredictable forces, you must agree.”

“They are also very loyal forces, when it comes to protecting our people,” Pentandra reminded him, pointedly.  “They only manifest at great need.  If to little actual purpose, in most cases,” she admitted. 

“I am just pleased that they went back to wherever they came from when they were done,” Letharan said, shaking his head.  “The need has passed.  The danger has abated.  Let us hope that there is little cause for them to return.”

“Yes, I think all of us can enjoy a little well-deserved peace, for a change,” Haruthel agreed.  “We can send our warriors back to their refuges, replace their weapons in our armories, and be thankful that we lost as few as we did.  Oh, that does remind me,” he said, as if it was just occurring to him.  “We do think it would be best for you to return the weapons you borrowed to the Alka Alon Council, Minalan.  As Letharan said, the need has passed.”

And there it is, Pentandra said in my mind. 

She wasn’t the only one who noted the politely-worded request . . . and its implications.  I saw meaningful glances between Mavone and Astyral and Terleman and the other warmagi who had risked their lives on behalf of the Council. 

“The weapons?” I asked, softly.  “Which ones do you mean?”

“They flying ones, to start with,” Ladas said, sharply.  “They are perhaps the most dangerous.  But the others, as well: the irionite and the other materials you looted improperly from our vaults.  Items too dangerous to be allowed to remain—”

“In human hands?” Astyral supplied.

“In the world at all,” corrected Ladas.  “But as the Council decided to keep them for such an occasion as this, I cannot argue.  Leaving them in mortal hands where they might be misused is foolish.  But the danger has passed and they need to be returned to us where they can be safely stored away once again.  I’m certain you will see to it, won’t you, Count Minalan?”

I could feel the eyes of nearly everyone in the room upon me.  It was an uncomfortable question, calmly asked.  My answer would set the tone for all of our future relations, I knew.

I let the silence after it was asked hang in the air until nearly everyone was uncomfortable.  I needed to make a point.

“Those weapons,” I finally said, my voice soft, “were not loaned to us by the council.  They were discovered by me and retrieved at great personal effort and expense when you were unwilling to do so,” I reminded them.  “They were decisive in our victories.  And while I acknowledge that the immediate threat my have passed, I am unwilling to return them until the long-term danger has been defeated.  To do less is to undermine all of our efforts in fighting this war.”

“But the war is over,” Haruthel argued, clearly displeased by my refusal.

“The war is abated,” Pentandra corrected, sharply.  “It is not over.  Sheruel could rise again at any time.  Indeed, you just heard that it is inevitable.  No one can predict what devilry Korbal will stoop to, even in his benighted condition.  There is no telling what his arrogant servants will contrive, while their master is in torpor.”

“And until that time we should not allow such dangerous weapons to lie about unsecured,” Micrethiel sniffed, wrinkling her nose.  “That would be irresponsible!”

“They are not unsecured,” I informed her.  “They are under the control of the Spellmonger . . . a respected member of this council.  I take responsibility for the weapons that I recovered,” I said with quiet insistence.

“That is hardly reassuring,” Micrethiel replied, shaking her head.  “Your people have a well-deserved reputation for foolishly waging war.  With such weapons at your disposal what is to stop you from laying waste to the entire region?”

“And your people have a reputation for overbearing paternalism,” Terleman retorted, unexpectedly.  He affixed the Alkan lady with a steely stare.  “This war has largely been fought by the humani.  It was won by the humani.  You have no cause to question our judgment in how we protect the peace we have earned.”  Terleman is good at the steely stare.  Only Durgan Jole could do it better.

“You had no right to loot our vault!” Micrethiel snapped.

“Just as you had no right to steal the ancient human tekka we found there,” I reminded her, sharply.  “Among other shameful secrets I found.  But let us not become entangled in recriminations as we stand at the edge of victory.  The laughter of Sheruel and Korbal will be our only reward.”

“And the Nau’glib,” Onranion added, mildly.  “And the Formless.”

Those potent names hung in the chill air of the council hall, and the eyes of the Alkan lords went wide.  Onranion was trying hard not to look too smug, I noticed – he delights in bringing such news to council. 

“The Nau’glib?” Aronin Ladas asked in a hushed tone.  “That name has not been spoken of in thousands of years.  It was decided that it be forever forgotten!”

“Apparently the Enshadowed did not heed that decision,” Onranion revealed.  “While we were hammering away at Korbal’s keep from the outside during the Battle for Olum Seheri, our enterprising Spellmonger managed to insert a truly extraordinary thief within.  He escaped with a trove from Korbal’s workshops before the final attack.  Among the fascinating items he retrieved was a device used to communicate with the Nau’glib.  Korbal and his creepy court have been advised by those ancient horrors.  Which means that they are players in this game, now.”

The worried looks the Alka Alon side of the council exchanged with each other told me just how devastating that news was.  There was a tangible expression of fear on their faces.

“You can prove that?” Letharan finally asked.

“Unfortunately, yes,” I admitted.  “We accidentally activated it while we were examining the plunder.  We de-activated it immediately.  But it was the Nau’glib, and they mentioned Korbal by name.  Indeed, that was the only word we understood.”

“This . . . this is terrible news,” Master Haruthel sighed, after a long pause.  His hands were shaking and his ears were drooping.  He glanced at Ladas and received a reluctant nod to share his intelligence.  “That foul species were amongst the most powerful forces of the Formless, a race of deep thought capable of catastrophic destruction, according to the secret lore.  Like the Formless, it was beyond the capacity of the Vundel to destroy them.  But they have been imprisoned in the Deeps for hundreds of thousands of years.  It was thought that this world was safe from them.”

“Clearly, it is not,” Pentandra agreed, evenly.  “In fact, we seem beset by dangers.  Dragons.  Paranchek spiders.  The gods only know what other dangers array themselves in the shadows.  Wisdom dictates that it is a poor time to lock away our greatest weapons in some dusty armory, my lords,” she pointed out.

“The Nau’glib are unlikely to be a direct threat, as long as they remain in their prisons,” Ladas reported, rubbing her eyes tiredly.  “Though their counsels are insidious, they cannot project their powers through the barriers.  And if they are freed, it would be the Vundel they would first attack.  We would be inconsequential afterthoughts.”

“Well, that’s hardly reassuring,” Terleman observed, frowning.  It takes a lot to make that man frown.

“No, it isn’t,” Haruthel agreed.  “And it will certainly complicate matters.  It is not their potential for destruction that is of immediate concern, but the news of their involvement.”

“I doubt enough people know about them to induce widespread panic,” I suggested.  “Ancient horrors no one has ever heard of don’t exactly inspire the same terror that Korbal and Sheruel have sown over the years.”

“It is not the people I am worried about,” Haruthel admitted.  “This will be of concern to the High Kings, themselves.”

“Who are on the other side of the world, presumably, blissfully ignorant of our struggles,” Lilastien countered.  “They barely acknowledge our existence, much less our troubles.”

“Oh, they aren’t unaware of the recent . . . disturbances,” Lord Letharan said, shaking his head.  “Indeed, they have been sufficient in attracting their attention. 

“The Alka Alon Council was recently informed that they are dispatching an emissary to investigate – an emissary who has been delegated the powers of the High Kings, in this matter.  And he will be arriving . . . within the year,” he revealed, his voice filled with dread.


Chapter Two

The Dread of the Council

In the few instances where, by necessity, the Archmagi were forced to contend with the council, they did so attempting equal terms – which the Alka Alon perceived as an arrogant affront to their wisdom.  While the Alka Alon tried to convince the Magocracy that they were but a small country in a much larger world, the Archmagi insisted on their sovereignty – a curious word in Alka Alon, and one that does not quite match the human term.  This was just the first of many misunderstandings that convinced the Alka Alon to abandon humanity. 
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“The High Kings are sending an emissary from over the sea?” Lady Varen asked, her eyes wide with alarm.

“That is what we have been informed,” Master Haruthel nodded, gravely.  “Recent events have apparently inspired a visit.  More of an inspection,” he admitted, looking troubled.  “We have little information beyond that.  But such a visit has not happened since before you were born.  And the consequences of that fateful audience were . . . poor.”

That was an understatement, I knew.  The last such visitation by a representative of the three High Kings was in the wake of the tragedy of Beldurrazeko.  Not many humani even knew that it had taken place, or what the consequences had been for the Alka Alon.  But I did.  Raer Rinthon had witnessed it first hand.

It had been devastating, to his mind.  The entire region had been demoted in importance, the Alkan king was deposed and executed and a mere prince, stripped of true sovereignty, was placed in nominal charge.  Dire warnings about future behavior and even more dramatic consequences were made by the emissary.  He was empowered to rule with the voice of the highest sovereignty, so trusted he was by the three. 

The High Kings, I knew, were not to be trifled with or disobeyed.  They ruled over vastly larger populations in their idyllic kingdoms on the other side of the world.  They were strong.  They were resolute.  They had not indulged in war the way the local Alka Alon did.  They were the three fonts of sovereign authority among the Alka Alon, the highest powers of all the Alon, and they were not to be lightly disobeyed. 

It had been the Three Kings who had agreed – albeit reluctantly – that the Alka Alon Council here would take charge of the human colony and ensure we star-faring barbarians obeyed the rules of Callidore.  Then they had handed over that responsibility to the local authorities and went back to running their charming, ancient kingdoms in peace, figuring the matter was settled.  They had a low tolerance for the sorts of chaotic shenanigans that this far-flung settlement had indulged in over the years.  To the Alka Alon, you could not have sovereignty without also having peace.

“That is . . . unfortunate,” Onranion said, frowning.  “Any idea what inspired this inspection?”

“A major conflict with the gurvani, perhaps?” Lilastien proposed, sarcastically.  “The awakening of an existential threat to the established order under your watch?  That would certainly capture my attention.”

“I would wager it is more likely that the recent events in Sevendor are to blame,” Micrethiel shot back.  “Count Minalan’s . . . experiments were felt in the Magosphere all over the world.  That might have alarmed them, somewhat,” she pointed out.

I winced at that.  She was probably correct.  The Three High Kings might ignore something as banal as a genocidal abomination leading a half-million gurvani into war, or even the re-emergence of an ancient undead criminal gang – those were local concerns, they would reason. 

But when I had indulged in a fit of madness last summer to further my attempts to save the world, I had defied the gods, themselves.  I had also rung the Magosphere that enveloped our world like a temple bell.  That, I knew, would certainly get their attention. 

“Regardless of the cause, the emissary is coming,” Master Haruthel said, shaking his head sadly.  “He will evaluate the situation.  He will ask many questions of us all.  And he will make recommendation to Their Majesties about what action to take.”  He looked pointedly in my direction when he spoke.  It was clear that he expected most of that responsibility would be directed at me.

“That is why it is so essential for the magi to return the weapons,” Aronin Ladas agreed.  “If the emissary sees that such powerful things were in the hands of—”

“If you say ‘mere warrior princes’, my lady, I may take exception,” growled Terleman.  “We have proven ourselves as your allies ever and again.  We were faithful in our fight and achieved a victory you could not.  We have used the gifts you’ve given us responsibly,” he insisted.  “To suggest that we are incapable of continuing to do so suggests a lack of trust . . . or confidence.”

“Those weapons were hidden away for good reason!” Master Haruthel objected.  “They were responsible for horrific destruction during the Warring States Period.  We did not have the trust or confidence in ourselves to keep them at hand after that.  That is the entire point of the secret vault: it is a place to put those things which are too dangerous to be casually lying around.  Things which could be an existential threat to our world.”

My brows furrowed, and I cleared my throat.  “Is that why you had such a large store of human-made uninitiated constructed intelligences hidden there?” I asked, sharply.  “Enough to restart our ancient civilization?”

Haruthel winced and frowned at the same time.  “That was . . . another matter.  We took charge of them in a time of crisis, and held them in trust for you when it became clear that your people were no longer able to use them.  Cherished relics of happier times,” he sighed.  “A testament to your people’s capabilities and great ingenuity.”

“We found them not in a dusty corner of the Hall of Memory,” I countered, patiently, “but in a secret vault at the ends of the world.  We may be mere humani warrior princes, but please do not insult our intelligence, Master Haruthel.  Those devices could have rescued our civilization from decline, had you provided them in a timely manner.  Instead you kept them from us in the time of our greatest need.  I nearly understand your point about the weapons.  But do you demand we return to you what is rightfully ours?”

“Perhaps you should,” Lord Letharan suggested.  “What use can they be to you now?  They required your civilization to be intact for them to be most effective.  They are useless now.  Curiosities, perhaps, reminders of your past greatness.  But the powers they held were dependent upon a civilization which no longer exists.  They will be little use to you without it.”

“Indeed, it could be argued that they present a danger in tempting your ambitions beyond your capabilities,” Ladas nodded.  “Without understanding the context of the information they contain or the limits of their abilities, you risk misinterpreting their importance.  Such misunderstandings can lead to tragedy,” she intoned, sorrowfully.

“Bullshit!” Gareth suddenly said in Old High Perwyneese, an exclamation from the back of the room that startled everyone.  I grinned, despite myself, as the once-scrawny little wizard rose and addressed the council hotly.  “The only reason to keep them from us was to keep us in ignorance.  I’ve spent the last year exploring the ‘context’ of the information they hold, and its no great mystery why you did it.  They were among our greatest tools, and you stole them from us.  Not even to use for yourselves, but to simply keep us from having them!”

“Have you not considered that they are as dangerous as the other weapons you looted, young man?” Micrethiel sniffed. 

“Dangerous to whom?” Pentandra asked sharply.  “I can almost appreciate your reluctance to allow us to hold the Alka Alon weaponry . . . but those machines were designed and built by our ancestors to sustain our civilization.  The only reason you would have to deny them to us is to keep our people ignorant.”

“Wisdom dictates that knowledge can be a curse,” Master Haruthel pointed out, unconvincingly.  “Have you considered that your people might be happier and healthier without such taskmasters placed over you?  From what I recall of their place in your ancient society, there was considerable resentment against them for their role in your affairs.”

“That is for humanity to decide, not the Alka Alon!” Taren said, his voice nearly a snarl.  He didn’t bother to rise.  “Perhaps if we had their guidance and assistance we would not have plunged into four centuries of ignorance and superstition.  But you didn’t give us that choice, did you?” he accused.  “I wonder if the decision to deny them from us was a local one, or if it was directed from afar?” he said, fixing each of our hosts with his steely stare.  It could have cut stone.

Lord Letharan sighed wearily.  “We debate the merits of toys and curiosities when weightier matters beckon.  I believe the inspector of the High Kings will be far less concerned about those trivial matters than he will about the sudden increase in divine manifestations that has followed the recent rise of the magi,” he said, looking directly at me.  “For four hundred years such manifestations have been comparatively rare and mostly harmless.  Suddenly there seems to be a god coming into existence every few months . . . and it would be difficult to deem these manifestations as harmless.”

“They aren’t harmless.  They helped win the war,” I argued with a shrug.  “The presence of our gods made manifest has never been a matter of concern before, to my knowledge,” I lied. 

Indeed, plenty of my ancient Alkan memories confirmed just how alarmed the gods made the Alka Alon: their power, their unpredictability, their ability to shape reality beyond the theoretical underpinnings of Alka Alon magic.  The Alka Alon had been both intrigued and alarmed at the unexpected manifestation of our collective rajira, and had taken steps to mitigate divinity as a force in the humani lands.

But Minalan had never learned that.  In all my years working with the Alka Alon they had been very careful to appear cordial to the idea of our gods in our presence, even offering blessings in their names when they wanted to butter us up.  Only a few rebels like Lilastien and Onranion had revealed the council’s true concerns to me and the other magi.  The gods scared the Alka Alon.  They were primal, cosmic, and they weren’t supposed to be part of the world as they understood it. 

Worse, they gave humanity a new and unexpected advantage after our powerful civilization had slipped away.  And the gods could not be dealt with by influence, flattery or treachery.  They barely cared about the worship we offered them through our temples.

“The presence of the divinity known as Duin the Destroyer on the field of Olum Seheri is known to the council,” Lord Letharan reminded me.  “I witnessed him slay a dragon by himself, at your direction.”

“More persuaded than directed,” I mumbled.

“There are others,” Aronin Ladas agreed, a sour look on her face.  “The goddess Briga has long been a patron of yours, Count Minalan.  You credit her for establishing the anomaly you call the Everfire in your land of Sevendor.”

“I’d like to think we both contributed to it.  It’s hard to say who should take the credit, when you’re dealing with a goddess of inspiration,” I pointed out. 

“And what of Bova, the goddess of the kine, who intervened in the most recent series of wars in the Wilderlands?” Ladas continued, insistently.  “Or this messenger god, Herus, who seems to favor you as well?”

“I suppose you wouldn’t accept a plea of piety as an explanation, would you?” I suggested with a smirk. 

“A pious believer might attract the attention of a divinity perhaps once, maybe twice in their lives,” Micrethiel reasoned.  “We have studied the phenomena.  You, Count Minalan, seem to be consorting with the gods with astonishing frequency . . . with little evidence of pious belief.”

“I build temples!” I said, a little defensively.  “I even go to services sometimes.  I’m a generous grantor of alms, and friend to the clergy.  But you are not mistaken,” I admitted, with a sigh.  “I do seem to attract them, and not with my piety.  Ever since the first snowstone spell, they just seem to want to get to know me.  It turns out that they could be useful.  Who would have suspected?” I asked, innocently.

Micrethiel was not impressed by my defense.  “The nature of the gods and the ways they manifest are well known to us.  They materialize usually for a specific purpose, once they are called from the Otherworld by humanity’s collective subconscious.  When their purpose is complete, they return.  They do not, as a rule, linger!” she said, accusingly.

“My lady, Count Minalan’s achievement with the snowstone spell changed much of what we understand about the Magosphere and thaumaturgy,” Astyral reminded her, politely.  “The effects of snowstone continue to be a mystery, in most ways.  If it acts to decrease thaumaturgical resistance, it seems to do so across all known octaves of magic – including the divine octave.  It is only reasonable to assume that the substance offers some arcane attraction to them.  Hence the Everfire,” he suggested, reasonably.

“What a simple, elegant, and convenient explanation, Master Astyral,” sneered Micrethiel.  “It does not change the fact that the Five Duchies seem infested with gods and goddesses of late.  There is a danger in that.  Those entities have a reputation for being capricious and unruly.  They, alas, often reflect the more mercurial elements of human psychology.  We suspect that they played a role in the recent . . . disturbance,” she added, looking to the other Alka Alon for support.

“In fact, that was my doing,” I reminded them.  “The gods were attempting to dissuade me from my research.  They saw the world in danger and sought to intervene.  They’re actually quite reasonable, if you know how to approach them.  I’ve spoken to all of them and insisted on their good behavior,” I promised.

“And how do you intend to enforce that, Count Minalan?” challenged Ladas, shrewdly.  “Your arcane powers and your celebrity are hardly adequate to challenge the gods.  And in the unlikely occasions where two or more have manifested together, their rivalries have often led to calamity.  Do you propose to interpose yourself, should a couple of gods get unruly?” she asked, scornfully.

“Would you believe that it has already happened?” I countered, with a sigh.  “And yes, I was able to negotiate a peaceful settlement.  The gods respect me, Aronin.  They know I have humanity’s best interest at heart and in mind, and they value that.  They also know I’m the only one who can save the world,” I reminded her.  “They trust in my judgment in many things because they know I am the only one who can.”

“You continue making this claim but we have seen little to convince us,” Lord Letharan said, looking disturbed.  “We all value your powers and your wisdom, Count Minalan, but to proclaim you know how to do what the rest of Callidore has considered impossible seems . . . a bit mad,” he admitted.

“Mad?” Lilastien asked, wryly.  “Minalan is my patient, and despite some unusual approaches to complicated subjects, I can assure you that he has no lingering psychopathy,” she said, authoritatively.  “Nor is he delusional.  If he says he can do it, I have every confidence that he can,” she assured.

“And we are to accept your judgment?  Your own sanity has come into question, Lilastien,” Ladas said, frowning.  “Ever since you both returned from the jevolar, your behavior has been erratic.  It is a reasonable cause for concern.”

“Perhaps because we learned things there that altered our perspectives!” she argued.  “Truths about our history that confounded our understanding.”

“And secrets beyond what you hid away in your secret vault,” I agreed.  “Have I not done everything I promised to do?  Did I not defeat Korbal?  Shatter the Enshadowed’s dark alliances?  Discover the secret allies they cultivated for centuries under your nose? Perfect the snowstone spell?” 

I gave each of them a long penetrating stare, the sort that is considered impolite in most circumstances of Alka Alon polite society.  This was not normal circumstances.  “I am no less earnest in this undertaking.  Far from it.  But it will take years to accomplish and many things must happen before I can make the attempt.  Until then . . . you will just have to trust me.”

There was a long silence as the Alka Alon on the council stared at me with various mixtures of skepticism and concern on their faces.  None of them looked as if they had confidence in my abilities.  A few even looked sorry for me, as if I was proposing moving the moons around or causing the sun to rise in the west.

“I have other concerns about your recent actions, Count Minalan,” Lord Letharan finally said, breaking the silence and changing the subject, for which I was grateful.  “As my seat is most proximate to yours, it has come to my notice that you have resettled a number of Alon in your territories,” he began, reasonably enough.  “In fact, you have propped up the so-called Gurvani Kingdom, you have cultivated large settlements of Tal Alon, Malkas Alon and Karshak Alon, as well as allowed large groups of Tera Alon and Dradrien to inhabit your new city.”

“The necessities of war required such things,” I dismissed.  “Anas Yartharel would have been endangered, had not Vanador stood as strong as it has.”

He nodded.  “Yet now you have imported both the Kilnusk Alon from exile – prematurely – as well as a grove of Met Sakinsa.  Not to mention another large band of foreign Tal Alon.  As your neighbor, I am beginning to be concerned.”

“Concerned with what, my lord?” I asked, innocently.  “Is the smell bothering you?”

“You seem to be girding your lands with Alon colonies,” he pointed out in a tone that was nearly accusatory.  His eyes narrowed.  “While I understand the circumstances are unusual, that makes them no less concerning.  What, precisely, are your intentions?” he asked in a casual voice that belied the suspicion his eyes demonstrated. 

I nearly chuckled.  With ancient eldritch foes and unexpected royal inspections at hand, the old bugger was more concerned with his neighborhood.

“My intentions?  To people a depopulated province,” I answered, matter-of-factly.  “I’ve recruited thousands of humans to that cause as well – the Kasari, Gilmoran peasants, and plenty of magi from across the kingdom.  For defense as well as the prosperity of the Magelaw.  There is no more sinister purpose to my actions than that,” I promised him.

“Why would that possibly concern you, anyway?” Pentandra asked, frowning.  “The Alka Alon council has all but ignored the other Alon, until the goblin invasion happened.  It’s as if you’ve lost interest in them and their affairs.”

“It is customary for the other Alon to manage their own concerns with the guidance of the Alka Alon,” Ladas informed her, frowning.  “We try to interfere as little as possible, and then only to avoid catastrophe.”

“So a bunch of Alon taking refuge under Minalan’s rule and influence is a catastrophe?” Astyral asked, amused.

“It is a matter of concern,” Lord Letharan repeated, perhaps a little more forcefully.  “The humani are unused to our ways and customs, as a rule, and the possibility of misinterpretation is very real, in my estimation.  We have usually striven to keep the various tribes, clans, and houses separated, after the exile of the Kilnusk, and encourage them to settle far away from your folk.  As a matter of ensuring the peace.”

Taren snorted loudly.  “Like you did with the hundreds of thousands of gurvani who invaded the Wilderlands and Gilmora?  And the undead who established a forward outpost in the heart of Castal?” he asked, sarcastically.

“We have no power over the Enshadowed,” Haruthel reminded him, gently.  “They are outlaws.  And the gurvani were clearly directed by the Enshadowed.”

“Still, the Alon who have come to the Magelaw have done so voluntarily,” I pointed out.  “We offer them work, good pay, and grant them a place to settle.  They are well-treated and respected, under our law.  Why is that a concern?” I asked, confused.

“Because they can’t really control them anymore,” Lilastien observed with a mirthless laugh.  “Don’t you see?  They might not have any immediate use for them, but to see them happily existing under human protection grates at them!”

“We just want to ensure that the Alon under your protection are ensured to enjoy their traditional ways,” Micrethiel said with a scowl.  “Each of them has their own unique culture and customs.  The humani have occasionally been a disruptive influence on them, over the years.  Our concerns are well-founded.”

“So are mine,” Lilastien said, standing.  “I don’t think you’re concerned about whether or not Minalan is going to mistreat the Tal Alon under his protection – indeed, he has given them complete autonomy, under his authority, and granted them their own territory to rule as they see fit.  With that many living that closely—”

“How many?” Aronin Ladas asked, sharply.

“The Danz Valley has at least fifty thousand Tal Alon, at the moment,” I quoted from memory.  “Another ten are arriving from Anghysbel to settle the eastern portions of the vale.”

“Sixty thousand?” Ladas asked, alarmed.  “All in one place?”

“Well, the valley is fairly large,” I informed her.  “It’s not much use for growing grain, but they seem content with it.”

“Never have the Tal Alon been allowed to congregate in such numbers!” she said, glancing around at her fellows.  “Did you know about this?” she demanded of Lilastien.

“Of course I knew about it!  That phrase – ‘allowed to congregate’ – is quite telling, don’t you think?” Lilastien challenged, as she stood.  “Alka Alon ‘guidance’ about such things has always been designed to keep the other Alon weak, disorganized, and dependent on the Council for their existence,” she argued, a little shrilly.  “It has not been designed to see them thrive.”

“We have done what we must to ensure order in this chaotic place,” Master Haruthel argued, wearily.  “History has taught us all too well what happens when we permit the younger Alon races to act without guidance.  The Gurvos rebellion was the worst example, but there have been others.”

“Gurvos!” snorted Lilastien.  “All he desired was to see his people stop being used in the petty feuds of the Alkan wars.  To be free to chose their own destiny, according to their own values, instead of being indentured to a life of service.  And the Alka Alon Council chose to reward his objections with repression and military might!”

“We listened carefully to the rebels,” Haruthel reminded her.  “Indeed, the Council was sympathetic to their position.  But they were the ones who first chose to take up arms, not we.  And we compassionately chose to drive them into exile instead of destroying them.  Perhaps that was a fault, considering where it has led to, today, but our compassion was our motivation.  And our undoing.  The Enshadowed never could have taken advantage of them, and created Sheruel, had the rebellion of Gurvos been put down harshly.”

He spoke of genocide in the calm manner of a scholar, and that irritated me.  Not that I was overly fond of the gurvani, as a rule, but the Alka Alon idea of ‘guidance’ was filled with such purges, I knew.  Despite their wise and gentle words, and their incredible patience, the Alka Alon were all too willing to unleash their military and magical resources on their client races in order to keep them cowed and subservient, when there was a need. 

Perhaps it could be considered a benevolent tyranny, from the Alkan perspective, like the gardener’s attitude toward pruning trees and pulling weeds, but my understanding of Alkan history informed me otherwise.  The lessor Alon were either useful tools or irritating pests, and it only took a change of perspective by the Alkan councils to move the other Alon from one category to the other. 

“There shall be no such answer to the Alon under our protection!” Pentandra insisted.  “Those who have settled in the Magelaw and in Vanador have rights, under our laws.  Including the right to settle their internal affairs without the interference of others.  Each clan or tribe is responsible for its own fate while they construct their own future.”  Her nostrils were flaring, which is never a good sign.  Pentandra took an almost matronly view of the Alon who had settled in her barony, I knew, and was delighting in getting to know her non-human subjects. 

“You believe that mere human law can deter the nature of the Alon?” chuckled Ladas.  “What happens when the Tal Alon under your ‘protection’ double their population in a decade?” she challenged.

“Then I will have twice as many subjects to take care of,” Pentandra replied, coolly.  “Twice as many healthy, happy, productive subjects living their lives without fear.”

“And we’ll be arse-deep in potatoes, onions, and beets,” I added.  “Really, Aronin Ladas, if all of the Alon in the Magelaw are subject to my laws, then we will find ways to ensure that they get along.  That’s the entire point of law.”

“Does that law extend to the Kilnusk?” Lord Letharan asked, wryly.  “Or the Met Sakinsa?”

“It will, if they take permanent residence,” I agreed.  “Of course, if you would like to make some provision for either in your own lands, I am certain that they would welcome your . . . guidance,” I assured him, sarcastically.  “As well as your support.”

The suggestion took the Alkan lord by surprise, and for a glorious instant I watched his expression shift from one emotion to another in subtle ways that a normal human observer would never have detected.  Outrage, shock, and anger all flickered in his visage like a dancing candle until his face resumed its more stoic presentation. 

“That would be difficult, at the current time,” Letharan admitted, quietly.  “There is some suspicion amongst my people of the Kilnusk Alon.  Their bearing and behavior challenges the sensibilities of Anas Yartharel.  And our Karshak clients would resent the intrusion.”

“If you offer them no refuge, then do not begrudge them the asylum we have granted them,” I suggested.  “You may find the Kilnusk a nuisance.  I find them a valuable ally during a time when my frontiers are uncertain.”

“As far as the Met Sakinsa go,” Aronin Ladas said, authoritatively, “we have no jurisdiction over them.  They are not Alon.  They are not even animals.  They do not reason the same way we do.  I do not think you foresee the problems that will come about if they establish a colony within your lands, Count Minalan.”

“The Leshi are refugees no less than the Kilnusk or the Lakeside Tal Alon,” I countered.  “While they are having trouble adapting to the presence of the Magosphere, I feel that they will adjust quickly,” I predicted.  “In the meantime, we have them in a protected area where they can acclimatize to their new world.”

“And will they enjoy the same ‘protections’ under your sacred laws, Minalan?” Micrethiel taunted.  “Will you treat a walking tree the same as you do one of your own folk?”

“I don’t see why not,” I shrugged.  “The law is blind, according to our ideals.  It was written to respect the rights and outline the duties of all thinking creatures under my sovereignty.  Believe me, I am criticized aplenty by my own people for my devotion to that – but the law and the pursuit of truth must be the cornerstones of my lands, or all I do is for naught.”

“None of this is going to look well to the emissary from the High Kings!” complained Haruthel, with a frown. 

“That is not our concern,” Pentandra declared.  “That is yours.  I suggest, my lords and ladies, that you do your best to put a bright face on when he arrives and embrace these matters, not seek to avoid them.  That is the reasonable thing to do, under the circumstances.  When I inspect one of my subordinates, I am more concerned by the outcomes of their labor than the means by which they achieved those outcomes.”

“Traditionally, the emissaries of the High Kings have not been so liberal in their assessments,” Micrethiel sighed.  “I fear that he will be harsh in his judgment.”

“Then consider his displeasure the burden you must bear for your proximity to the humani,” I suggested.  “They knew that you would have to improvise in your relations when they granted us this land to settle.”

“They entrusted us to see it governed and guided appropriately!” Master Haruthel countered. 

“Then that was their first mistake!” Lilastien said, passionately.  “Have you not learned in more than seven hundred years of relations with these folk that they are not Alon?  That they are short-tempered, passionate, and prone to violence?  That they resist your guidance as a matter of course, so prideful is their nature?  What did they expect would happen?” she challenged.  “You cannot guide a bolt of lightning with a stick,” she pointed out, translating a common Alkan proverb.  “You cannot tame the wind with a leaf.”  I admit, it sounds more poetic in Alkan.

“I think my friend gives us too much credit and too much blame,” I added, “but then she has known more humans than I have.  But her argument is sound: there was never a chance of the human colony on Callidore becoming just another client species of the Alon – despite the extraordinary efforts by some to achieve that goal,” I said, wryly.  “Your best defense against criticism of the High Kings’ emissary is to treat that as an axiom.  And if you need a good example of how uncontrollable we can be, we will be happy to provide one,” I assured them with a smile.

That suggestion unnerved them – all of them.  As it was designed to.  I was making an implicit threat to the sensibilities of the Council: tread carefully, lest humanity show its collective arse to the royal inspector.  I didn’t need to announce any specifics – their imaginations ran wild while their faces ran pale.  I knew what a powerful tool embarrassment could be.  I have children.

“That will not be necessary, Count Minalan,” Haruthel finally managed.  “I take your advice as solid wisdom, under the circumstances.  We must make the best of the situation as it is presented to us . . . and accept the consequences.”

I frowned.  “Well, then don’t make it sound so bad,” I recommended, standing.  “It will taint your perspective.  Yes, you have an overbearing, highly skeptical superior coming to inspect your governance.  But he will be far more concerned with what I’ve done – and with what I’m going to do – than he is with whether or not you’ve maintained the traditional forms and administered your lands with precision.  Instead of thinking of it as an inspection, consider it the arrival of assistance from those better equipped to contend with the problems you face.  Place the onus and responsibility back on the High Kings,” I suggested.

“That is not a foolish idea,” Lord Letharan chuckled, upon reflection of my words.  “I’ve often thought the Council struggled overmuch to avoid the attention of the High Kings when their attention might have done some good,” he said, critically.

“My father thought similarly,” Lady Fallawen agreed, the first time she spoke in the council.  “We were given a nearly impossible task, and then were left to do it without assistance.  We cannot be blamed for the choices we have made, considering the resources we have had to contend with them.”

“There is wisdom in that approach,” Aronin Ladas conceded, reluctantly.  “Indeed, it may be the only one that sees us through this difficult time.”

“We just concluded a brutal, decade-long war against a horrific foe who threatened all of us . . . and you’re concerned about the opinions of an outsider about how you did it?” Pentandra asked, in disbelief.  “There was an existential threat!  You did what you needed to!  You don’t need to apologize for that!”

“The emissary will not be interested in apologies,” Master Haruthel assured her, glumly.  “He will only be concerned with the propriety of our decisions.  And there is no guarantee that he will see our reasoning.”

“Then obscure his perspective with bright, shiny things, blame the High Kings for their inattention, and blame the rotten humani warrior princes for being such pains in your ass,” I declared.  “And above all, look busy.  That’s the best course of action for you.”

“How did a creature as young as yourself become so cynically wise in such complex matters, so quickly, Count Minalan?” Aronin Ladas asked, shaking her head distastefully.

I couldn’t help but grin.  “Me?  I was in the army,” I burst out laughing.


Chapter Three

A Bit of Advice

One thing was true for all of the Archmagi, through the years: they were expected to maintain a body of good advisors around them, and consult them regularly about matters of import.  Even the wisest man in the world requires good council to check his impulses and restrain foolish action.  Of course, almost all of them often ignored most of their advisors in the end.  But it was good that they had them.  It’s helpful to have someone standing around knowing they were right after you really screwed things up.  It provides you humility.

The Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger

“That could have gone better,” Pentandra griped as we walked back to the Waypoint after the Council adjourned.  It was nearing twilight, and the sky was already darkening – we had missed Vespers, sadly.  The wind through the deeply cloven vale was sharp and growing colder.  There was the loamy smell of leaves already fallen wafting through the air, and the aroma of cookfires as the denizens of the valley prepared their evening meals.  It actually made me hungry.  The Alka Alon had provided some delicacies to distract us during the meeting, but few had felt like eating.

“They were not the happy, singing Tree Folk we’re used to,” agreed Astyral.  “I thought they were going to choke when the infamous Spellmonger refused to return the weaponry.  Well done, Minalan.”

“I’ve never seen them more perturbed,” Taren decided, shaking his head.  “Usually they seem so serene.  We just won a war.  They should be pleased with that, at least.”  He glanced at Varen, who clung to his arm. 

“The war was only a symptom of a deeper problem, and they know it,” the Tera Alon maiden said, gloomily.  “There are serious troubles still at hand.  Perhaps they could have contended with them in the aftermath of the war, but with the emissary from the High Kings coming . . .”

“They are desperate,” Lilastien commented, as we walked.  She seemed a little more at peace outside, I noted, though it could have just been her satisfaction with how the council went.  “The prospect of oversight terrifies them,” she explained,  “for they know that regardless of what they say, they will be seen as culpable.”

“Culpable in what, exactly?” Astyral asked, curious.  “What laws or rules did they break?  I still don’t understand that.”

“It doesn’t quite work that way amongst the Alka Alon,” I explained.  “They view such things as law and sovereignty differently than we do.  The authority of the local council is sovereign, as represented by the royal house installed over a region – in our case, Prince Almasarvala, of the House of Felarsamas,” I pointed out, wryly.  “But that sovereignty is not absolute nor independent.  It is derivative of the three High Kings sovereignty and subject to their oversight and accountability – in theory.  And while there are laws and rules in place about governance, they are far less important than the attitudes of the High Kings toward their vassals.”

“Vassals might be a strong word,” Lilastien argued.  “The relationship is more complicated than a simple feudal bond; it’s based on more than ten thousand years of custom and what you would call tradition or etiquette.  The interpretation of laws is entirely up to the whims of the High Kings, who hold absolute authority.”

“Thankfully, they are highly reluctant to exercise that authority,” I continued, thoughtfully.  “Indeed, it takes a particularly dire crisis to arouse their interest enough to even investigate a place as remote as this.”

“Which is why the Council is desperate,” Lilastien agreed.  “The High Kings were already concerned with their inability to repair the lands, here, not to mention the Warring States period, the continued existence of the Enshadowed here, the Beldurrazeko affair . . . that’s one reason why they approved the human colony and the Council’s oversight of it.  It was hoped that being responsible for humanity would both give them something to occupy them and grant them the opportunity to redeem themselves.  An opportunity to display their wisdom and sage governance.”

“And how is that coming along?” Astyral asked, lightly, eliciting a round of chuckles from the marching magi.

“Why do you think they’re desperate?” Lilastien answered with a chuckle.  “When the emissary arrives, it will not be to see if they’ve adhered to the law, but to evaluate the wisdom of their decisions.  That is a much higher standard than your folk are used to,” she warned.  “The last time it happened, there were . . . executions.”

“I know,” I said, hoarsely.  Raer Rinthon’s memories of the occasion were vivid.  Not just the executions in Anghysbel, but the lengthy series of meetings with the emissary before and after they were ordered.  “Lilastien is quite correct.  And they have a right to feel desperate.  The consequences of this inspection could well prove dramatic.”

“How dramatic?” Taren asked, worriedly.  “Would they go to war with us?”

“Us?” I asked.  “No, no, they are prohibited by treaty from making war on us, unless we really pose a threat to them.  But they might choose to evacuate the Alon from our lands, for instance, or forbid contact between our peoples.  There is no telling what the High Kings, in their infinite wisdom, might conceive as a solution to the humani problem,” I concluded.

“That would be the ultimate humiliation for the Council,” Lilastien agreed.  “To be forced to live in their cousins’ lands, in exile from their own, covered in the shame of their failures . . .” she envisioned. 

“You don’t sound particularly upset by that,” Lady Varen pointed out, sourly.

“Well, it would be what they deserve, after what they have done over the millennia!” Lilastien insisted.  “The ethical violations alone—”

“Such a decision would imperil humanity,” I interrupted.  “For the High Kings would not accept the Enshadowed in their lands, for instance.  Which would leave them for us to contend with alone,” I reminded them.  “That is something I would prefer to avoid.  As poor allies as they have often been, I’d rather have them than not.  This world is too dangerous not to have friends.  Even weak friends.”

“That’s a compelling point,” Astyral agreed.  “Without their irionite, their weaponry, and their assistance I dare say half the kingdom would have fallen.  I’d never admit that to them, of course, but it is true.”

“The humani aren’t the only victims of the council’s incompetence,” Lilastien reminded us.  “They bear responsibility for many ethical violations over the centuries.”

“None of which will concern the High Kings,” I argued.  “At most they would confirm a negative opinion.  I think that you will find the Alka Alon attitude toward their client species just as pernicious in the great kingdoms as here – perhaps more so,” I predicted as we arrived at the Waypoint.  “No, I think this emissary is coming to investigate me and my experiments,” I pointed out.  “The war with Korbal and Sheruel will also be of concern.  And perhaps our relationship with the Vundel.”

“So what do you propose we do in preparation for this, Count Minalan?” Lady Varen asked, troubled.

“Nothing,” I shrugged.  “Live our lives just as we planned.  The situation is what it is.  It cannot be hidden or obscured, and it cannot be denied.  Nor should it.”

“Aren’t you concerned that this emissary will proscribe your work, Min?” Taren asked, suspiciously.  “You’re working with dimensional magic, among other obscure disciplines that they don’t understand.  Not to mention the bloody gods.  That episode in Sevendor last year sent waves through the Otherworld and the entire Magosphere.  You know they will try to put a stop to such things,” he warned, with a guilty glance at Varen.

“Not at all,” I assured him, as we gathered around the Waypoint.  “They have no authority over me or my work – or any of humanity.  We are protected by our colonial treaty from such interference.  That was the justification they used for not assisting us more during the sinking of Perwyn, and I am happy to revive that portion of the treaty to keep the High Kings’ royal noses out of my business.”

“Still, the timing is unfortunate,” Astyral reflected.  “We are in a state of transition and watchfulness, now.  Things are a bit chaotic, and we are not at our best.  A desperate Alka Alon Council is hardly in our interest.”

“It’s a pity that the meeting went so poorly,” agreed Taren. 

“Poorly?” I asked, surprised.  “It didn’t go poorly at all – for us.  They demanded their weapons back, and we refused.  They asked us to demobilize, and we said no.  They revealed everything that concerns them about how the Magelaw is evolving, and we told them to stuff it in their chamberpot. They complained about the gods, and we ignored them.  We got everything we wanted.   And we did it politely,” I reminded them, raising a finger for emphasis.  “Firmly but politely.  That’s more important than you might think.”

“So what do we do now?” Pentandra asked, frowning. 

“We get on with our lives,” I repeated.  “We go back to doing what we were doing without the permission or oversight of the Alka Alon.  In my case,” I said, realizing how tired and hungry I was, “that means getting back to Sevendor in time for dinner.”

***

The new Sevendor Castle was bustling when I arrived, filled with thousands of retainers and vassals and servants who nimbly avoided the large number of Karshak who were still working on the place.  While the main structures were certainly complete at this point, there were still hundreds of projects underway to finish off the details – new vaults and storerooms, new passageways through the rock, and an endless amount of detail work the Karshak were dedicated to. 

The Karshak themselves no longer lived here – their long lodge in front of the castle had been quietly disassembled as they relocated to the recently-rediscovered complex of Askeorast, where I had fashioned a smaller portal that allowed the dwarves instant passage from their reclaimed lair to their work site.  While that had taken a toll on the taverns near the castle, the Karshak more than made up for it with the sheer amount of provision Askeorast ordered every week from their stores. 

As I headed to the private dining room in my quarters, I paused for a moment to view the town in the valley below the castle and admire the trees changing color.  I’ve always enjoyed autumn, and while there were fewer trees in Sevendor now than when I first saw it they were no less lovely.

Taking the view at twilight was a kind of ritual for me.  It gave me a few precious moments of solitude, allowing me to reflect on the day and consider my progress while drinking in the results of that progress.

Sadly, Sevendor’s magical Vespers display was just ending when I arrived, else I might have tarried for a pipe.  The view of the nightly show was particularly amazing from the heights of the castle.  But my belly was rumbling and dinner was nigh.  I contented myself with a few quiet moments of contemplation, though, just to satisfy my private rite and see the end of the show.  It is those little things in life that keep us feeling normal and functional.

To my right, from the wide balcony, I could see the towers and halls of Old Sevendor Castle – which would soon become the new Sevendor Academy.  Master Thinradel was already in residence there with a dozen assistants and aids as he prepared for the very first class of students.  My nephew Larask was there, as well, helping get things organized while improving his apprenticeship with private tutoring from the stern Thinradel. 

Pentandra had informed me that her own apprentice, Alurra, would soon be in attendance as well.  She, too, needed special tutoring, though in her case it was because of her blindness, not her intransigence.  She had been studying magic for years, now, but her lack of magesight had made taking the examinations for full qualification as a chartered mage difficult.  If anyone could overcome that difficulty it was Master Thinradel.

To my left was the tall Mewstower, Dara’s seat of power, where the giant hawks of Sevendor roosted.  I hadn’t heard very much from my former apprentice and vassal since the war had ended, but I knew Dara had personal concerns of her own to contend with.

And below was my beloved Sevendor.  A small city that had grown in the protected garden of the vale.  The City of Magic, with magelights already beginning to form in the streets below as Vespers lights faded and the sun rapidly disappeared behind the western ridge.  I took a great deal of pride at the sight.  The stately spires, broad tiled rooves, the majestic gilded domes of the temples, the glare of the Everfire licking the sky, well-cobbled streets, and a happy and prosperous population was all the work of my vision.  My hard work.  And a whole lot of my money.. 

I sighed contentedly as I noted the differences from when I first came here.  There was less farmland beyond the city’s rising walls, as land had become precious near the city, now, and much had been turned into burgages.  Sevendor bought most of its foodstuffs from the surrounding fiefs, these days, but there was still plenty of tawny fields recently harvested and lined with hedges and rock walls in hues of green, red and gold. The great tower of Lesgathael stood like a gleaming white sentry atop Matten’s Helm in the distance. 

But the city was what allured my eye.  If I had accomplished nothing else, the sight of Sevendor always filled my heart with satisfaction.

As sublime as that moment of twilight contemplation was for me, I knew that Alya and the children were ready for dinner in the Blue Room.  I reluctantly tore myself away from the stone rail of the balcony and headed there, the smell of food drawing me like a lodestone.

The long dining table was full, when I arrived.  All of my children were present, including tiny Vanamin nestled in a wooden crib near the table.  With the assistance of two maids Alya presided over the meal, keeping the children orderly as servants cleared away the porridge course.  My senior apprentice, Ruderal, was there, quietly finishing his course and listening to the chatter across the table.  So was Stacsid, the head servant of my apartments, a capable man of strong bearing and delicate enough sensibilities to contend with the Spellmonger’s household. 

But there was an unexpected guest at table as well – Loiko Venaran, the Royal Court Wizard.

Ordinarily it would be a breach of protocol for such an important royal official to casually dine with the children and servants of a vassal’s household, in private.  But Loiko had served me as Sevendor’s court wizard for a while before I recommended him to Rard for his job, and he was well-acquainted with my family and customs.  He had often joined us back at the cracked high table in Old Sevendor Castle during his tenure, and was welcomed as a friend as much as an official.  Indeed, he rose and greeted me warmly before I shucked off the regalia I had worn to Carneduin and handed it to a servant.

“How was your meeting with the Fair Folk, Husband?” Alya asked, after I gave her a kiss and took my empty seat.  I didn’t mind missing the porridge course, actually – it was a turnip pottage with barley, not a dish I favored. 

“Less fair than they would have preferred,” I answered, wryly, as a servant put an egg and mushroom dish in front of me.  “They tried to reclaim some of the weaponry they gave to us, now that the war is ended.  Purely for our protection, of course,” I said, wryly.  “I politely declined.  Now is not the time to put away our defenses.”

“I agree,” Loiko said, with a meaningful glance.  “We’re entering a time of vigilance which we should use to prepare for the next attack.  Wherever that might come from.”

“That’s the king’s position, then?” I asked, quietly, as I tore into the eggs.  They were delicious, sprinkled with herbs and well-seasoned. 

“It is – and it’s the only sensible one,” he agreed.  “Castabriel is half in ruin, and Darkfaller is a royal-class mess.  They’re still discovering pockets of goblins and undead and the occasional spider in the sewers and shadows.”  The mention of such horrors made my children gasp and even got a squeal from Ismina, who was developing a dramatic streak. 

“Giving up our military advantages now would be foolhardy.  But,” Loiko continued, a look of concern replacing his grin, “what if the Alka Alon take our refusal . . . poorly?”

“I think today’s council proved they have more worries than arrogant humani warrior princes,” I said with a chuckle.  “I’ll explain more in private.  But we made our position clear.  We will not disarm.  We will not defer to their immortal wisdom.  There is still too much at stake.”

“Another war looming?” Alya asked, worried.

“We have another war – in Merwyn,” Loiko reminded her.  “One your husband started.  On that, at least, I have news: the first group of fifty warmagi mercenaries has arrived at Count Andrevar’s encampment at Balik a week ago, and have already started ‘liberating’ large sums of coin from the surrounding temples.  As you suggested,” he added.

“Minalan!” Alya gasped in disbelief.  “You told them to loot temples?”

“Only certain temples,” I explained, “those aligned strongly with Duke Andrastal.  And they aren’t technically looting,” I said, defensively.  “They’re arranging loans from them.  At swordpoint.  All will be paid back in full after the civil war is over.”

“But only if Count Andrevar wins,” Ruderal pointed out.

“There is that,” I conceded, as I dug into the plate of sausages near my trencher. 

“They’ve been remarkably successful at . . . arranging loans,” Loiko continued, drolly, as the servant took his empty dish.  “Nearly fifty thousand gold, so far.  Enough to sustain Andrevar’s troops through the winter, and give him a chance at a serious offensive on Darmor in the spring.  They’re also teaching those former Censors how to use their new stones properly.  I thought you’d like to know.”

“Minalan,” Alya protested in a warning tone, “you do not need to go rushing off to another war!  You just got finished with one!” 

“I’m done with war, for now,” I agreed soothingly, giving Loiko a glance.  “But Master Loiko is correct: I did actually start that war.  I have a responsibility to keep up with it.  Thankfully, it’s the one war in which I don’t want the Spellmonger associated with, if I can help it.  Merwyn is already at the edge of war with the kingdom.”

“Not . . . entirely,” Lokio said, with a sigh.  “That was the other news I was bringing.  We’ve received word that Duke Andrastal has ordered a fleet to assemble at Nodara.  A grand armada of more than seventy ships.”

“To what purpose?” I asked, confused.  “They already have Cormeer well-blockaded.”

“That is not known,” Loiko confessed, “although there is speculation.  Another topic for private discussion,” he assured me, glancing around at the children at the table.

After that the conversation took to lighter events: Tyndal and Rondal’s wedding, the possibility of a marriage between Anguin’s sister and one of his senior vassals, the deaths of a few old courtiers (one from advanced age, one from a mysterious fall from a three story window), and the minutia of court.  Alya seemed in fine spirits, once she was assured I wasn’t going to rush off to battle again.  By the time the cheese course was served I was plenty full and ready for a glass of brandy before bed.

Loiko and I removed ourselves to one of my studies, after I bid the children good night, and Ruderal attended on us.  Good Alshari brandy and fresh loads for our pipes found us sitting in front of a fire, exchanging news.

First, I gave him a detailed account of the meeting of the Beryen Council, which he followed raptly.  Though he had limited experience with the Fair Folk, he had enough of an understanding about the nature of our alliance to appreciate their temerity – and their sudden desperation.  I had to explain about the three High Kings and the results of the most recent inspection, of which he was entirely unaware, and he appreciated my insights on such an important part of the kingdom’s politics.

Of course, that brought the conversation around to another important element of the kingdom’s politics, and one I knew was inevitable to be discussed.

“I am here ostensibly to inspect and approve the opening of Sevendor Academy,” he eventually explained, “but of course Rard wouldn’t let me come unless I brought up his favorite subject with you.”

“Farise,” I said with an exhausted sigh.

“Exactly,” he agreed.  “I know it’s only been a few weeks since the war ended, but Rard is getting tremendous pressure from the merchant class to do something about the piracy out of Farise.  He wanted to remind me of your bargain with him and Tavard about its resolution,” he said, diplomatically.

“So I recall,” I said with a faint scowl.  “End the piracy before Tavard does and I get a third of Gilmora added to my realm.  Somehow I think I could wait a decade and still be ahead of the prince in his plans for conquest.”

“Perhaps,” Loiko conceded.  “Tavard’s nascent fleet is still . . . anemic.  And it doesn’t look like it will be ready to storm the beaches of Farise any time soon,” he reported.  “But that does not diminish the urgency.  Even as we enter the winter season we’re still losing a dozen ships a month or more on their passage to Alshar and the Shattered Isles.  Rard wants someone to do something about it.”

“Rard wants me to do something about it,” I corrected.  “But I was serious about not wanting to go back to war.  Especially to Farise.  We never should have conquered the place,” I insisted as I sipped my brandy.

“We didn’t,” Loiko sighed.

“I specifically recall getting drafted and marching a couple of hundred miles through mountains, jungles, and unhappy native tribes to conquer it,” I pointed out.  “My memories might be a bit skewed since Anghysbel, I admit, but I’m fairly certain about that one.”

“Oh, we invaded the place, but we never conquered it,” he argued, holding his glass out for Ruderal to refill. 

“Then what was the bloody point?” I said with a bit of a snarl.  “Do you know how many of us died?”

“Intimately,” he agreed with a troubled sigh.  “I was on the war council.  I heard every report.  And I was appointed governor general of the occupation, don’t forget.”

“If we occupied the place, we conquered it,” I said, a little irritated.  “And we shouldn’t have ever tried.”

“Minalan, let me educate you a bit, since you’re assigned this impossible task,” he requested.  I nodded, reluctantly.  If I was going to do something about Farise then Loiko was the proper man to inform me.  I respected his judgment, and he had, indeed, technically ruled the city for a few years.

“The invasion of Farise was both a necessity and a success,” Loiko said as he stared into the fireplace.  “But its conquest?  That was impossible,” he concluded, thoughtfully.   “It was something the dukes had never really tried before. 

“Farise was not just another frontier town to be taken under one’s banner after a quick victory.  It was an independent power in its own right for more than five hundred years.  Even when someone else’s banner flew from the top of the Citadel, Farise was acting in its own interests.  We could occupy Farise, and control its halls of power and public symbols.  But we could never control what the Farisians actually did, no matter how harsh or clever or subtle our policies were.”  I could empathize with that.  He sounded wistful, a good man put in charge of an impossible project.

“But the Dukes tried,” I pointed out dryly.  “I know.  I was in the occupation.”

“Oh, they tried.  More, they demanded, proclaimed, insisted, and threatened.  And then they failed.  The Farisians persisted in being . . . Farisians.  The first few months after the Doge fell were bad.  But the street battles, as bad as they were, were nothing compared to the struggles in the Citadel, trying to convince the native leaders to put down their blades and wands and cooperate with us.  People we needed to keep the city functioning under our administration.”

“Too much affinity for the old regime?” I suggested.  I well remembered the arrogant way the Farisians treated us, despite their loss to our forces.  They were the last official outpost of the Imperial Magocracy, older than the Five Duchies, and insufferably proud of it. 

“Oh, most of them hated the last Doge, and especially his Prime Mage, Pratt,” Loiko revealed.  “Indeed, half of them were already planning an insurgency against him when we invaded.  Doge Grigor was corrupt to the core, a half-competent wastrel, drunk on his own power.  His policies had already alienated much of the population.  I daresay there would have been a coup d’etat in the Citadel within six months, had we not invaded.”

“Isn’t that sort of thing common, in Farise?” I asked, surprised.  “We were always told how corrupt and degenerate the Farisians were, while we marched.  The last, festering sore of the infection of the Magocracy, from what I recall.  I confess I did not indulge in learning the political history of the place during the occupation.   I was too busy trying to stay alive.  But the warbrothers and commanders all assured us that the Citadel was a cesspool that needed to be cleansed by fire and steel because corruption was as common as breakfast.  I thought it was propaganda,” I admitted. 

“It wasn’t – or if it was, it was all too true.  Let me explain a few things to you about the history that you might find helpful.  Corruption was so common it became somewhat institutionalized,” chuckled Loiko.  “Political power in Farise was always . . . ephemeral.  And amoral.  And transactional.  To the point where bargains for power and wealth were shamelessly done over the bodies of one’s political enemies – who may well have been your political allies that morning. 

“It was the Game of Whispers made legitimate, one could say.  Because Farise has always been run by gangsters, regardless of how sophisticated they might appear or whose flag they fly.  Casual, unofficial violence dominated their politics, and only the most ruthless and ambitious rose to the top.”

“And reaching the top,” I reasoned, “they immediately had to protect their position just as viciously.”

“Even more so than in our quaint Royal Court,” Loiko agreed, finally looking up from the fire.  “I learned all about it when I became the governor. 

“Doge Grigor was actually pretty typical.  He was appointed to the office about fifteen years before the invasion after two of his biggest rivals killed each other in a duel for the position – a magical duel,” he said, an eyebrow raised.  “If you recall your imperial history, you might remember the Rite of Challenge to select the next Archmage, if two rival claimants could not come to a resolution.  Farise continued that tradition for the Doge, though it was only used a handful of times.”

“So the Doge came to power after winning a duel he didn’t fight in,” I chuckled, appreciating the guile. 

“A duel, it is whispered, that was arranged and encouraged by Grigor.  When his rivals were both dead, his faction consolidated power and took the Citadel.  He was named Doge a month later.  After another half-dozen members of the court died in a variety of mysterious and unlikely ways.”

“Was the man related to Grendine?” I asked, lightly.  That earned me a smile.

“One might speculate,” he nodded.   “Indeed, they might be distant cousins on the Remeran side of the family. 

“Grigor’s problem was that he had ambitions beyond Farise.  He wanted more power than the city’s location and strength provided.  He wanted to re-establish the Imperial nature of the Magocracy from there – in a small way.”

“Power is not as satisfying as most people think,” I observed.

“As I am aware.  I work at the Royal Court, remember?  Grigor made an alliance with a powerful mage called Orril Pratt, who had recovered – or found, or stole, or was given – a piece of irionite, and had learned how to use it, after a fashion.  Pratt promised he could bring Remere and Alshar and Castal to their knees, conquer a couple of islands under Grigor’s banner, and that flattered Grigor’s ego. 

“A few of his counsellors advised against it – Pratt was considered somewhat unsavory because of his association with some disreputable gangs, despite his power and his pedigree – but then they turned up mysteriously dead, as well.”

“Well, at least they died with a good sense of propriety,” I pointed out. 

“Pratt was named Prime Mage by Grigor and proceeded to attack commercial shipping by using his stone to create magical tempests that dashed the fleets to splinters.  It was almost as bad as the piracy problem today.  Commerce between the duchies ground to a halt.  Fortunes were lost.  It was essential that something had to be done.”

“And that got my ass conscripted,” I pointed out.

“We had to stop him,” Loiko reasoned, unapologetically.  “Pratt’s stone was particularly well-suited to weather work for some reason.  The lightning storms and winds were devastating, and he could call them into being within a day.”

“It’s said that weather magic is among the trickiest,” I remarked, conversationally. 

“It’s even harder to stop than to start, without irionite.  We couldn’t counter the storms – we tried.  They were massive, covering hundreds of miles.  When lightning strikes a ship, it can be devastating.  When it strikes four or five times, it’s disastrous.  Pratt would call up a storm and wait for it to dash our fleets to slivers.  Then he could send his small fleet out to mop up the damaged survivors, plunder their cargos and ransom their crews.  Piracy at scale,” he suggested.   “Farise got rich on the wreckage of the western fleets.  Alshar was desperate, Remere was pissed off, and Castal smelled opportunity.”

“You mean Grendine smelled opportunity,” I pointed out.

“It was a shared ambition,” he suggested.  “Rard was looking for a way to make himself king without defeating his neighbors at war.  Grendine was seeking to establish power over an ancient and troublesome foe.  She knew if she could persuade Rard to send troops to conquer Farise, it would give them enough political capital to propose a kingdom, with Rard as the king.  Alshar and Remere had the fleets if Castal could provide the men.  The time was ripe for an alliance. 

“Her weak-willed brother was desperate to contend with the Farisians, and the Remerans were, as I mentioned, extremely pissed off.  The Ducal House backs a lot of the insurance policies issued to Remeran shipping, and they were taking a financial beating with every storm.  They were easy to persuade.”

“Remind me to thank them,” I said, dryly.

“You weren’t the only one to suffer,” he reminded me.  “We lost dozens of good commanders, at sea and at land.  We weren’t supposed to be able to do it.  Farise was impenetrable, it was said, and could only fall by treachery.  The magi there were just too powerful, the geography too unforgiving, the defenses too strong to allow it.  But we did it,” he pronounced, with grim pride.  “We invaded, we fought the Doge and the Prime Mage, and we won the battle.  And then lost the occupation.”

“How?” I demanded.  “I distinctly recall being told that we won, when they were demobilizing me.  And things had quieted down,” I recalled.  “The last few months I was there, there weren’t any riots.  And very few ambushes.”

“We still lost the occupation,” Loiko argued.  “Because no matter what we threatened, who we executed, who we imprisoned . . . the Farisians persisted in being Farisians.  They ignored us and our edicts and kept doing what they were doing.  Hells, most of them were happy we removed Grigor from the Citadel. 

“But that didn’t mean that they were beholden to us.  They hated us as much as they hated Grigor and Pratt.  Even when the violence ceased – and it never really ceased – they resisted the dominion of the Duchies tremendously.  And they resented like five hells the lordly way the ignorant Narasi behaved as they rode around town on horses who shit in the streets.”

I chuckled at that.  There were very few horses in Farise, before the invasion.  Donkeys, cows, pigs and chickens, certainly, but there just weren’t enough rangelands to provide fodder for horses in any number.  But you can’t have brave Narasi knights conquering a place without bringing their noble steeds, so they imported sileage from Castal at great expense, I recalled, to feed their mounts and their vanity.

“To be honest I resented that, too,” I offered.  “I had to patrol the city on foot.  It’s a big city,” I reminded him.

“I know.  I was in charge of it,” he pointed out.  “I was the fourth Governor General of Farise in less than five years.   I was appointed because the three dukes – well, their representatives – got tired of being jerked around by the magi of Farise, and hoped that putting a mage in charge would smooth things out.”

“Did it?” I asked, curiously.

“A little,” he admitted.  “It helped that I was Wenshari, and not Narasi.  It also helped that I was knowledgeable about Imperial customs in a way that an unsophisticated Narasi knight is not.  I like to think that the occupation at least got more civilized and more bearable after I took over. 

“But in the end, it was more of the same ineffective governance.  It was just more civil than before.  The Farisians paid little more attention to me and my attempts to rule than they did any of the Narasi.  They persisted in being Farisians,” he repeated, a curl to his lip.  “Even after I married a local woman, things didn’t improve overmuch.”

“So if I’m considering conquering Farise, what would be your advice?” I asked, modestly.

Loiko considered the matter thoughtfully.  “Don’t,” he finally suggested.  “Farise isn’t like Wenshar, or Cormeer, or other parts of the old Empire that could be conquered with enough terror, bloodshed, and oppression.  It’s an entirely different animal.  We could take the city.  We could even hold the city.  But we never truly were able to bring it to heel.  I’m not certain anyone could.  The Sea Lords were the last to try it, and they held it for only fifty years or so before the locals got the Empire’s attention and helped them take it back.”

“But there is no Magocracy any more for them to turn to,” I pointed out.

“There’s a Duchy of Merwyn,” Loiko countered.  “Merwyn would love to have control over Farise.  It would give them a base right between Alshar and Castal, and bestow upon them command of that trade route. From there they could control trade in the entire Shattered Sea. Indeed,” he added, “that is the very purpose to which Duke Andrastal intends to put the fleet he’s assembling, we think.  He plans to challenge the rebels and pirates who control Farise now and take it from them before we do.”

“But the Merwyni are Narasi, too,” I objected.  “The Farisians would know that.  They would be replacing one conqueror for another.”

“The Merwyni are sort of Narasi,” Loiko corrected.  “There is still a lot of the duchy who identifies their ancestry proudly with the Magocracy and counts their descent from there.  Particularly their naval forces.  Andrastal is betting that a modest, Imperial-style Merwyni regime in Farise would be more palatable to the locals than the Narasi law we tried to impose there.

“But in the end the Farisians wouldn’t care.  They would persist in being Farisians, and the Merwyni would have no better luck at conquering them than we did.  The Contramara will rise, there will be more mysterious stabbings and poisonings and accidental deaths and gang violence between the factions.  And the Merwyni would have to contend with all that while relying on much longer supply lines.  But that doesn’t mean they wouldn’t try, particularly if they were aided by some factions within Farise.”

“And there will always be some faction in Farise willing to help them,” I nodded, grimly.  “Either the Contramara, or one of their rivals.”

“Exactly.  Even if that alliance is temporary, which it always is in Farise, it could be fateful.  If Merwyn gets ahold of the place for any length of time, it will change the way trade is done in the Shattered Sea, and much to our detriment.  Enough to cause the Remerans to leave the kingdom, and that’s just one of the challenges that would result. 

“The problem needs to be solved.  So how are you going to solve it?  You can take Farise by force.  But you can never conquer it.  And you can spend your entire life trying and die a frustrated man.”

I sighed.  “I don’t really have time for that.  I think my first step is to investigate thoroughly before I mobilize any troops.  You understand how reluctant I am to commit to this,” I reminded him.

“Minalan, you’re already committed to it,” he argued, setting down his glass to refill his pipe.  “Rard is expecting results.  The reward is incentive, but secondary to the necessity of ending the threat to the kingdom.  Take what time you need to figure out how, but you’re the only one I know who might have a chance,” he said, without a hint of flattery. 

“I said I’d investigate, and I will,” I assured him.  “What restrictions is Rard placing on me?  You’re the Court Wizard, I assume you can speak for him.”

“I am empowered by His Majesty to do just that.  There are no restrictions.  He trusts your judgment implicitly,” Loiko assured.

“Foolish man,” I snorted.  “Tell him I’ll do it – I truly will.  But I have to do it my own way – in secret.  Even from him.  I don’t need Tavard and Grendine overseeing my every move.  They’ve agreed not to bother my holdings already, but I mislike the idea of submitting my plans to my rival for approval.”

“You have complete freedom to resolve this matter, on the king’s orders,” he agreed.  “I can draw up a royal charter to that effect, if you wish.”

“That would be lovely,” I agreed.  “As for me, officially, the Marshal Arcane is in retreat, pursuing his research, and should not be disturbed for anything less than a direct and imminent threat to the realm,” I informed him, after some thought.  “Don’t bother me with the war in Merwyn, ask my advice about affairs at court, or interrupt me unless the dragon is in the castle and has reached my door.” I warned. 

“Understood,” he nodded deferentially. 

“All future sessions with the dukes and counts are postponed indefinitely,” I decided.  “It wouldn’t be fair of me to pick Tavard’s brain for his masterful plan of conquest, and I don’t have the time to spare if you want this done properly.”

“Completely reasonable,” Loiko agreed.  “I’m certain they can find other activities to entertain them.”

“I’m also not going to draw on the kingdom’s treasury for this,” I added.  “I’ll fund it myself, so if things go completely into the chamberpot I’ll have no one to blame but myself.”

“A wise move,” he conceded.  “And very gracious.”

“That means that I control this effort,” I concluded.  “I don’t need to give anyone regular reports, or explain myself to the court, or request permission for anything.  I’ve earned that,” I pointed out.

“So you have,” he approved.

I spent a quiet few moments puffing on my pipe and staring into the fire myself, trying to think if there was anything else.  I let each of the available ancient memories have a go at it, and while they suggested some interesting demands, I decided that I had enough to start with. 

“So tell me, Loiko, with your experience as the governor general, what would you advise me is the most important thing I need to do?  Something you wish you had known before you were put in charge.”

The Wenshari warmage looked thoughtful for a moment, and studied his pipe before igniting it.

“Pay close attention to the puppet shows in the markets,” he revealed.  “They’re far more important than you think.”


Chapter Four

Minalan the Moody

Different archmagi took different approaches to how they worked through a problem.  Some used music, reading, sex, poetry (reading or writing), or intuitive magic to suggest solutions, while others might rely on consultations with their advisors, the Staff of the Archmagi, or even the Privy Council.  Deliberating over a course of action can take many forms, for a wise man.  Me, I favor brooding. 

From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger

I was moody for the next few days after Loiko returned to the capital.  Our talk had given me a lot to think about. 

I shuffled around the castle, working on various ongoing projects, and generally avoiding deep discussions with anyone but Alya, and occasionally Pentandra by means of mind-to-mind communication.  Both of them knew me well enough to detect my irritation, as well as appreciate the cause of it.  While both were openly sympathetic, neither really understood my reluctance.  Unsurprisingly, Pentandra was more direct than my wife.

Min, you understand the political necessity of dealing with Farise, she lectured me as I prepared another batch of kirsieth sap for conversion into irionite in my workshop.  Rard is helpless to do anything about it.  Anguin is still trying to get his ducal fleet organized, and it will be more than a year before he can move against Farise.  Remere is unwilling to commit their warships without assistance from elsewhere.  They don’t want to pay for it, either.  And Castal’s fleet . . . well, despite the tremendous effort they’re investing in building it up, it’s still barely worth mentioning.

I sighed as I checked the composition of the kirsieth sap in the big glass beaker I was working with.  My reluctance had nothing to do with the comparative fleet strength of the duchies.

It’s not just a matter of naval power, I answered, as calmly as possible.  I just spent a day with Loiko Vaneren to get a feel for what I will have to face.  It was not encouraging.

It’s not the same situation as Loiko faced, Pentandra argued.  He was in charge of a long-term occupation against a robust insurgency.  You’re attempting a simple invasion and conquest against a band of thugs and pirates pretending to be a government. 

I chuckled to myself at her assessment.  A ‘simple’ invasion and conquest? I challenged.  There’s nothing simple about invading Farise.  It’s damn difficult by sea, and it’s almost impossible by land.  I know.  I did it, once.

You didn’t have irionite or snowstone or interdimensional portals back then, she reminded me.  Nor did you have a dedicated cadre of the best warmagi in history at your command.  No need for you to march down the peninsula again.  Compared to the first invasion, this should be simple for the mighty Spellmonger.  She paused for a moment.  I’m beginning to think that you’re coming up with excuses why you can’t, she observed.

Of course I am, I replied, as I cast a quick thaumaturgic spell to verify the composition of the tree sap – it was well within my established range, I noted with satisfaction.  That’s because I don’t want to do it.  I have little interest in Farise, outside of it being part of the Wizard’s Mercantile.  And not even the largest part anymore.  I’m finding it hard to justify that level of effort for a piece of territory I neither want nor need

It’s not about what you need, Minalan, it’s about what the kingdom needs, she explained, patiently.  This needs to be done.               

I don’t want to start another war that’s going to get a lot of people killed and ruin the lives of the rest.  Rard once did that to me and a whole bunch of others.  I’m still a little resentful about that, I answered, as I began to prepare the iron molds with a thaumaturgical paste I’d developed,  It seemed to quicken the formation of irionite spheres when applied as a layer between the kirsieth and the iron casing.  There was a lot of finely powdered snowstone involved with that. 

If you can’t do it, no one else can, Pentandra predicted, stubbornly. 

I never said I couldn’t do it, I countered.  I said I was reluctant to do it.  The more I learn about the place, the more reluctant I am.  It’s going to be hard, require a lot of work, and I have serious concerns about even a successful result.  I am not questioning my ability to take Farise, I reasoned, I am questioning the wisdom of doing it.

If you can’t do it, no one else can, she repeated.  But that doesn’t mean no one else will try, she continued.  Including me. 

That was a purposeful challenge, I knew.  Penny was usually pretty careful not to invoke our friendship in any serious way during these types of discussions. While she was fully capable of doing so, I knew she disliked that sort of emotional manipulation in her personal life.  She reserved that sort of thing for when it really mattered to her. 

Ordinarily, I would resent that sort of thing, too – but this was Pentandra.  By telling me she would attempt to do what I refused to she was letting me know just how important the matter of Farise was.  Both to her and the kingdom.  It was a double edged challenge, too: she was invoking my pride while threatening to try – and fail – if I disappointed her.   I sighed.

Penny, it’s not that I can’t do it, or I won’t, it’s that I don’t bloody want to, I explained.  I’m willing to look around and investigate the situation, but I’m not promising anything yet.  If I think the cost of conquest is more than its worth then Rard and Anguin will just have to find another way.

She was silent for a moment, although I could feel her mind churn on the other side of the connection as I began to pour the kirsieth compound into each copper-wrapped iron cell in my apparatus. 

I suppose I can’t ask you for any more than that, she finally admitted.  If we have trusted you this far, I suppose we can trust you to make the right decision on Farise.

It would be helpful if I had the Garden Society’s latest report on the situation before I go, I suggested as I began to ladle the compound with a precise measuring spoon.  I’m not completely ignorant of the place, but its been fifteen years since I was there.  Anything your spies could tell me about the current situation could prove helpful.

I think I can get approval for that, she agreed.  Rardine is very anxious to have this matter concluded.  She hates pirates.  Sometime this week?

The day after Luin’s Day, in Sevendor, I proposed as I filled the last vial in the set.  I need to see to a few matters before I plunge into this.  But after Luin’s Day I should be free to devote some time to this.

Anything that Alshar can do to help, let me know, she assured, gratefully.  I know you can do this, Min.  In fact, I know you can do this right, without getting a bunch of people killed.  If any one can, it’s you.

I ended the conversation after that, because the initiation process for making irionite requires a lot of attention.  But as I energized the copper matrix and placed the apparatus on the snowstone platform that contained the time distortion spell, part of my mind violently disagreed with her. 

I had serious doubts that I could manage something as complicated as Farise without getting a bunch of people killed.  Starting a civil war in a distant land that would be fought largely with mercenaries was one thing – that was standard feudal conquest between rivals using well-understood rules. 

But attacking Farise would be a slaughter.  It had been the first time.  Civilians would be killed, and likely in large numbers.  Followed by a protracted insurgency that would kill yet more, compounding the suffering.  Life was cheap in Farise even in the best of times, I knew.  An invasion would make it nearly intolerable, whatever the outcome.  That troubled me greatly. 

Alya, thankfully, took my moodiness in stride for a few days.  She was wary of my fits of madness and was watchful when my emotions visibly changed.  When she saw me in a fit of melancholy she gave me some distance and checked on me periodically. 

I understood her wariness and respected it.  When your husband can be any one of a number of people at any given time, a cautious approach is warranted.  I was even grateful for it.  It gave me an opportunity to vent my thoughts to a friendly ear.  One who was used to my whining and did not mistake it for weakness.

But the best thing about Alya was that she was there on the pillow beside me when I wake up sweating and screaming and panting for breath in the middle of the night.  That happened, sometimes.  With the collective trauma of nine souls infecting my subconscious, the number of times some horrible ancient memory manifested in my dreams was substantial. 

Only this time it wasn’t some massacre that occurred tens of thousands of years ago or some profoundly disturbing knowledge about the nature of the universe under some strange sky that awakened me.

No, this time the memory was all Minalan’s.  Authentic.  Primal.  Terrifying.

“You’re all right, Minalan, you’re all right!” Alya urged as I came into consciousness in a panic, my skin clammy and my eyes flashing in the darkness.  Alya wrapped her arms around me and began rubbing my damp hair.  The Handmaiden stirred from where she had parked herself next to the bed, but she did not intervene.  “You’re here in your bed with me, and you’re safe!” she assured me.  She kept rubbing my hair until my breath slowed and my hands quit shaking.

“Water?” she asked, quietly.  I nodded, and she slid out of bed.  “What was it this time?” she asked, lightly, as she waved her hand over the activation node of a magelight on the bedpost.  A dim globe of arcanely produced photons appeared on either side of the bed. 

I waited until she returned with a cup of water before I answered, hoarsely. 

“The jungle.  A village in the jungle.  I—” I started to panic again.

“Shhh!” she said, sitting next to me on the bed, pushing me to drink.  “Was it . . . your jungle?  Or one of the others?” she asked.

“Mine,” I moaned, after taking a sip.  My mouth felt as parched as a desert.  I drained the cup.  “Definitely mine.  It’s all this talk about Farise,” I explained with a gloomy sigh.  “Rard wants me to go there.  To conquer it.  Pentandra does, too.  And Anguin and Rardine.”

“Only you really don’t want to,” she supplied, as she refilled my cup from the ewer near the bed. 

“Not even a little bit,” I agreed, fervently.  “It’s not that I’m a coward—”

“I don’t think anyone could accuse you of that,” she observed as she handed me the cup again.  This time I sipped it.  “But I also understand why you don’t want to.  You’ve told me enough about it.  Farise wounded you.”

“I never got wounded in Farise – not seriously,” I amended, recalling a few times I had sustained some small injury.  “I had some close calls, but . . .”

“That’s not what I meant,” Alya insisted.  “I mean the entire place wounded you.  Wounded your spirit.  What you did, what you saw . . . it must have been a lot like the goblin invasion was for me.”

“Only these weren’t goblins, Alya, they were people,” I argued.  “Humans.  What gurvani we saw along the way were allies, not enemies.  It’s different, somehow.  Easier.”  I paused and took a much larger sip.  “No, I don’t want to go back to Farise.  The mountains were awful.  The plains were worse.  The jungles were worst of all.  Until we got to the city.  Then that was the worst.”

“Well, I hate that Rard and Tavard and Terleman put you into this position, Min,” she said, putting her arm around my shoulders.  “Goddess knows the last thing I want you to do is go back to war.  But it sounds like you don’t have much choice,” she said, apologetically.

“I didn’t have any choice the first time around, either,” I grunted, gloomily.  “What we did to those people, that place, it was awful.  And we were trying not to be awful, most of us.  But we didn’t have any choice.”

“So what are you going to do?” she asked, rubbing my back.  “Refuse Rard?”

“He’ll just send someone stupider than I am to try, and that will just get more people killed needlessly,” I sighed, after considering the matter.  “Pentandra even said she would try, if asked.  Farise is that important.  And now Merwyn wants it, which makes it even more important.”

“So you have to go,” she concluded.  “Otherwise someone else will screw things up.”

“But why does it have to be me?” I complained.  “There are other great and powerful wizards in the world.  Surely one of them could manage?”

“You know all of the great and powerful wizards in the world,” Alya argued.  “We have dinner with them all the time.  Terleman would jump at the chance and there really would be a slaughter.  Taren would probably give it a good try and then fail because he doesn’t understand diplomacy as well as he does thaumaturgy.  Tyndal and Rondal would have a grand time trying but would find some way to screw things up.  Astyral might find a way, in time, if given sufficient resources,” she reasoned.  “Pentandra certainly would, if she had nothing else to do.  But she does.”

“See?  There are others!” I protested. 

“And all of them look to you, Husband,” she reminded me, thoroughly.  “And you to them.  What would happen if Pentandra tried?  You’d show up after a few days and let her know how she was doing it wrong.  The same for the others, in one way or another.  You don’t know how not to be involved in something like this.  In fact, I credit you with resisting Rard for this long.  I know he’s been after you to do this for years, since Tavard’s folly.  Perhaps you can do it in a way that doesn’t see a bunch of people die.”

“That’s what Pentandra suggested, too,” I sighed.  “But what happens if I go and the memories are just too much for me to bear?” I wondered.  “The last thing everyone needs is a half-mad, cowering idiot trying to invade a place.”

“You are braver than that, Husband,” Alya chided.  “You would not let that happen – I know you,” she stressed.  “For ten years now I have seen how the memories of Farise weigh upon you.  Worse than all the horrors of the goblin invasion.  You’d rather fight a horde of gurvani than go back to Farise.  And, for that reason if no other,” she concluded, “you should probably go back.”

I looked at her as if she had betrayed me.  I wanted her to tell me that no, I shouldn’t go back, I shouldn’t even think of the place anymore.  But she was firm.

“I mean it,” she emphasized.  “You’ve stared down gods and evil dark lords and kings and dukes . . . but I see what the memory of Farise turns you into, and I can’t believe you’re the same man.  I understand that the place wounded you.  But if you continue to let it wound you when you have the opportunity to confront these fears and come to peace with your past, then you are being stupid.  And my lord husband is not stupid.  He’s at least one of the top four or five magi in the world,” she said, with proud humor.

“Top ten, perhaps,” I chuckled.  “You mean it?  You really think I should go?  You want me to go?”

“I don’t want you to go in the slightest,” she said with a heavy sigh.  “But I fear if you don’t that you will continue to have these sorts of dreams for the rest of your life.  And then compound them with the regret that you had the chance to contend with them but chose not to.  You are already suffering.  You can bear it – for now.

“But how long will you continue to suffer if you don’t face this, Min?” she demanded, seriously.  “I don’t need you lurking around being haunted by the past.  It makes me feel helpless, because I wasn’t there and I can’t do anything about it.  Whatever you figure out in Farise, whatever happens, we will adapt to it.  We can contend with it, together.  This might be your chance to repair some of that wound you carry.  Or it might not.  But you won’t know unless you try,” she concluded.  “Besides, if your midnight screaming wakes up that baby, I’ll smother you with a pillow and you won’t have to worry about such things any more.”

“I put a spell on the cradle!” I reminded her.  “Vanamin can’t hear anything in there!”

“That changes nothing,” she assured me.  “Really, Min, go.  You need to.  We’ll be fine without you for a while – Goddess knows we’ve done it before – but I think you really need to do this.  Largely because you don’t want to so badly.”

It was hard to argue with your wife when she was being brave, reasonable, and threatening to smother you in your sleep.  Marriage is good for that sort of thing. 

***

The next morning I awoke grimly resolved to go.  Alya’s midnight talk had marshalled my resources, and I resigned myself to the task, as unwanted as it was. 

I had the time, after all, I reasoned to myself.  Sevendor and Vanador were both running smoothly.  My subordinates were capable of handling the outlying territories of my fiefs.  The refugees from Anghysbel were settling in comfortably for the approaching winter.  Now that Tyndal and Rondal were successfully married off, I shouldn’t have more concerns than instructing my apprentices, playing with the baby, and uncovering fundamental nature of the universe in my workshops – and there were plenty of people who were willing to discourage me from doing that. 

No, after Luin’s Day I had little more to look forward to than banquets, formal dances, winter courts, and snowy days.  Perhaps dicing with my vassals in my hall while I tried to drink my way through my wine cellar. 

It actually sounded quite appealing, when I thought about it.  I deserved a break from constant war, unending intrigue, and constant danger.

But as comforting as that thought was, the fact that I had used the term ‘deserve’ to justify it made me wary.  Any time I feel I deserve something, I have a fatalistic part of me that becomes suspicious.  Perhaps I did deserve a season of peace and quiet and gentle games with my children and friends . . . but that didn’t mean it was the right thing for me to do. 

Farise was a mess.  That was no fault of mine, but it remained a mess all the same.  It was a mess and a danger, I knew objectively, an opportunity for the enemies of the kingdom to gain a secure foothold.  Hells, the ruling mob in Farise had proven itself as enemies of the kingdom on their own – they didn’t need Merwyn’s help for that.  By all accounts they were rebels and pirates and slavers and gangsters, not the sort of folk you look to for stable civic administration.  Farise was a mess.  I wasn’t responsible for the mess, but if it could be cleaned up, it should be, I reasoned.

I spent another few days ruminating on the matter, and considering the nature of my approach.  For one thing, I felt I needed to be there and observe the place thoroughly for myself before I did anything rash.  That was just sensible.

But one does not just appear as the Spellmonger, big floating green magic rock over his shoulder and silly hat on his head, and expect things to go smoothly.  If I was to go to Farise, it would have to be in disguise.  At least at first.  That was the only way to get a good, honest assessment of the mess. 

Thankfully, I had recourse to some contacts in Farise: Planus had long cultivated a business associate there, a member of the clandestine Wizard’s Mercantile that smuggled exotic, hard-to-find merchandise into and out of the great markets of Farise.  There was even a Waystone located in the city, although you had to take a circuitous route to get there as it was so far from the duchies.  I could depend on Planus for an introduction, and to arrange support for my mission. 

But not as Count Minalan the Spellmonger.  It would be counter to my purpose if it became known that I was involved in the matter of Farise.  I wanted neither Prince Tavard nor the rabble who ruled the city to know what I was doing.  Which meant I had to go in disguise.

That led to a full afternoon of fanciful ideas about possible fictitious personas I could use to sneak through the darkened streets of Farise.  Most of them I discarded out-of-hand – I don’t think I could pull off being mistaken for a pirate or a visiting diplomat or a mysterious merchant.  I couldn’t even pretend to be a baker; Farise doesn’t grow wheat or barley and there’s not much call for bakers, I recalled. The common people there eat porsago or rice, not bread.

But there was one profession I felt I could capably pull off with satisfaction.  Commercial Mage.  I already knew everything I needed to know to pass successfully as one.  Hells, I even had the proper hat.  If I was to infiltrate Farise successfully, then the easiest and best way to do so was by pretending to be a Practical Adept.

The ruse did have some weaknesses: the remnants of the Royal Censorate of Magic were, apparently, one of the factions sharing power in the city of Farise, which I found amusing.  Farise is full of magi – it was the last outpost of the Magocracy, after all.  Once Wenshar had fallen to the Narasi (or sold out to us – there’s still a lot of debate about that) then Farise had been the land of exile of choice for hundreds of magi who fled my ignorant barbarian ancestors.   They were often called the Black Censorate, now, as they had kept to their traditional colors, while those who had accepted the new order in Merwyn had adopted red or blue as a replacement for their black checks. To have the very Censorate their ancestors had fled from be in charge of their city had to be galling to the magi there.

But it was also dangerous.  The remnants of the Censorate had grown increasingly desperate as they had lost their position and their patronage, over and over.  Setting up shop as a Practical Adept would invite their inspection.

I discovered that I didn’t mind.  I was not without defenses, after all.  The Censorate would have to be dealt with eventually, and this was probably the best time to do it.

Besides, who is going to argue with a simple Adept who only wanted to practice his trade – especially if his documents were in order?  I could make certain of that.

There was also plenty of reason to justify my persona’s sudden decision to move to Farise.  While I had been busy building cities and winning wars, the progress of magical development had been extreme in the sanctuaries I had constructed.  There had been incredible advances in thaumaturgy and enchantment in the last ten years, advances that a Farisian mage would not be familiar with.  Indeed, any enterprising mage from the kingdom, even without recourse to irionite, could probably impress enough clients in Farise to make a good living. 

Besides, it wouldn’t be the first time a stranger showed up in Farise with a new name, a mysterious past and gold he didn’t want anyone to ask questions about.  It was the perfect place to start a new life after fleeing an old one.  The natives knew not to ask too many questions and accept whatever unlikely tale you told.  That had been almost a cliché even during the occupation.  I remember speaking to a number of such expatriates while investigating and being frustrated at their vague explanations.  Becoming one of those mysterious exiles for a while should provide a lot of cover for my reconnaissance. 

The more I considered the matter, the more enthusiastic I felt about it – and the more my mood lifted.  Indeed, I gave it tremendous thought over the next few days while I finished up some special projects.  The more I thought about it, the more appeal it had to me. 

As I dug deeper into my reasoning I realized that the prospect of becoming someone else for a time gave me the opportunity to escape some of the burden of being the Spellmonger.  A fresh start, a new name, a mysterious history all held a lot of attraction to me.  I was already suffering with the ghosts of memories I had not made – adding one more persona to my cluttered mind wouldn’t be any trouble, I reasoned.  As long as I had some control over it. 

That’s where the appeal of the idea originated.  This was an opportunity to not be poor, bemused and half-mad Minalan for a while, but become someone in whom I could invest all the disparate parts of my mind into.  The Minalan that could have been, a simple merchant of the arcane, untroubled by the politics of the kingdom and the destruction of the world.  It would all be a ruse, of course, but at the time I invested quite a bit of hope in the prospect of re-inventing myself convincingly enough to overcome the growing cynicism in my soul. 

I admit, the lack of treatments by the Handmaiden likely played a role in my enthusiasm.  I still mistrusted my suddenly-conscious artifact to poke around in my head, now that she had judgment and an opinion.  But I did converse with her often.  I did so while I was putting the finishing touches on a gift I would be giving at the Luin’s Day festival.  Her counsel was both insightful and concerning.

Handmaiden, I began, conversationally, as I used the Magolith to power the enchantment I was doing, I am considering adopting a fictitious persona to undertake a delicate mission in a distant land.  But I have concerns that doing so might muddy the waters of my mind.

I don’t understand, she replied, after a moment’s pause.  How can you have a persona that is . . . fictitious? she asked, confused. 

I would simply represent myself as someone who I am not, I answered. 

That would be a falsehood, she pointed out, as if I was a child.

That is the point of the exercise, I agreed.  It’s a deliberate falsehood -- a bit of social camouflage to allow me to operate in a clandestine manner.  I change my appearance a bit, adopt a new name, and misrepresent my intentions. 

I had found in my conversations with the Handmaiden that being precise with language was incredibly important.  She did not have even a rudimentary understanding of idiom or metaphor.  It wasn’t just that she lacked the context to understand them, the way a human or Alkan from a different culture might – she did not understand them as concepts.  Simile, yes – she could compare two things and see the similarities.  But anything that required a pinch of imagination was foreign to her.

I understand camouflage, she conceded.  But that is mere concealment to avoid predation or to perform it.  To deliberately present yourself as something you are not is . . . impossible, she declared. 

How, impossible? I scoffed.  We do it all the time. 

Because if you cannot present yourself as something you are not, she insisted.  You must contain an element of that which you present in order to make that claim.

I was a bit amused by her confusion.  So you think that if I go around proclaiming that I am the king – when I clearly am not – I automatically become the king by doing so because I had a bit of royalty within me I never knew I had?

I am confused by these terms, she admitted.  If I understand correctly, titles of leadership among your people are conferred on the individual by common agreement.  If you claimed you were a king and no one believed you, then your purposeful falsehood would serve no purpose because it would not be understood as true by your society.  But what you seem to be proposing is more involved than that.

Yes, I suppose it is, I admitted, after some thought.  I will not merely be claiming a title, but passing myself off as an entirely different individual.  If my purposeful falsehood is believed – which I think it will be – then I will be accepted as a different individual, I explained.

But in doing so you will become that different individual, she argued.  You will no longer be the Minalan I know.  You will become this fictitious persona.

I will pretend to become this fictitious persona, I corrected, as I examined the grain on the surface of the gift.  I felt it could stand a good polishing, before I presented it, and I had a spell for that.  I will, in truth, remain Minalan.

You will not, she insisted.  Not the Minalan you are.  Your purposeful falsehood would become true by virtue of your deception. 

Well, true enough to fool a few people.  A lot of people, I corrected.  But if they do not have evidence to the contrary, there is no reason why they should become suspicious of my claims, I reasoned. 

But you cannot do such a thing without altering your internal self-awareness, she asserted.  In order to establish such a persona with your society, you must deceive yourself sufficiently to make a convincing presentation.

Well, yes, that’s part of it, I agreed.  I must fabricate a believable enough story to convince them, and that requires a certain amount of mental commitment to the act.

But that is purposefully choosing to damage your self-awareness merely to achieve some goal! she said, clearly scandalized by the idea.  If you believe in the reality of this new persona, then it will become an element of your self-awareness.  A false element, she pronounced.

But you just said that by believing it and altering my self-awareness that I would make it true, I pointed out. 

It is self-delusion.  It is untruthful.  It is unhealthy, she said.  I could feel her confusion and her judgment through the connection.  Such practices will damage the cohesiveness of your self-awareness.  Your rationalization for such a severe and harmful action seems unstable.  To allow it to fester invites madness.

If pretending to be someone you aren’t is a malady, it is one my entire race is subject to, then, I chuckled.  Among my people there are those who make their living performing such deceptions.  They pretend to be someone they are not in order to entertain other people.

That sounds like a very unhealthy practice, she decided, after another pause.  To purposefully indulge in self-delusion undermines the stability of your sense of self and threatens to promote self-destructive thoughts and behaviors.

Well, that would explain a lot about the actors and performers I’ve known, I agreed.  Still, you must have recognized the kinds of self-deceptions we humans indulge in on a daily basis just to survive, I pointed out. 

Yes, you are exceedingly unhealthy, she concluded.  The very idea of telling a purposeful falsehood is damaging to the mind.  If you cannot trust your own conceptions of who you are, how can you pursue a healthy life?

You make a fascinating argument, I conceded, after thinking about her words.  One that a great many philosophers and theologians would agree with.  But human minds are more pliable than your people’s, I think.  Without the ability to indulge in self-delusion we tend to lapse into despair.  Hope, for instance, is the self-delusion that events are going to get better, despite any evidence of that.  Humans need hope.

Do they? countered the Handmaiden, unexpectedly.  Delusion is unhealthy and works against your survival.  Purposeful delusion about the likely outcome of events leads to disappointment and despair when those events do not manifest, she reasoned.

You’re feeling cheery today, aren’t you? I snorted.  Without hope, there can be no vision, I argued.  If you cannot imagine a better future, then you will not feel compelled to work toward a better future.  Whether a better future is actually possible is immaterial to the question.  You have to be able to foresee the possibility of improvement before you can commit yourself to it.  It is the cornerstone of ambition.

How does falsifying your identity allow you to envision a better future, if it means damaging your self-awareness? she countered. 

It opens up possibilities, I suggested.  I do take your point: pretending to be someone else convincingly will require a lot of mental self-deception.  And that will have an effect on my mental self-awareness.  But I don’t believe it will be as damaging as you predict.  Human beings need our self-deceptions in order to justify all sorts of unlikely things, from love to murder. 

I think you would be far better served by the resolute pursuit of truth, she said, a little sullenly.  Deceptions create entanglements in your psyche that are not easily healed.

They also keep things fun, I pointed out, as the polishing spell finished.  The entire thing was gleaming, now, the decorations and magical glyphs along its surface presenting a luster and shine I didn’t think was possible.  I’m already contending with an entire chorus of memories in my head, I reminded her.

Yes, but all of those memories are truthful, she countered.  They are real.  They happened.

Perhaps, I murmured, examining my work with magesight.  The polishing had not interfered with the rest of the spells on the piece, thank goodness.  But that does not necessarily make them useful – or healthy.  Contending with trauma that I did not earn myself is exhausting.  Consider my fictitious persona an attempt to find a way to filter some of those memories and traumas into a creative outlet.

That sounds like inflicting a disease on yourself to cure another disease, she offered, doubtfully.  It would be simpler and easier for me to just remove the need you feel to indulge in this self-deception.

I’m not certain you could, even if I wanted you to, I decided, as I wrapped up the piece in a cloth I had prepared for the purpose.  I think it is part of the human experience, and a boon to us overall.  Apart from a few unusually ascetic individuals, most humans cannot bear the idea of the unvarnished truth.  Particularly when it concerns themselves.

Your people are doomed to madness and psychopathy, she decided.

Doomed or blessed? I asked, amused by her perspective.

In retrospect, perhaps I should have taken her more seriously.


Chapter Five

Duin and Luin

If the Archmagi of old were undisturbed by the Alka Alon, they were also largely unmolested by the gods.  There are very few accounts of divine manifestations intervening in Imperial affairs, and only two where the archmagi had to get involved. In one case Orvatas blessed the sovereignty of the Imperial Magocracy in support of a particular candidate for the office.  In the other, a god appeared to judge a dispute between rivals at the Imperial Court.  Other than that, the gods were blessedly absent from the conduct of their governments.  The lucky bastards.

From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger

Luin’s Day dawned crisp and cold in the Wilderlands, and colored the pale blue sky with dancing streaks of pink and orange as the first day of Autumn began in Vanador.  I had been in the city since before the sun rose, cloistered in the sedately modest Temple of Luin with a few attendants.

Of course I had duties to perform in relation to the festival; it was a time when tenants settled rents with their landlords, loans were repaid to creditors out of the year’s harvest, and whatever was left over was devoted to purchasing supplies for the winter. 

For the first time in three years the men of the Vanadori Guards, the general militia of my county, were free from their duties.  Indeed, Luin’s Day had been set by Sandoval as the occasion to settle any outstanding balances in pay for the warriors who had defended Vanador, Castabriel, and who had fought so valiantly at Olum Seheri.  Many had substantial back-pay owed, and I had vowed to make good on every debt in silver.

The markets were filled with suddenly-wealthy militiamen eager to spend their pay on new stock, new fabrics, new tools, and a few luxuries for their families.  Some were acquiring new land with their pay, and the clerks and lexits outside the temple were busy writing up deeds and seeing them transferred. 

Nor were the human folk of Vanador alone in their commerce; the Kilnusk Alon and the Lakeside Tal Alon had both gotten settled into temporary homes, but both seized on the occasion of the festival to spend lavishly on common goods to make their return from exile more comfortable.  Even the Kasari had sent a large caravan down from Osbury with the rustic goods they crafted.   It seemed that half the Magelaw had made their way to the City of Wizards for the celebration.  Nothing like Tyndal and Rondal’s wedding, of course, but there were still a lot of people gathering for the festival.

“It’s pretty crowded, out there,” Gareth remarked as he peered through the windows of the temple into the busy street.  “Even this early in the morning.  Living in Angyhsbel for a year made me used to the solitude.”

“I hope you enjoyed it while it lasted,” I chuckled, from behind him.  “Now that you’re back, you are going to be very busy.  In some very crowded places,” I warned him.

“Only until Yule,” he protested.  “Then I have to go to Lemsiddons and take the Kasari rites,” he reminded me.  “Why they hold marriage rites in the dead of winter is beyond me.”

“It’s the one time of year that they don’t have anything better to do than screw,” I shrugged.  “The rest of the time they’re out hunting and foraging and crafting and talking to birds.  Besides, it makes sense from a demographic perspective,” I pointed out.  “Getting married in winter means that by spring you have a greater chance of having little Kasari on the way.  Summer pregnancies usually lead to healthier babies.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” he sighed.  “And I suppose that’s part of their little cult.  But it’s a bit inconvenient,” he said, biting his lip.  While much of his confidence had grown while he had been isolated near the jevolar, Gareth still retained plenty of nervous habits, like biting his lip when he was uncertain about something.

“Getting cold feet?” I asked, amused.

“What?  Me?  No!” he insisted, his eyes wide.  “I love Nattia!  I’d do anything to marry her!”

“You realize that there is no guarantee that the council will choose Nattia as a compatible bride for you,” I reminded him. 

“It might be in their best interest to reconsider that, then,” he said, resolutely.  “I would never do anything to threaten the Kasari council, od course, but Nattia is a different story.  She would take any other decision poorly, I think.”

“I think the Kasari marriage council will understand the special circumstances and make certain to take the proper course,” I suggested.  “From what Arborn tells me, their goal is not to keep couples apart, but ensure that a prudent match is made – one that will not result in divorce or murder.”

“That’s what Fondaras said, too,” Gareth nodded.  “The Kasari practice divorce only rarely, he said.  And murder even more rarely.  Largely because the council tries to avoid that sort of incompatibility from the start.”

“Trust in their wisdom, then,” I encouraged, clapping him on the shoulder.  “Are you prepared?”

“I know how to hunt, now, skin a buck, gut a fish, lay snares and traps, stalk prey silently through the woods, build a fire without flint or magic, swim, sail, cook, sew, make parchment, make string, make rope, make tapers with tallow, harvest honey from a bee hive, forage for wild roots and berries, cook a meal, make bread on raw coals, read a map, read a book, and write a book,” he declared, proudly.  “As well as a hundred other skills the Kasari deem absolutely essential for being a good husband.  It was a very eventful year,” he informed me with a tired sigh.

That much was true.  After a full year spent without magic, Gareth had filled out considerably.  He had actual muscles, now, thanks to Nattia’s brother, Travid, tutoring him in the rustic arts the Kasari held dear.  He was also far more confident in his bearing and more certain of himself in conversation.  I think the scrap of beard he managed to grow helped, too. 

He was still no warrior, but under Travid’s tutelage he had become a handsome young man who had finally grown into his strength and confidence.  But the Kasari did not measure a man in terms of his physical prowess, I knew.  They measured him by his competence. 

“And their sacred liturgy?” I prompted.  “Knowledge of that will be essential.”

“I know the Kasari Law, the Kasari Oath, their motto, their codes, their secret handshake, all of it.  By heart,” he assured me.  “Their language is a little odd, but I picked it up pretty quickly.  Getafix tells me it is a corrupt combination of ancient Welsh and Irish, and likely indicates the Kasari’s immediate ancestors were part of the Celtic League, back on Perwyn.  That’s one of the ethnic groups that settled there,” he informed me.

“I know,” I nodded.  Martin Andrews had always enjoyed the trips he’d made to one of the most fertile parts of the archipelago, the southwestern portion of the main island that had become the home to settlers from coastal Ireland and Wales back on Terra.  Of course, Palgrave, the Englishman who still afflicted my memories, found the entire idea of a civilization of Irish and Welsh farmers to be amusing, and the notion of a paramilitary society dedicated to “roughing it” outdoors to be near scandalous.  For all of his pretensions to the importance of “ancient wisdom” he had a low opinion of the Celts.

“But I hope you can spare at least a few days for me, while you’re preparing for the rites,” I continued, as we walked back to the sanctuary.  I had pulled rank to get the place to myself on this most sacred day of the year for the lawbrothers.  “I have discovered one of those ancient sites you learned about, and I want your help exploring it.”

“One of the ancient sites?” he asked excitedly, his mood shifting at once.  “Where?  Which one?  One of the military sites?”

“A place of research, at least,” I promised him.  “I encountered it this summer while I was tutoring Prince Tavard and his cousins.  You mentioned it in your list.  But its unmistakable, and there may well be portions of it intact.  Lord Atopol’s father, Hance, suggested it as a possibility.  I think it may be the start of us putting together some of the ancient secrets our ancestors left for us to find.”

“I do hope so,” he said, eagerly, “I’m sick to death of worrying about it.”

We found our way to the elaborate chair that had been set up in front of the altar.  It was set between a new set of statues portraying various aspects of Luin’s sphere were going to be dedicated today: the blindfolded, scale-bearing young woman who portrayed Justice, the bowed head of the maiden that denoted Mercy, the wide-eyed young girl with open hands that depicted Truth, and the dour, sword-bearing male figure wearing a hood that represented Punishment. 

They were at the four corners of the sanctuary, newly delivered from the Karshak sculptors the temple had commissioned, and surrounded the central figure of Luin which towered over them at the center, his famous golden staff in hand.  Unlike the usual realistic portrayal of the divinity the Narasi preferred, the Karshak had rendered all five figures in highly stylistic fashion, with few details present on their faces or clothing.  It was a rather stark presentation, one that valued raw form over artistic embellishment. 

Lawbrother Bryte the Wiser was just arriving in his formal robes, a satchel in one arm and a thick sheaf of parchment in the other.  He was yawning, and his face did not denote the usual expression of devotion and religiosity one might expect from a monk on his divinity’s festival day.

“Why was this scheduled this so early in the morning?” he complained, as he let the satchel drop to the floor next to the chair.  “There is nothing in this stack that needs to be done this early, to my knowledge, and as I prepared them all I would know,” he said, tiredly. 

“Happy Luin’s Day, Brother!” Gareth said, cheerfully.

“Luin’s Day is never happy for a lawbrother,” Brother Bryte insisted, testily.  “Indeed, it is the most ponderous day of the year.  You learn to hate the festival when you’re a lexit and forced to argue your first cases under supervision.  If it wasn’t for all the drinking I don’t know how I’d survive the day.”  He paused, and looked up at the towering statue behind the altar.  “Oh, that’s new.  They arrived.  No one told me they’d arrived.”

“Two days ago,” Gareth agreed.  “You were busy preparing for the court, today, so I made the arrangements for their delivery and installation with the temple directly.  What do you think?”

Bryte studied the massive stone statue with a discriminating eye.  “It’s austere,” he finally pronounced, a curl in his lip.  “Bleak.  Gloomy.  Impersonal.”

“I rather like it,” a voice from the door to the sanctuary offered.  When we turned, we saw a young monk in Luin’s habit enter, a plain-looking staff in his hand.  “It denotes the impersonal nature of the law in its idealized form.  Without frivolities or pretense.”

Bryte looked back up to the statue of Luin skeptically, then turned back to the monk.  “I didn’t say I didn’t like it,” he said with a scowl.  “The law is bleak and impersonal.  And the temple didn’t have to pay for a lot of useless extra decorations.  I’m sorry, brother, but who are you?  I know every brother and sister practicing in the Magelaw.  Are you from one of the more rural regions?  Here for the festival?” 

“You could argue that,” the monk agreed, stopping in front of the altar and giving a small bow, revealing a perfect tonsure.  “I’m Luin.  God of the Law.”

The announcement hung in the air for a moment, like a spell that produced silence.

“Oh, Luin’s bloody staff, you’re being serious, aren’t you?” my chancellor asked, his face growing pale as he stared at the monk.

“I’m not known for my humor,” Luin agreed, “although I think that’s always been an oversight in the liturgy.  But, yes, I am Luin.  Luin the Just, Luin the Lawgiver, Luin the Merciful—”

“I am entirely too sober for this,” Brother Bryte mumbled.  “Luin?  Luin himself?  Here?  Today?  Why?” he demanded, clearly looking agitated.

The monk looked in my direction.  “Count Minalan, I believe you can authenticate my divine nature?  I’ve heard about your wisdom and prowess in matters arcane,” he added.  Flattery always gets my attention.  Especially from a god.

“Of course,” I agreed, manifesting both Insight and Tanno Amberil to examine the modest-looking figure.  It didn’t take long.  His thaumaturgical shroud lit up like a magelight with power, and Tanno Amberil confirmed the divine magic swirling within. 

“Yes, he’s a god – and I don’t think any of the other divinities would dare pretend to be Luin,” I said, banishing both staves.  “I believe we can trust him at his word.”

“My word is my bond,” he agreed, cheerfully.  “As to why I am here, Lawbrother Bryte, I was invoked.  I am to stand witness to the agreement between the Spellmonger and my brother Duin today, as arranged.  You have an objection?” he asked, one eyebrow raised.

“Only to my sobriety,” Bryte said, shaking his head in disbelief and wonder.  “You manifested for a simple witnessing?” he asked, suddenly. 

“It’s an agreement between a god and a mortal,” he explained.  “A very powerful mortal, but a mortal nonetheless.  Traditionally I have taken that role, mostly to ensure that the divine party lives up to their agreement.  Some of my colleagues are . . . tricky,” he admitted, sheepishly.

“What agreement?” Gareth asked, confused.  “And between Minalan and . . . Duin?  The bloody god of war?”

The lad had not been at Olum Seheri, I realized, and while it was generally known that Duin had manifested there, slew a dragon, and defeated the army of Korbal, the conditions of his continued manifestation were not well known. 

“I bid him to stay and prove his worth to humanity, before I would grant him persistence with the Alaran Stone,” I explained as I stared at the god in our midst.  “I told him to meet me here on Luin’s Day for me to judge his actions and hear my terms.”

“Wisely done, by the way,” Luin commended me.  “My brother has an unfortunate history of being difficult to control.    Even by my father and the other gods.  You are one of the very few mortals to attempt it.  And the only one, to my knowledge, to do so successfully.”

“Well, let’s suspend judgment on that until he arrives,” I said, taking my seat on the chair.  “There is no guarantee that he will adhere to my terms.”

“If I witness his agreement, he will,” Luin assured. 

“Wait, the whole reason I had to get up so early this morning was so that I could officiate over a contractual agreement between my employer and the fucking god of war?” Brother Bryte realized.  “Isn’t that something you should have told me, Minalan?”

“I wanted it to be a Luin’s Day surprise,” I shrugged.  “Besides, I’ve been working on my conditions all summer long.”

“I do hope you kept them simple,” Luin frowned.  “Duin is generally honest, but he is not terribly sophisticated.  Anything more complicated than a sentence or two might confuse him.  That could lead to some unfortunate consequences.”

“I did,” I assured him.  “I’ve worked with his adherents for years.  I was in the army myself.  So I took especial care with constructing the agreement.  I didn’t want there to be any misunderstandings.  He would make a potent adversary.”

“Which is why came,” Luin agreed.  “Duin can only be bound by Law.  Law and Sovereign Authority.”

“He’s also quite partial to sex,” I pointed out.

“Influenced by, not bound by,” Luin corrected.  “Ishi plays her role, but my father and I are the only ones who can truly control him.”

“So bloody Orvatas is going to show up, too?” Brother Bryte asked weakly.

“Not to my knowledge,” Luin said, shaking his head.  “Perhaps if Minalan was fully sovereign in his authority, he might, but in this instance he is acting as a representative of all of humanity, not just one sovereignty.  I doubt the old man will rouse himself to manifest.”

“Well, that’s a pity,” Brother Bryte mumbled sarcastically.  “So . . . you’re really Luin?”

“And you are really Bryte the Wiser,” Luin observed.  “A great writer of law.  Two, so far – the Magelaw and the Wilderlaw.  Good work,” he offered.

“Really?  You really think so?” Bryte asked, doubtfully.

“Oh, yes, it’s actually quite elegant, in places.  It will be interesting to see how well it holds up.  I like how you retained Trial by Combat in the Charter of the Wilderlaw, by the way – I dislike bloodshed, but it suits the temperament of the Wilderlords.”

“The Magocracy did it, too.  I thought it might liven up court proceedings,” Bryte said, almost as if in a daze. 

“The Magelaw charter still needs some work, though,” the god continued.  “It’s ingenious, in its way – I like the adversarial system you’ve built – but there are gaping holes in how you treat non-human subjects under the law.”

“Well, until we see what kinds of concerns and litigation they might bring to the court—” Bryte said, defensively.

“Oh, yes, there’s plenty of room for amendments as needed,” agreed Luin, encouragingly, “and you’ll need them.  There has never been this many non-humans residing in a human jurisdiction, under human law before.  Not that I’m aware of.  It’s going to be interesting to see how it plays out.”

“Just what I was thinking,” agreed Bryte.  “Matters of inheritance and legal responsibility are going to be tricky, with all of the different races mixing so freely.  Thankfully the dwarves are an orderly people.  The Tal Alon, on the other hand—”

“Gentlemen, as much as I am inspired by the theological discussion,” I interrupted, “there are great matters at hand.  I have no doubt you two could talk shop all day.  Believe it or not I have other responsibilities to attend to.  Like signing that thick wad of parchment you’ve prepared for me,” I reminded Bryte. 

“Which includes the amended charter granting more land in the Danz Valley to the Tal Alon to accommodate the Lakeside Tal,” Bryte said, suddenly shuffling through the stack.  “Along with a series of restrictions, rights, duties and responsibilities associated with the new charter.  You wouldn’t mind looking over it, would you?” the monk asked his god.  “It’s germane to the subject of—”

“I believe your master made a request, Brother,” Luin interrupted.  “A quite reasonable one.  I don’t really know how to invoke Duin directly, Count Minalan – we’re not exactly close, if you want to know the truth.  That tends to be the province of his clergy.”

“There must be two dozen warbrothers in Vanador,” I reasoned.  “Probably a couple of warfathers, as well.  I suppose we could scare one up and—”

Before I could finish my sentence, the doors to the temple flew open with a bang, startling us all.  In a flash of thunder and smoke the god of war appeared in full panoply.

He stood a head and a half taller than his brother as he strode through the smoke, spear in one hand, shield in the other.  His wolfskin mantle was thrown back over his shoulders as he thrust his armored chest out defiantly.  The visor of his helmet was raised, displaying his bellicose face to all.

“That’s my brother, now,” Luin observed, quietly.

“Oh, balls, it is him!” Brother Bryte gasped.  “Dear gods I need a drink.”

“Monk!  Announce me!” Duin commanded my chancellor, when he came to a halt in front of my chair. 

“Announce you?” Bryte asked, confused.  “I’m not a bloody herald!”  A withering glance from the destructive divinity convinced Bryte otherwise.  “Oh, very well.  Announcing the presence of the manifested war god, Duin the Destroyer in the court of Count Minalan the Spellmonger of the Magelaw.  Was that sufficient?” he asked the war god, curtly.  “I can add a few descriptive epithets, if you would like.”

“That should be sufficient, Chancellor Bryte,” Luin said, clearing his throat.  “How have you been, Brother?” he asked, hesitantly.

“I have spent my time as requested,” he said, his tone announcing just what he thought about that request.  “I have not led any wars, nor have I started any.  I have only observed battles, not participated in them.  I spent time in disguise amongst my clergy, encouraging them with tales of glory and inspiring them to greater feats of warfare.”

“And he’s been shagging Ishi rotten,” I added.  Luin might have been embarrassed by that.  Duin just gave a manly nod of agreement.  “In truth, I have heard no tale of you violating my requests, Destroyer.  Tell me, did you find any advantage in your peaceful existence?” I asked, curiously.

“I . . . I did,” he agreed, reluctantly.  “There is much to be criticized about the warriors of this generation, but then much to be admired.  They are very different from when I led their ancestors down from the steppes, so long ago.  They are softer, used to feather beds and fine clothes and armor.  At first I was suspicious and troubled.  But they do possess the same passionate fire of their ancestors.  They attend the liturgy with great care.  They fight well,” he concluded.

“I almost think you may have learned something this summer, Brother,” Luin suggested, approvingly.  “Those differences you mention provide something we call ‘sophistication’.”

“There’s more ways to win at war than a cavalry charge or a frontal assault,” I agreed, shooting a glance at Luin.  I didn’t need any divine sibling rivalries springing up between a muscle-bound war god and a smart-ass little brother.  That sort of thing promised to be messy.  “I am glad that you found your well-earned holiday from the battlefield fruitful.   We need a war god who is well-versed in how warfare is changing, now that magic is at play.”

That earned me a scowl.  “That smacks of Gobarba’s arrogant approach.  All strategy, no tactics,” he condemned.  Duin’s antipathy for the Imperial god of war was well known.  “While he fights honorably, he does so without glory.  He lacks boldness and fights without clarity.”

“He out-thinks you and uses subterfuge and misdirection instead of throwing bodies and horses at the enemy, you mean,” nodded Luin.  “What arrogance!” he added in mock horror.

“We must fight on the battlefield as it is presented,” I declared, as my annoyance at Luin began to rise.  “That means we must adapt to achieve victory.”

“War never changes,” Duin snorted, arrogantly. 

“But warfare does,” I countered.  “Whatever the glories of the past have been, the foes we face now use magic in abundance.  Not mere Imperial magic, but dark and strange spells beyond your imagination.  They use fell beasts and monsters to augment their slave armies.  They employ sorcery to strike at us, and sustain their lives even after their deaths.”

“Magic has oft been the bane of honorable combat,” sneered Duin.

“Well, now it is time to make it a boon,” I reasoned.  “Should I grant you persistence, understand that it will as a consequence change your fundamental nature somewhat.  That’s only natural, as your longevity adds to your experience.  If you are to be a useful god of war then you must embrace the process of change.  Learn from it.  Grow from it.”

“Consider it a new type of training, Brother,” Luin encouraged.  “The Spellmonger is quite correct.  Magic has been unleashed in warfare to a much greater degree than the warmagi of the Empire did.  If you are to see victory, you must take that into account.”

“I can see your point,” sighed Duin.  “Perhaps I can benefit from some . . . sophistication.  So you have decided to grant me persistence?” he asked.

“I have set some conditions under which I will grant that boon,” I agreed, doing my best to look wizardly.  “Violate even one of them and I reserve the right to remove it.”

Duin straightened into attention.  “What are your terms, Spellmonger?” he asked jutting his chin out.

“First, you must agree to become a protector of all of humanity on Callidore,” I began.  “Not just in the Five Duchies, but beyond.  No more shall you encourage bloody war between humans – we do a fine enough job of that on our own.  You may still reward gallantry and bestow glory on those who attract your admiration, provide divine inspiration, support your clergy and temples,  and encourage the study of war . . . but we have too tenuous a holding on this world to waste our precious resources in pointless feuds between humans.”

I glanced at Luin, who seemed pleasantly surprised by the request.  He gave me an encouraging nod.

“I . . . I can do this,” Duin agreed, reluctantly.  “What else?”

“Second, you will devote yourself to the non-human threats that are rising on Callidore and may threaten humanity,” I commanded.  “There are many.  And they will grow in number before they decrease.  The gods were brought into being to protect humanity, and I call upon you, Destroyer, to vow to arrest those threats on our behalf.  But be warned: they are less concerned with honor and glory than absolute victory.  They will be difficult – more so than the dragon you slew at Olum Seheri.  And they will be insidious.  It will require all of your wit and guile to counter them,” I promised.

“There is no foul creature that can keep me from victory!” he insisted.  “I accept!”

“Third, you will agree to keep within your sphere, and not interfere with the other divinities performing their own sacred duties.  Your mythology is replete with examples of you doing just that.”

“You are a belligerent fellow, Duin,” Luin agreed.  He was enjoying this.

“I bid you to cooperate with your fellow deities, rather than challenge them unnecessarily.  Just as we need less conflict between humanity’s many nations and tribes, we need the gods to work together if we are to remain a free people on this world.”

“Think of us as just one big happy divine army,” suggested Luin, unhelpfully. 

“I take orders from no one but Orvatas, King of the Gods!” Duin insisted.

“I’m not asking you to take orders, I’m asking you to cooperate in good faith with our efforts,” I sighed.  “Use your good judgment in how you see that fulfilled.  But try to keep the divine rivalries to a minimum.  They would be distracting to the war effort.”

Duin glanced at his brother and sighed.  “I suppose I can do that,” he conceded.

Luin looked at me, impressed.  “You have more wisdom than I suspected, Spellmonger,” he approved.

“Fourth . . . I had not anticipated Luin’s presence in this agreement, but as he has volunteered to witness it, I call upon you to submit any question about its use to his adjudication.  For my part, I will certainly do so.”

Duin gave his brother a searching glance, and for a moment I got worried.  There was no telling what divine fraternal rivalry was at play.  But a moment later he turned back to me and gave me a curt nod.

“He is many things, but Luin is fair and just in his judgments,” Duin admitted.  “Unlike our brother Huin,” he added, his eyes narrowing at the mention of the Holy Tiller.  That surprised me, too.  What problem could possibly exist between the god of war and the god of cereal crops?  But perhaps it was none of my business.

“Lastly,” I said, as I conjured a wrapped bundle into my lap from a hoxter pocket in one of my rings, “as a token of your pledge, I want the ability to summon you.  There are times we might need a war god, and it would be useful if there was some way to get your attention to where it is needed,” I said, as I unwrapped the parcel.  “To that end I present the War Horn of Duin,” I said, revealing the artifact and holding it up for inspection. 

It was a beautiful thing.  When I had the idea to provide a means to summon Duin, I wanted a worthy vessel to do so. 

I had made a great search (all right, I got my servants to do it) through the mass of horns left over from the Oxroast, a couple of years ago, and found a magnificent specimen of horn from one of the great wild kine of the steppes.  It was nearly three feet long, elegantly curved, and had a mouthpiece, trumpet and encircling strap of gold because war gods like that sort of thing.  It was scrimshawed with exquisite carvings of glorious scenes from Duin’s bloody mythologies, further refined with magic until they nearly moved.  The whole thing was highly enchanted with a number of spells to protect and direct the summons into the higher octaves of magic where the gods pay attention. 

Duin gasped.  “It is beautiful!”

“When someone blows three blasts on this horn, I want you to come running, in full kit, ready to slay whatever needs to be slain,” I explained.  “Two blasts in a row means I have need of your counsel and advice.  A single blast shall signify a worthy warrior or important battle that may need your attention.”

Duin looked disturbed, despite his appreciation for the horn.  “You would have me summoned to a wizard like a dog?” he asked, suspiciously.

“I would have your ears open to the challenges of the greatest mage in the world,” I corrected.  “I lay this term not to steal your glory for my selfish purposes, Destroyer, but to alert you to the needs of your people.  It is a call of alarm, of counsel, of noted honor.  It is not to bring you to heel, but to warn you of our need for your divine presence.”

“That is not a thing to be used lightly,” warned Luin.

“It won’t be,” I agreed.  “Duin’s divine wrath is not something I want to bear.  But it would be helpful if we could communicate in a more straightforward way,” I suggested.

Duin studied the horn, then looked at me carefully.  “You were a soldier,” he decided.

“A warmage, in Farise,” I agreed, reluctantly.  “I trained at Relan Cor under Durgan Jole, but never took your rites,” I added, apologetically.

“But you were a soldier,” he nodded.  “Then be advised: I will not lightly tolerate the whims of a wizard.  It would be . . . insubordination.  But I will agree to heed the call of the horn,” he decided, lifting it from my hands.  “I’ve never seen the like . . .”

“It’s custom work,” I admitted.  “Dwarven, like these statues.  Malkas Alon.  They’re surprisingly good at scrimshaw.”

“Let me hear it before I agree,” Duin asked, and then held it to his thick lips.

Before I could object, the god of war heaved a mighty breath and blew boldly through the horn.  The note that sounded was low, like the distant rumble of horses’ hooves.  Then he changed his embouchure and suddenly the note rose into a wailing keen that quickened my blood.  Visions of glorious battle filled my imagination for a moment.  The bastard was using divine magic to blow the thing, I realized.  Later, we learned that it had been heard in every corner of Vanador, and far into the countryside.

“It will do,” he conceded, as the last echo of that bold note finally faded into silence.  Reluctantly, he handed the horn back to me.  “I accept.”

“Then we have an agreement,” I said, taking the horn from him and wrapping it back up.  “Luin, do you have any objections?  Comments?  Criticisms?”

“The agreement seems sound,” the God of Law nodded, leaning on his staff.  “I so witness . . . and will be happy to adjudicate any disputes about it.”

“Very well,” I sighed.  It took me a few moments to fish the Alaran Stone out of a hoxter on the Magolith.  Of all of my magical enchantments, I guarded the Alaran Stone most jealously behind a fortress of wards and arcane bindings, some of my own creation.  They were designed to frustrate anyone else from getting to it, be they Enshadowed, Nemovorti, or Alka Alon.  An Imperially-trained mage would have little chance to release it unless I had trained them personally. 

After I dismantled the last of the warding spells the crystal tumbled into existence from its hoxter.  I took a moment to examine it, both with magesight and with the naked eye.  It was beautiful, in a natural sort of way.  Thaumaturgically it was simple, elegant even, a potent tool that somehow managed to permanently fix the enneagram of an entity and prohibit it from degrading. 

I had a water elemental named Splashy in the mill pond of Sevendor that bore testament to that.  Among the very simplest of magically devised enneagrams, simple elementals are created from well-established templates.  They were terribly useful, but those degraded fairly quickly. 

But the Alaran Stone completely halted the degradation.  Splashy had been prowling the pond for years, now, and had even helped slay a dragon.  Ruderal often summoned him to the edge of the pond to examine his condition, and reported a slowly growing sophistication in the thing, over time.

The same unique power could keep a divinity’s far more complex enneagram from degrading it out of manifestation.  Usually a god appears when the psychic need for its intervention reaches a certain point – don’t ask me how much, or even how to measure such matters.  Once that need is fulfilled the god disappears back into the ether, becoming a divinely powered super-positioned possibility once again, as Tuaa Folauga would have described it.

But the Alaran stone kept that banishment at bay for the gods.  It allowed them to persist, remaining in our universe far beyond the cessation of need.  It allowed them to learn, to grow, to establish identities beyond the psychic template provided by humanity’s collective unconscious.  Which in turn allowed them to take a more active role in humanity’s affairs.

Or, at least that was the theory.  No one actually knew how it all worked.  But the Alaran Stone effect was something that they dearly coveted, and I had used it judiciously to prosecute the war.  Never did I have more misgivings about that than when I held it up to the God of War. 

“Duin the Destroyer, as Preceptor of the Alaran Stone, I grant you the boon of persistence,” I said, activating the stone and completing the spell.

Duin steeled himself, spreading his arms and staring heavenward.  “I am ready when you are, Wizard!” he proclaimed, bravely.

“Oh, we’re done,” I assured him, when I realized he was waiting for some grand arcane effect – a potent wave of energy, a cloud of smoke, a reality-twisting rend in time and space.  “The spell is relatively simple,” I explained.  “It doesn’t even require a great amount of power.” 

“It is done?” he asked, surprised.

“Yes.  If you disincorporate, or whatever it is you gods call it, you can re-manifest at will.  Try it,” I suggested.  He nodded, closed his eyes, and disappeared.  A moment later he re-materialized.  His face broke out in a grin.

“It works!  No more do I have to fear the pointless darkness between battles!” he said, triumphantly. 

“I thought you feared nothing, Brother,” Luin sniped.

“Everyone fears non-existence,” Duin shot back.  “Even Death!”

“Oh, do not bring him up,” groaned Luin.  “The last thing we need is to have Murvos moping around here, complicating matters.  Gloomy bastard.  I do take your point,” he said, sympathetically.  “It’s not the existential element that bothers me about it, but the banality of non-existence is uncomfortable.  A waste of time. 

“Which is why I, too, therefore beg the boon of persistence, Spellmonger,” he continued as he approached the chair.  “If my bellicose brother is worthy of such a gift, I hope you will find me equally helpful.”

I studied the deity for a moment.  I knew little about him, save for the common myths we were taught in temple school.  The Judge of the Gods, under Orvatas’ divine sovereignty.  Absolutely fair, utterly impartial, perfectly incorruptible, and infinitely merciful in his judgment. 

And tricky.  Very tricky.  The law was a tricky thing, after all, and he knew all of it.  There were a half-dozen little myths and parables where Luin is an outright trickster in the story, using the law to manipulate and test his fellow gods.  It occurred to me that any agreement I entered into with him would be fraught with potential interpretations that could lead to some very poor consequences.  That’s what the myth’s suggested, after all.  You did not screw around with Luin without regretting it, eventually.

“So you think your persistence will be a benefit to humanity?” I asked, cautiously. 

“How could it not?” Luin asked. 

“If you give me time to order my thoughts, I might have one or two reasons,” Brother Bryte suggested.  That earned him a disappointed look from his divinity.

“All right,” I sighed.  Of course it was going to be this way.  He was the god of litigation.  “Luin, make your argument.  Why would making you persistent be a blessing to humanity?  And do be concise,” I added, glancing at my Chancellor.  “I have a lot of work to do today.”

Luin was pleased at the opportunity.  He straightened his habit and adjusted his staff and began delivering his opinion like an opening statement in court.

“Of course,” he agreed.  “The ideals which I represent in my manifestation are eternal, the cornerstone of civilization,” he began.  “They represent the sacred Law, of course, but extend toward a far greater foundation of humanity’s function.  Without faith in the Law, in pursuit of truth, a society is built on mistrust and will inevitably crumble.  It encourages Order, and the predictability of events, which builds trust and security between men.  By remaining manifest, I can encourage fidelity to the ideals as well as the words of the sacred Law, which elevates mankind and makes his life easier, well-ordered—”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Brother Bryte interrupted – earning another disapproving glance at the monk.  “Could it be true that such strict rules of order actually cause more suffering and harm in their implementation than in their absence?” he challenged.  “Even positing a world without corruption, the limits of the Law are quite wide enough to ensnare plenty of hapless souls whose unknowing violations of the law cause them misery.  If you’re going to put forth a claim, let us examine it in its entirety,” he said, boldly.

“The Spellmonger is free to offer any stipulations to my conduct he wishes,” Luin said, clearly surprised and disturbed by his own priest’s argument.  “If Duin can be bound by such an agreement, so can I,” he proclaimed.

I looked back and forth between monk and god.  Brother Bryte shook his head, as if he were trying to fend off an unpleasant dream, and cleared his throat.

“You have a response, Counsellor?” I asked him.

“Excellency, as your Chancellor and counselor of state, I urge you to consider this offer carefully before committing,” he said, glancing over to his patron deity.  “As devoted as I am to my vocation, I cannot in good conscience advise you to enter into an agreement with Luin the Lawgiver without all due diligence in your decision!”

I was surprised by how determinedly Bryte spoke.  He was deadly serious.  Ordinarily he would make a joke or some sarcastic remark, and he almost never invoked his position to make an argument.  But then he was arguing in the presence of his deity – against his deity.  I could appreciate how much pressure that must have been.

But then I could also appreciate the importance of his words, too, by his demeanor.  Bryte didn’t take that sort of tone unless he was serious, and wanted me to be serious.  Nor was I the only one surprised.

“You’re actually arguing against me?” Luin asked in amazement.  “The God of Law?”

“I am advising my client as to what is in his best interest,” Bryte countered, flatly, as he stared at me.  “That is my duty as his sworn lawbrother.  It doesn’t matter from whence the threat or opportunity comes from, it is my sacred duty to give him the unfettered benefit of my legal advice.”

“Your advice is well-taken, Chancellor,” I nodded to the monk, sincerely.  “I think I have an adequate response to Luin’s proposal.”

“I am prepared to entertain any restrictions or stipulations, Count Minalan,” he said, serenely.

“There’s just one,” I decided.  “Don’t piss me off.”

That took the divinity aback.  He blinked, even.  “What?” he asked in confusion.

“Don’t . . . piss . . . me . . . off,” I repeated, slowly.  “Look, I could come up with any number of specific rules and dictates to try to bind your behavior, but my Chancellor is quite correct: any rule I make you can try to find a loophole in.  It’s your nature,” I argued.  “It won’t matter how detailed I make those rules, you will find a way around them.  Indeed, the more specific I make them, the more you’ll be tempted.

“So I’m going to keep it simple – and inarguable,” I informed him.  “You want persistence, fine.  The price of that is not doing anything I can take you to task for.”

“Wait, I had to swear to all of that, and he gets away with ‘don’t piss me off’?” Duin objected.

“Different divinities get different rules,” I informed him.  “You should see what Ishi had to promise.  In any case, I don’t want to make a complex agreement that I’ll have to spend the rest of my life arguing over.  Not with the God of Arguments.  So don’t piss me off and give me a good reason to reverse my decision, and all will be well.”

“I dislike the subjective nature of the agreement,” Luin frowned. 

“And I dislike playing games when I have more important things to do,” I countered.  “If I want games, I’ll invoke Slagur.  At least he’s a good sport. 

“But as far as you’re concerned, your best interest is in keeping on my good side.  Bring me information I will be interested in.  Offer counsel when asked.  Give me the benefit of your divine insights on a problem.  Don’t screw with the happiness of the people.  That sort of thing.  It might well be subjective, but it’s the offer on the table.”

I could tell I’d hit on something by the pleased look on Brother Bryte’s face.  Luin, on the other hand, was still frowning.

“That’s hardly the basis for a legal agreement,” he said, weakly. 

“It’s not a legal agreement.  It’s a gentleman’s agreement,” I corrected.  “That is, an unofficial understanding between friends or allies, often with vague precepts and inexact remedies in the case of violation.  It might be messier than what you’re used to, but it’s how most of the world gets along,” I pointed out.

“If those are your terms, then I accept them,” Luin finally said with a reluctant sigh. 

“Witnessed!” Duin said, triumphantly.  Luin rolled his eyes.

“As do I,” Gareth said, speaking for the first time since the gods had arrived.  “For what it is worth.”

“Yes, it’s legally binding,” the God of Law nodded.  “That is, I will do my best to abide by the terms and . . . not piss you off.”

“Then we have an agreement.  By my office as Preceptor of the Alaran Stone, I hereby grant you the boon of persistence,” I said, raising the magical crystal and activating the spell.  “Try not to screw it up.”

“I shall do my best, Spellmonger.  Thank you,” he said, with a deep and grateful bow. 

“You are welcome.  Just how can I invoke you, if I have a need?” I asked.  “Do I need to make another horn?  Maybe a bell?  File a motion with the local magistrate?”

“Oh, just let your chancellor know,” he decided.  “I will be watching him very carefully and will know your desires the instant he does,” he promised.  His smile was not particularly friendly.

“You will?  Oh, Luin’s bloody staff, I need a drink!” Brother Bryte scowled in disbelief as he stared at Luin’s staff, and then back at me.  As if I had done something wrong.  That didn’t seem fair.  I was just the client.

“Happy Luin’s Day,” I offered, smiling weakly.


Chapter Six

Asalon the Fair

If remote in matters of inter-species relations and divine interactions, the Archmagi were more routinely focused on economic concerns.  The Imperial Magocracy was, after all, a trading empire first and foremost, and the prosperity of the people depended far more on matters of commerce than the arcane or even the divine.  Knowing the Law of Supply and Demand, the Invisible Hand of the Market, and the role of governmental regulation became, therefore, even more important to their rule than the Laws of Magic.

From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger

“Just how well do you know this merchant?” I asked Planus, as we prepared for the excursion in my quarters in Sevendor.  He had brought appropriate garments for us both. 

“Asalon the Fair?  A few years, now.  Loiko Vaneren introduced us,” he reminded me, “and he’s been our main purchasing agent in Farise since then.  One of our most prosperous branches.  His books always balance,” he admitted.  “He seems to smell opportunity.  He throws a good party,” Planus added.  That was, I’d learned long ago, one of the primary ways in which Remerans judged the status of pretty much anyone.  “Banamor and I even brought him to Sevendor through the Ways a few times while you were in exile and showed him the town.  A bonus for good work.”

“So you trust him?” I asked, doubtfully.

“Trust him with trade?  Yes, of course.  His books balance,” he repeated.  “Trust him with my life?  That’s a different question.  But we’ve made him a fortune, and he feels he owes us on account of Loiko sparing his brother from the noose for smuggling, back during the occupation.  He won’t sell you out.  I don’t think,” he added, with a frown.

“What do you know about his operation?” I continued, as I pulled on the Farisian-style garb Banamor had acquired for me: loose white linen trousers, an intricately embroidered linen shirt, and a kind of over-vest that trailed to my ankles.  Just what a Farisian gentleman would wear out to a casual night with friends, I’d been assured.

“House Musaranya has holdings and interests all over Farise,” Planus reported.  “Asalon and his kin have been building his commercial empire for five generations.  He’s well-respected as a merchant and businessman, prides himself about being unpolitical, and gives generously to temples, orphanages, and the poor.  That doesn’t keep him from exploiting them, of course,” he reflected.  “He’s a cold-hearted scoundrel when it comes to his coin.  But he’s kinder than most.  And smart.  He keeps a low profile, pays his bribes on time, and doesn’t attract attention he doesn’t want.”

“Sounds like the sort of fellow I’ll need,” I agreed. 

“Oh, Asalon can get you anything – for a price,” Planus agreed.  “Ships, cargo, exotic goods from all over the world.  That’s why the Wizard’s Mercantile finds him so valuable.  He can find buyers in Farise for all sorts of things.  And fill orders for hard-to-get items our customers want.”

“Can he keep his mouth shut?” I asked, pointedly.  “This mission is completely clandestine.  I’ll be using an alias.  And a disguise.  He’s never met me before, but I don’t want him to know who I am.”

“Rest assured, Asalon’s silence is well-purchased,” Planus agreed.  “He’s breaking hundreds of laws and rules just working with us – under the occupation and now under this . . . this . . .”

“Council of evil?” I proposed, as Ruderal opened the door to my study and gave me a nod.  “Well, we’re about to find out.  Please show them in, Rudy,” I directed my apprentice.

A few moments later a shapely woman in a well-tailored gown entered, followed by a younger girl bearing an armload of scrolls and folios of parchment.  She was dressed as a Sea Lord noblewoman, and introduced herself as such: Lady Estrecel of Clear Harbor.  She was a member of the Garden Society, and Rardine’s leading authority on the situation in Farise.  She got right to business, too.  After introductions and a cup of wine, she launched into a detailed explanation of what was known – and what was unknown – about the politics of Farise at the moment.

“The current ruling council is comprised mostly of expatriates from Alshar’s failed rebel regime, several bands of corsairs in loose alliance, a number of native noblemen who strive to regain control of the city, and several local strongmen who have managed to bribe or slay their way into the Citadel of the Doge,” she began, her lilting Sea Lord accent pleasant in my ears.  “Whomever sits in the palace, however, is not necessarily the power in the city.  The council is fractured, disorganized, and unable to do more than the bare minimum to keep essential services running.”

“Someone must be guarding the passage into the Farisiam Sound,” I pointed out.  That was the only entrance and exit to the city, a large inland estuary and shallow body of water that divided the city and the eastern provinces from the more rural western coast.

“That responsibility rotates amongst four different naval powers, from what we can tell, Lady Estrecel replied.  “It only takes a few ships, but none of them trust the others to bear the power and responsibility alone, so they rotate.  There is no centralized command,” she said, a derisive sneer on her lips.  “Most of the ships are in desperate need of maintenance and repair.  Only about half of them could make the journey to Enultramar or Remere, in our estimation.”

“So their fleet is rotting, without patronage,” Planus nodded. 

“Everything in Farise is rotting,” she corrected.  “And everyone knows it.  It has been nearly three years since they unexpectedly captured the place.  They’ve tried to rule it by committee, and they’ve failed at every turn.  None of the factions will allow any of the others the supremacy it would take to fund the fleet.  Or administer the city properly.  Or even collect normal fees and fines.  The council is seen as a bunch of arguing brigands, revolutionaries, corsairs and exiles and outright bandits, all scheming to betray their fellows and take over the entire place.”

“Betray them to whom?” I asked, curious. 

“To Alshar, among others,” chuckled the Sea Lord woman.  “We have one of the more robust operations there – completely clandestine, after the takeover, of course.  But we’ve managed to build a good espionage network, and have cultivated a few allies amongst the ruling council. 

“But there are others, as well: Remere has a robust presence, as well as Remeran merchant houses who act almost independently of the duchy.  The Family has a small contingent still working there – no more than four dedicated operatives, since the end of the occupation, but they have many friends.  Several of the larger criminal organizations have quite large enterprises there, and seem to enjoy Farise no matter what flag flies over it.  And, of course, Merwyn has a strong presence,” she said with a frown.  “Stronger now than three years ago.”

“Merwyn?” I asked, surprised.  “They have a presence there?  Merwyn is thousands of miles away from Farise.”

“Which is why they are seeking a permanent base and friendly port so far west,” she agreed.  “Merwyn has always had representation here, even before the invasion.  There have always been plenty of Merwyni vessels making port in Farise, until the conquest, and losing access to the port was a serious diplomatic issue.  In fact the Duke of Merwyn’s ambassador to the Doge had the balls to lodge a formal complaint with the occupational authorities for having the temerity to invade Farise in the first place.  He was quite put off by it,” she reported, an amused smile playing across her lips.

“That would explain the armada that Duke Andrastal is putting together to conquer the place for himself,” I nodded.  Planus looked surprised.

“An armada?  A Merwyni armada?” he asked, confused.  I winced.  That was secret information, I realized belatedly.  Not that I worried that Planus would betray us, even inadvertently.  But I could count on him using the knowledge to inform his investments.

“I was going to tell you,” I sighed.  “We’ll discuss it later.  Go on,” I encouraged the pretty Sea Lord. 

“The central issue for Farise is that after three years of bickering and jostling for position, the ruling council has lost what little faith the local population had in them,” she continued.  “None of the factions is powerful enough to fully dominate, and so nothing is getting done.  They claim to share authority under a temporary agreement, but the locals are losing patience with that.  Their council hasn’t managed to re-establish the Magocracy, or even the Doge.  It’s suffering a crisis of legitimacy that has seen a revived insurgent movement.”

“The Contramara,” I supplied.

“The Contramara,” she nodded in agreement.  She glanced at her notes before continuing.  “They have been stirring for about the last year and a half, and started to be very active in the last six months.  We still have no real idea who is behind it, of course, but whoever they are have clearly lost patience with the pirates and exiles.  They’ve begun to show it in the streets.  Gang activity has picked up considerably, and bodies are starting to show up from Heron Hill to the docks.  Some of it is mere opportunism, but some of it is clearly linked to the Contramara or one of its main factions.”

“That should make this reconnaissance fun,” I groaned.  “They were bad enough when we were occupying Farise.  How is the ruling council responding?” I asked, curiously.

“The usual tactics: repression, curfews, arbitrary detentions, torture, a few public executions.  Threats, lots of threats.  But the City Watch only obeys their captain, and he’s not happy with the council, either.  So the council uses dockside thugs to enforce their will along the harbor and the Censorate to keep the magi in line, which makes people even less happy.”

“The Censorate?” Planus gasped.  “The Farisians are using the bloody Censorate?”

“Rather, the ruling council is using them against the Farisians,” she corrected.  “Most of the magi in Farise were quite pleased to see the Kingdom’s regime overthrown, and believed the exiles when they said they wanted to restore the old order – more or less,” she shrugged.  “But the longer things went with no real progress toward that, the more they alienated the magi.  They still hold a lot of actual power in Farise,” she reminded us.  “That’s who the Censors keep in check.”

“How?” Planus sputtered.  “They were created to fight the Magocracy, not establish it!”

“The remnant of the Censorate in Farise is small, fanatical, and entirely without a better patron, at the moment,” she agreed.  “There are no more than forty or fifty of them left, almost all from Alshar.  More, they are even more despised by the Farisians than the pirates.  The council knows that.  That’s why they’re using them as a force to help them maintain power.  They no longer serve to enforce the Bans on Magic, per se, but they are an effective policing force.  Effective enough to keep the other magi in step.  They have about a dozen shards of irionite, too, which makes them both powerful, arcanely speaking, and very independent.  They are also quite resistant to bribery, blackmail, or other means of coercion that Farise typically enjoys.”

“I’m more concerned about the local situation,” I suggested.  “That is, what the local people are thinking and feeling.”

Lady Estrecel sighed.  “Alas, they are beginning to have regrets about their decision to support a bunch of exiles, criminals and pirates to drive the hated Narasi from their fair city,” she chuckled.  “There is still a thin crust of traditional Farisian society left, even after the occupation.  They’re trying to mount a resurgence.  But economic conditions in the province are . . . dire,” she said, flipping open another scroll.  “In the last three years most honest trade has diminished by two thirds.  Yet their port is filled with ships that never seem to go anywhere but out raiding.  Corruption has just gotten too rampant to lure most honest merchants into such a dangerous situation.

“Worse, when the ships do sail, they return with plundered cargo and slaves,” she continued, frowning.  “While that might be enough to keep a smaller port profitable, there just isn’t enough of a market in slaves alone to keep Farise viable as a port.  Not with the Alshari market gone.  What they make on ransoms and slave auctions is barely enough to make it worthwhile, and every time some pirate dumps an unexpected load of wine or oil or sugar onto the market, it depresses it.  The cheap labor has led to wages to drop, and after three years of that the poorer classes are starting to get resentful.”

“So perhaps you just wait a few more months and see if they rise up and take care of the problem, Min,” Planus suggested.

“I don’t have the luxury of time for that,” I answered, shaking my head.  “And trying to do anything after the riots and inevitable slaughter that would happen in that kind of revolution would be impossible.  Or at least very, very hard.”

“That is the Garden Society’s conclusion, as well,” Lady Estrecel agreed.  “Currently, the combined forces of the fugitive fleets measure maybe five thousand, of which three thousand are actual warriors and not just armed mariners.  There are five times that many poor in the tenements in the eastern portion of the city.  Our projections for what would happen if the two forces came to blows is bleak.  Thousands would die in the streets, commerce would slow to a standstill, and any hope of claiming victory for either side would be dashed.  It would take at least ten thousand troops to occupy the city, after a debacle like that,” she warned.

“More,” I sighed.  “I tried it once.  It didn’t go well.  How about the upper society folk?” I probed.  “Surely they must have some armed strength and strong opinions about the matter.”

“In typical Imperial fashion, they prefer a lighter touch,” she answered.  “Oh, most of the major households in Heron Hill retain private guards for their estates and mansions, but they would rather just slit the right throat or pay off the right official than raise troops.  That’s expensive and troublesome,” she explained.  “So they pretend that nothing has really changed since the glory days of the Doge and act scandalized at the latest gossip from the court . . . while they secretly fund assassins, gangs and factions to influence the course of events.  The Game of Whispers is how they settle their accounts, not with armies.”

“So who is really running things, then?” Planus asked, mystified at the description of Farise. 

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” she chuckled.  “From what we can tell, there are four main factions contending to dominate the council: the criminal gangs, the old aristocracy – including the wealthy magi – the exiled naval brigades, and the Alshari exiles.  It changes from day to day, of course, but right now the gangs and the aristocracy seemed to have made at least a temporary truce. 

“The Alshari and the naval brigades are strong contenders, though – that’s who the Censorate works for, these days.  They all recognize how everyone else is losing patience with them, though, and so we expect things to heat up.  There is pressure for the council to elect a proper Doge, but no one can agree on who.”

“They’re experiencing a crisis of legitimacy, as you said,” I nodded.  “You can boss people around only for so long before they start questioning your authority.  When that happens, your options narrow considerably.”

“Exactly,” sighed Lady Estrecel, rolling up her scroll.  “I’ve brought copies of everything we have on Farise: military forces, profiles of the major players at the palace, likely heads of the various street gangs, and other persons of note – including the Merwyni spy ring.  We’ve even included reports of the cults and exclaves in the provinces around the Farisian Sound,” she said, proudly.  “Some of them might be dated, by now, but they cannot be ignored.  Twice in Farisian history revolutions from the countryside installed a new Doge at the palace,” she warned.  “The occupation tried to ignore them, but that just gave the Contramara and the other factions a safe place to hide away from the city.  I would counsel that you take a different approach.”

“Oh, I can assure you I will,” I agreed, as Ruderal took the large stack of parchment from the beleaguered looking assistant.  I rose and gave the lady a bow.  “Thank you and Duchess Rardine for your assistance.  It will at least help me get started.”

She rose and returned the bow graciously.  “It is the Society’s pleasure to serve.  You are often in Her Grace’s thoughts, I am told.  She bids you blessings for your success.  I am terribly curious, however,” she said, as she prepared to leave.  “Just how do you intend to begin your conquest, Count Minalan?  And when do you plan on starting?  Professional curiosity,” she explained.

I chuckled.  “Actually, with dinner.  Tonight.  Indeed, we need to go soon or we’ll be late.”

***

We emerged from the Ways into Farise an hour before twilight, late afternoon or early evening.  The very first thing I noticed was the heat. 

No, “noticed” isn’t the right term.  The heat enveloped me like a thick, wet woolen cloak.  It wasn’t like walking too close to a fire or an oven or other source of radiance.  It was everywhere, all at once, inescapable and relentless.  The heat filled my nostrils and my lungs with hot, humid air in an instant.  And in that instant I was transported back fifteen years, to my very first days in the oppressive heat and overbearing humidity of Farise.

A sense of alarm and fear rose up my spine unbidden as my body reacted to the sudden heat.  I began sweating at once, and my breath started coming in heaves as flashes of memory suddenly overwhelmed me.  I was, of course, well-versed in that sort of thing.  I had remembered horrors and terrors from across the universe, thanks to Szal the Yith’s awful gift.  But this was different.  These were my own memories, incomplete and fractured, but undeniably my own. 

The heat brought that all back to me, every terrifying moment of doubt and fear and dread and horror at the inhumanity of war.  For months those emotions had punctuated my life in the city as I fought back against the insurgency.  But even when I wasn’t actively fearing for my life, the humid, withering heat had been a constant.

The heat made you uncomfortable.  The heat made you sweat.  The heat made you lazy.  It seemed to sap your body of all energy and consume any ambitions beyond finding some relief from it.  It made you want to tear your clothes off and find some cool, refreshing pool, or allure you into a nap when you were supposed to be alert for danger. 

Wearing the tunics and breaches or hose we were used to in the duchies was uncomfortable.  Wearing armor and a steel helmet and fighting harness in the heat was miserable.  Our sweat soaked our clothes and dripped into our eyes and made every patrol or guard post an exercise in suffering. 

You could escape the insurgents, you could avoid your unlovable superiors, you could dodge the inevitable idiocy of your comrades in arms and their stupid opinions . . . but you could never escape the heat.  It was there with every breath you took.  The only respite was rain or other cool water . . . but within moments of the most violent storm ending, the heat transformed the rainfall into even thicker layers of moisture, making things even worse.

It all came back to me, when I felt the heat.

“Where are we?” I managed to croak as my head spun and my brow exploded with sweat.

“One of Asalon’s urban estates,” Planus explained, looking at me with concern.  “The one he uses for our business.  Are you all right?”

I was startled at the question, and took a deep, steamy breath.  I marshalled my resources and did my best to calm myself.  Minalan was troubled by the heat and its dreaded associations, I reasoned.  This new fellow I was pretending to be wouldn’t be as bothered.

“It’s hot,” I answered in a near whisper, my throat the only part of me that was dry.  “I’d forgotten how hot it is, here.  At least I’m dressed for it, this time.  Where’s this friend of yours?”

“He’ll be along any time,” Planus assured me, as we looked around the large courtyard we’d materialized in.  Most of it was filled with crates and boxes, baskets and bags full of merchandise, some of it secured under tarpaulins against the frequent rain.  Indeed, the puddles on the paved yard of the compound demonstrated that we had just missed a shower. 

One end contained a large warehouse, built of cheap sandstone and whitewashed far too long ago.  It was dingy and tinted with green where the ubiquitous mildew did not get exposed to direct sunlight.  On the opposite side of the enclosure was a small house in much better condition, built with proper clay bricks and boasting a slate tile roof.   There was even a scrap of garden behind it.  “He says this warehouse is less conspicuous for our work than his others closer to town, and gives him a reason to come out here sometimes.”

“What part of town are we in?” I asked, as my heartrate began to fall. 

“The . . . Shipwright’s District, I believe,” Planus recalled, a finger on his chin.  “You can smell the rotting fish of the fishmongers’ stalls when the wind is just right.”

“South east side.  I remember,” I nodded, the last fifteen years falling away as my endless patrols around the city came back to me.  The feeling of panic was fading, but it was still hovering over me as I recalled the district I had walked hundreds of times. 

There hadn’t been much actual ship building going on during the occupation, but the neighborhood was filled with skilled artisans, craftsmen and laborers who were quite irritated at the lack of ship building going on after the invasion.  The taverns there had been the site of frequent brawls and the occasional riot. 

“Tough neighborhood,” I remarked.

“Not when you have Asalon’s resources and reputation.  Asalon’s family has been doing business here for generations, and he is a partner in some of the local businesses,” Planus explained.  “No one with any sense would bother any of his holdings, I’d wager.  And anyone without sense would be dealt with soundly.”

“It’s also close enough to the harbor to pretend that any contraband he might sell came from a smuggler’s ship, not a magical portal,” I observed.  My breath started coming to me easier as my body got used to the heat and my subconscious recognized I was not in immediate danger.  My beard, on the other hand, was now absolutely drenched in sweat.

“Asalon has a well-deserved reputation for his relationships with smugglers.  It has worked to our advantage,” he said, pleased.  “Things haven’t been terribly rosy since the end of the occupation, but Asalon has kept it profitable on both ends.  Farise is still one of our most valuable enterprises.” 

I didn’t know a lot about the details of the Wizards’ Mercantile, but the basic theory was to use the same hoxter pockets we used to transport military gear or field supplies into battle could also be used to move higher-value goods without a lot of pesky tolls, taxes, and tariffs along the way.  Farise had been a key addition to that, I knew, with orders for high-priced goods going in both directions. 

“Even with all the piracy and slavery?” I asked, suddenly curious about the matter.  I was going to be living here, after all. 

“Mostly the piracy,” Planus agreed.  “We’ve been able to get some very good bargains on some lightly plundered merchandise the last few years – sasugea oil, especially.  But wine, olive oil, brandy, garum, sugar spirits, sugar, spices, all sorts of merchandise far below regular market value.”

“We’ve made money on piracy?” I asked, feeling a little appalled by that. 

“We’ve made money on the market,” he corrected, reasonably.  “The market just happens to be filled with pirated wares.  Our customers don’t care where they came from.  They’re just concerned about the price and the availability.  Do you have any idea how much sasugea oil goes for in Castabriel?”

I sighed.  “I suppose as a technical smuggler I shouldn’t be concerned about the morality of the free market,” I said, chuckling to myself.  “As long as we didn’t profit from slavery.”

“Not directly,” Planus replied, after a thoughtful pause.  “That is, the Mercantile never trafficked in slaves, except a few times we assisted in purchasing the freedom of some on behalf of certain special clients.  But we did benefit from the cheaper labor.  There’s no escaping that.  Labor is a market, too,” he reminded me.

“’In an evil world, even the most righteous must contend with the soot of villainy in their nostrils,’” I quoted with a sigh.  “An old magelord from the Later Magocracy said that.  At least we don’t participate in the slave trade.  That’s something, I suppose.”

The door in the house opened, and I straightened up and attempted to put on a serene looking smile as our host bounded through, arms raised, as he greeted us.

“Master Planus, I am so terribly sorry to be late!” the man declared in a high-pitched voice at odds with his stature.  His Narasi had a strong Farisian accent to it, as you would expect, but he spoke it well and fluently.  “I was coming across town from the Great Market and we had to detour – a sink hole opened up on Coppersmith’s Street and delayed us.  It is atrocious what they have let the streets become.”

“Do not worry, my friend,” Planus assured him affably, “we are just arrived ourselves.  Magic is a boon to man, but it can’t keep a business meeting from going too long.  You look well!  How is your family?”

“Driving me mad and sending me into bankruptcy,” Asalon complained good-naturedly.  “But when are they not?  And yours?”

“Doing well.  This is the friend I told you about,” Planus said, finally indicating me.  “The mage who wants to establish himself here in Farise.  He is one of the partners in our firm.  The one who requires absolute discretion,” he emphasized as he put his hand on my shoulder.

Asalon sized me up for a moment, as I did him.  He looked like a typical Farisian merchant, with well-made clothing similar in style to ours, light and comfortable, though his had a bit of a shabby look to it.  He had dark hair that was sensibly short for the climate, and only a scrap of beard on his chin – his cheeks were clean-shaven. 

But his eyes were sharp in the way that Planus and Banamor’s were.  He was a man who was always looking for a deal, someone who delighted in transactions and sought opportunity with the same enthusiasm a novice priest has for his sacred vocation.  Asalon wasn’t a mere shopkeeper running a business, he was a deal-maker first and foremost.  There’s a difference, I’ve learned. 

“Absolute discretion is always in stock at House Musaranya,” he said, staring into my eyes.  “Planus has told me very little about what you require, but assures me of the importance of your trade, Master . . .” he said, trailing off as he realized we hadn’t been introduced.

I grinned.  It was time to put a name to my deceit and declare myself – my new self – to the endeavor.  I had given the matter some thought and had enjoyed a few hours of research before I made my decision.  Somehow announcing it to Asalon made it real.  “Master Mirkandar, at your service,” I supplied with a welcoming bow.  “Mirkandar . . . the Magnificent!”


Chapter Seven

Mirkandar the Magnificent

The benefits of the Arcane should rightly be used for the benefit of all mankind.  Successful application of that ideal is lamentably problematic.  It is the proper duty of the Archmage to make it continuously less so.

From the Works of Mirkandar of Sivony

The original Mirkandar was never in his life styled by his peers and colleagues as “the magnificent.”  He was born in Sivony in the earlier portion of the Later Magocracy, just forty years after the Inundation of Perwyn, back when the now-prosperous Merwyni town was a humble provincial farm village.  Mirkandar worked his family’s holding until his rajira emerged.  Then he went off to one of the magical academies for training and entered the civil service.

The problem was that there wasn’t much in the way of civil service at the time.  After the chaotic resettlement of tens of thousands of Perwyni refugees in the Great Valley, the emergency powers granted to the Governor General had devolved into a mess of competing factions, feuding power structures, and regional warlords who all claimed authority.  There wasn’t just one Archmage at the time, but three who claimed the title.  Mirkandar was ex posed to the glories and triumphs of his ancestors at school, took note of the sad decline of his civilization, and promised himself he could make it better.

That launched an ambitious and energetic career as both a mage and a political reformer.  Mirkandar’s arcane powers were respectable, but his true talent was in re-structuring the outdated Perwyni rules he was charged to administer into something that actually worked for the mainland.  He spent the next twenty years passionately advocating for policies and procedures he felt would improve the lives of the people and their just administration by the Magocracy – such as it was.  During those two decades he ended up working for a variety of regional administrators, two of the three proclaimed Archmagi, and eventually onto the privy council of the one who prevailed. 

That’s where he did his best work: influencing and persuading the ministers and officers of the Imperial court at Nodara to improve their appointed domains, not merely administer their flawed and broken procedures.  He made a lot of enemies along the way, surviving assassination attempts, gossip, and scandal repeatedly until he was considered a wise elder statesman, too venerable to risk disturbing. 

He was one of the few magi who were actually offered the office of Archmage, during a period of transition, and refused it, citing his age.  He authored at least twenty books, several of which are lost to time, but which expose his methodologies and thinking when it came to such things as efficiency, sovereignty, and political power.  He never used the crutch of ideology to advance his reforms, but relied on the keenness of his arguments and his powers of persuasion.  He eventually died at his rich country estate and his funeral was more well-attended than most deceased Archmagi of the period.

Mirkandar of Sivony was an obscure historical figure; even many of my colleagues who considered themselves well read in matters of history had not heard of him.  I first came across his brief biography in a work I was researching for Pentandra, back at Inarion Academy, when I became fascinated by the man’s life and work.

Mirkandar never sought power for his own sake.  But he recognized it when he saw it, and he sought to control or manipulate those in power to achieve ends far beyond his position. 

He was a master negotiator and a renown idealist while maintaining an essential pragmatism that allowed him to maneuver through one of the Magocracy’s most difficult times.  The reforms he instituted over the course of his career allowed the Empire to reconstitute itself after the disaster of Perwyn.  They gave rise to new generations of ambitious magi who were focused on the possibilities of the future, not obsessing about the Inundation and mourning the glories of a lost past.  He was a transformative figure in history, and almost no one knew who he was.

That made him an excellent namesake, for my purposes.  Only those with a knowledge of history would realize the implications of the name.  Everyone else would just think it was another old name, a little distinguished and vaguely archaic.

Hells, it was a better professional name than “Minalan”. 

“Master Mirkandar” was immediately welcomed by Asalon, who warmly escorted me into the small, quaint little house at the front of the street.  We settled into a cluttered but comfortable back room where a table had already been set for us, and chatted amiably while we took our seats and Asalon poured the wine. 

“So what sort of business do you have in mind, Master Mirkandar?” he inquired, politely, as we sipped and awaited the first course.

“Practical Adept,” I said at once.  “I am a partner in a practice in Castal.  I am looking to relocate to Farise and start my own firm.”

“You are certified, then?” he asked, his face falling just a bit. 

“By the highest authorities,” I agreed.  “I’ve maintained a good steady practice for years, now.”

“Good, good,” Asalon said, absently.  “Of course, there are a great many adepts in Farise,” he reminded me.  “Some have firms that have been here for centuries.”

“I embrace the competition,” I boldly proclaimed.  Mirkandar the Magnificent, I decided, was a little cocky.  “Robust colleagues always provide the most challenges to a good adept, in my experience.”

Asalon glanced at Planus.  “In Farise, competition between magi sometimes comes down to daggers or wands.”

“I understand the risks.  I accept them.  But I think the potential reward is worth it,” I proposed.  “And I am very good at what I do.”

“Master . . . Mirkandar’s reputation is unmatched,” Planus said, pursing his lips.  He may have been suppressing a smile, but then Planus always looks like he’s having a good time.  “He had a good practice in Castal.  Not really the scale of one of the Remeran magical firms, of course, but he did fine for the market he was in,” he said, shooting me a glance.  “He’s a thaumaturge, among other specialties.”

Asalon shrugged.  “Such arcane matters are beyond a humble merchant.  I just know Farise, and the damned magi who flood the place.  From the marketplace conjurers to the neighborhood spellmongers to the mighty Practical Adepts over in Heron Hill and Tirza.  There are a lot of them,” he warned.  “And they all jealously guard their clients.”

As we were talking, the first course came: a milky stew of seafood and coconut, exquisitely spiced.  As soon as I smelled it I was transported back to my military deployment.  One of the things I truly enjoyed about Farise was the exotic flavors of the food, so different than the bread and something-that-goes-with-bread diet I was used to back home.  The service was done by a middle-aged woman in a short green robe who smiled and bowed to us but said nothing.

“Then they should welcome a little more competition,” I argued.  “I know I do.  I’ve been practicing for fifteen years, now, and it’s been ten years since I had any real novelty in the work.  Oh, the sophistication of the spells has grown tremendously . . . but the clients want the same old thing, year after year.  I crave some variety,” I said, trying to sound convincing.

I don’t think I was entirely successful, but Asalon did not voice his doubts.  Instead he shifted the conversation to business.  “Just what shall you require to make this change, Mirkandar?” he asked as he slurped his soup.

“Oh, a decent office premises, one large enough for a workshop and library and a few apprentices,” I began.  “Introduction to some of the local officials and social circles.  Some general guidance about customs and local rules, particularly how they pertain to my craft.  A banker.  A tailor.  Local suppliers of magical supplies and equipment,” I listed.

“A barber,” Asalon interrupted, pointing to his hair.  “My friend, if you wish to blend into Farise, then you don’t need to look as if you just emerged from a snowdrift.  No sane man wears a beard that full here, no one except the horse lords.  And hair below the ears indicates either you are too poor to afford a barber or you’re a religious fanatic.”

“Several of the local cults promote long hair, I’ve heard,” Planus agreed.

“I shall take care of that immediately,” I promised.  “What about a livery stable?”

That produced a chuckle from our host as he finished his soup.  “For a horse?  That would be flaunting your wealth far too much for a humble Practical Adept,” he answered.  “Oh, there are a few of those beasts in town, but all the proper stables will be over near the palace.  Only the wealthy can afford the luxury of a horse to carry him through the city, and few of the wealthy wish to be associated with the Narasi, these days.  No, men of means either walk with a few servants or they hire a litter to make their way from one district to another.”

“No horse, then,” I nodded.  In fact, I was well-aware of the Farisian disdain for horses – I had witnessed it enough during the occupation.  But Mirkandar wouldn’t have known that.  “What about the rest?”

“My friend, Asalon the Fair is ready to help you and my friend Planus with whatever is in the power of my house to do so,” he assured me, as he wiped his lips.  The serving woman cleared away our bowls and brought dishes of nuts, fruit, and pickled fish next.  Yes, pickled fish, in a spicy brine.  You chase it with a piece of citrus to kill the burn, and then eat a couple of nuts while your mouth heals.  It’s better than it sounds.

We spent the next two hours eating a series of delicious, exotic foods which Asalon maintained were far too common for a guest like Planus and his friend.  We also talked about the “local situation”, as I wanted to gauge the accuracy of the Garden Society’s intelligence. 

I was gratified to hear that Lady Estrecel was vindicated: Farisian politics were just as much an overfull chamberpot of corruption and incompetence as she represented, if Asalon was to be believed. 

He complained bitterly that the “so-called” temporary ruling council had been in power for three years and showed little sign of stabilizing the place.  Criminal gangs and political organizations had begun sniping at the council and each other in earnest.  The Game of Whispers was being played for high stakes.  And people were starting to seriously appreciate the days of the occupation.  At least us Narasi barbarian horse lords had brought some stability to the place.

“I have my problems with the occupation, do not mistake me,” Asalon said, about the third glass of wine into dinner – we were enjoying the main course, a dish of seasoned pork, rice, dried raisins, far too much cumin, dates, and figs with some sort of sugary wine sauce to hold it all together.  “Apart from removing the Doge and his lackeys, they did little in service of Farise.  But they kept the godsdamned streets from caving in, and kept the men who knew how the city worked at their jobs.  That’s more than this gang of thugs manages to do.”

“Who would you say is really in charge?” Planus asked, curious.  He knew what my purpose was, and what intelligence I was seeking, all without us having to discuss it.  That’s why I like working with men like Planus and Banamor.  They’re shrewd, and can be trusted to understand your interests without being told. 

“Oh, Pratt the Rat is the one they usually push out in front of them when they want to make an announcement,” Asalon related, as he spooned rice into his mouth.  “He’s young, charismatic, well-spoken and well-connected.  He was the nephew of the Mad Mage,” he added.  “Has the Talent, himself.  And he bears one of those fabulous green stones you magi adore.”

“Irionite?” I asked, with interest.  “He has a witchstone?”

“Aye, a piece as big as the tip of your thumb,” Asalon confirmed.  “I’ve seen it myself.  He demonstrated its power when the council was trying to win over the merchant class, last year.  Filled the air with glowing balls, turned the flowers different colors, all sorts of nonsense.  He promised to usher in a new Magocracy in Farise, a place where the wisdom of the magi would guide us into a bright new age of magic and prosperity.  Then he raised our taxes,” Asalon said, sourly. 

“Those are impressive feats,” I conceded, “but nothing terribly complicated, if you have enough power.  A new Magocracy, did you say?” I added, amusement in my voice. 

“With him at the head of it as Doge,” Asalon sighed.  “He has the lineage for it.  He’s captained a ship before.  And he has connections to the Brotherhood of the Rat, which I can believe well enough.”

“If he has irionite, why hasn’t he done so already?” I asked.

“Oh, he would, if he could – but he’s not the only one who has it,” Asalon informed us.  “There’s a few other magi who possess the stone who might challenge him.  Some of the seamagi would resist, and no one likes to get on their bad side. And those checkered-cloaked fellows would object.  They have their own stones, it is said, and they would not be afraid to use them on a rival.”

“The Censorate,” Planus nodded.  “At least, their remnant forces.  Where do they fit in?”

“They work mostly for the Alshari who came pouring in after the Duke of Alshar returned to his thrown and drove them out of Enultramar.  That’s one of the things that keeps Count Cingaran of Caramas on the council.  That and the fleet of ships he brought here under a corsair captain from Alshar named Sadikoas.  And the fighting men he brought with him into exile.  They guard the palace, patrol the streets, and hold the important positions around the city.  Cingaran doesn’t like Pratt, and sees himself as the rightful ruler of Farise by right of conquest.”

“It sounds as if Farise doesn’t agree,” Planus noted.

“He never conquered anything but the docks and the grounds of the Citadel,” Asalon said, scornfully.  “He pretends some mandate from the Narasi invasion that gives him some right to rule here, but no one pays him any mind except those who hate the Narasi, and see the count as the remnant of the invasion.  But his men are loyal, and his fleet is large, second only to the independent corsairs.”

“Pirates,” I said, shaking my head as our dishes were cleared away again.  “I cannot believe Farise is ruled by pirates.”

“’Ruled’ might be overstating their role.  Mostly they just keep other parties from ruling,” Asalon said, disgusted.  “They prefer Farise to be chaotic and lawless.  They see Farise as a perfect base and a market for their stolen wares, and so they resist any sort of organized authority that doesn’t pay them first.  They look down on the Rats, and Pratt in particular, but will side with them against the Alshari if they have a mind.  They have a lot of empty slave ships that are no longer useful, now that Alshar banned it and outlawed any who plied the trade.”

“Do they stand unopposed?” I asked, curiously.

Asalon frowned.  “Most hope they’ll eventually just go away.  Many are Sea Lords, and that roused the interest of the Contramara who has traditionally hated the Sea Lords.  Now they’re involved in the bloody struggle,” he said, miserably.

“What about the Farisian magi?” I prompted.  His descriptions of the Brotherhood, Alshari and corsair factions lined up with what the Garden Society had reported. 

“They’ve little power,” Asalon reported, tossing up his hands.  “There are a few with irionite, but they stay out of politics unless they’re threatened by one of the other factions.  A few have a seat on the council – that was a concession, after the Narasi left, to keep the peace.  But they rarely do anything except complain.  Pratt keeps trying to pull them into an alliance against the others, but they’re more interested in why the city is falling down around them than who stabbed who over in the Citadel last night.”

“Which of the factions seems to be dominant, in your opinion?” Planus asked.  “You know, I find all of this foreign politics somewhat appealing.”

Asalon considered.  “Right now?  The Alshari,” he said, bitterly.  “Count Cingaran persists in using his power to keep the other members of the council from doing anything permanent – like naming a Doge and real ministers.  He uses the pirates and the Censors to keep the magi and the Rats from declaring Pratt as Doge, which they favor.  Or at least some of them do,” he amended.  “Others hate the sound of the bastard’s name.  But at least he’s Farisian, not Narasi,” he shrugged.

“So those are the major players?” I asked, as finished the last of my dish.  Yes, far too much cumin for my tastes.

“There are plenty of minor ones keeping things chaotic.  About half the council,” Asalon informed us.  “Everything from craft and commercial guilds to the city watch to the watermen to the clergy and a couple of cults.  Once most of the Narasi occupiers were slain or chased into the jungle, everyone wanted a say in how things got done in Farise.  Of course, now nothing is getting done.  Everyone wants to be the Doge,” he complained.  “No one wants to act like a Doge.”

“It seems a challenging environment in which to launch a new business, Mirkandar,” Planus said, apologetically.

I flashed him a smile.  “It is the challenge that makes it worthwhile.  I wasn’t aware of all the irionite, though,” I lied, thoughtfully.  “But if there is little of it in commercial hands, then it shouldn’t be too much of a problem.”

“You can ask my nephew Parru about that, when you get a chance,” Asalon grunted as the serving woman brought in three small plates of a gooey white paste topped with chicken and vegetables.  I recognized the aroma at once: porsago.  I hadn’t had porsago since I was last in Farise.  “Parru got his Talent, and he’s studying with one of the magi over in Tirza,” he continued, proudly.  “But he still finds time to help his generous old uncle Asalon, from time to time.  I’m grooming him to take over part of the business, some day.  He’s one of the few who know about my good friend Planus and his magical toys.  Smart boy.”

Our conversation devolved after that into the pleasantries, speculations, and observations about their lives that middle-aged men indulge in when there has been good food, good wine, limited business, and no wives around.  It struck me, for no good reason, that I was now a middle-aged Minalan, not the naïve boy who had first come to Farise.  I was older, wiser, more powerful, and had a family. 

A middle-aged Mirkandar, I corrected myself.  I resolved that while I was here, I would adhere to that persona.  That was the only way this was going to work.

We did not return to business until Asalon’s servant brought us tiny cups of some fine spirit I wasn’t familiar with (it had a faint cherry taste to it, but also some spice) and large cups of piping hot tea.  That was after a delicious bowl of shaved ice, sweetened with sugar and flavored with blood orange.  Asalon was terribly proud of the expensive dish, made with ice from the mountains fifty miles to the north.  Planus and I were indulgent of his pride.  Even my apprentice could manage a spell to make ice.

“I shall return in a week or so to begin,” I finally told our host, as I offered him some of my smoking herbs for his pipe.  “I have a few details to attend to in Castal, some loose ends to tie up, and some packing to be done.  But then I should be here for several weeks at a time as I establish my new firm.  I’ll likely bring one of my apprentices and a few servants as soon as we have secured quarters.”

“I’ve already been thinking about that,” Asalon agreed.  “As it happens, I dabble in making some loans, and sometimes that leads to me purchasing properties on speculation – particularly when the owner winds up dead.  All too common in these turbulent times.  I think I can find what you need among my current properties.  And I will arrange to introduce you to a few bankers, counting men, and legal advocates.”

“Lawbrothers?” I asked, surprised.  “You think I need one?”

“Legal advocates in Farise are secular,” Asalon informed me.  “Or, at least they were before the occupation.  Your people tried to impose that damned Luin’s Common Law on us, but it just wasn’t feasible.  That was one of the first things that got changed when the Alshari and the pirates . . . liberated Farise,” he said, delicately.  “What law there is here is under old Imperial law.  But you’ll need an advocate if you want to go into business here.  Trust me.  It makes things far simpler.”

“As you advise,” I nodded, exhaling a large plume of smoke.  “I suppose I’ll have to make myself familiar with it, once I get here.  And brush up on my Perwynese.” 

We had been speaking Narasi for the entire meal, but I knew from bitter experience that the folk of Farise spoke a very degenerated version of Old High Perwynese, usually just called Perwynese.  It wasn’t too difficult to pick up, if you knew Old High Perwynese, but it had a lot of strange words loaned from the Sea Lords, the Unstarans, and local tribes.

“But I look forward to the challenge,’ I continued.  “Starting over with my own practice in a strange new place has a lot of appeal for me.”

“You almost sound like a man who is running away from something,” Asalon ventured, thoughtfully, as he downed his liquor in one swallow.

I considered the matter.  “Not so much running away as seeking something different.  A chance to re-make myself.  Learn some new things.  Enjoy life.  Have a little fun,” I decided.  “You have no idea how boring and mundane my life has been.”

“Then let us toast to new beginnings – new lives, new friendships, and new partnerships!” Asalon said, refilling our glasses with the potent liquor. 

“Mirkandar . . . the Magnificent?” Planus asked me in a whisper after we bade our host farewell and made our way back to the Waypoint.  “You do know who Mirkandar was, don’t you?”

“A great reformer of the Later Magocracy,” I answered.  “A wise and principled man.  He nearly became Archmage.”

“All true,” Planus conceded, “but that was just part of the story.  He’s actually one of my ancestors, through his third wife.”

“Is that so?” I asked, intrigued.  Remerans were notorious for keeping their pedigrees in mind, I knew, particularly the Imperial-descended nobles.  Most houses compiled private histories of their ancestors for private instruction of their descendants which often included nuggets of truthy lost to public histories.  Penny’s parents had nine volumes they’d inherited.  That’s where the unvarnished truth about the great men of their past was often laid bare.

Planus didn’t disappoint.  “Mirkandar’s private life was a shambles.  Eleven children with four wives, two of them at the same time.  He fought four duels over infidelity.  He shagged the wife of one of the Archmagi – I forget which one – and there was an affair with a priestess.  He was constantly in debt.”

“Everyone has troubles,” I reasoned. 

“He brought them on himself.  Personally, he was insufferable, a boor who would bully his political opponents, his friends and allies, even his wives and children to get what he wanted.  Manipulative.  Opportunistic.  A complete hypocrite.  And he played the Game of Whispers even as he railed against it in public,” Planus revealed. 

“Great men often bear great flaws,” I suggested, weakly.  “Do you think I chose the name unwisely?”

“No, no, Mirkandar’s public persona is the one the family prefers to speak of, when he’s remembered at all,” Planus chuckled.  “I was just curious if you were aware of the full story.”

“It occurs to me we are never fully aware of the whole story, when it comes to history,” I pointed out, as we paused in front of the little stone pillar where the Waystone was secured.  “Our heroes are often villains, or at least people we wouldn’t like if we knew them.”

“As magelords go, he wasn’t as bad as some,” Planus admitted.  “I’ve a couple of ancestors who were real shits, as human beings go.  And I’ve always liked Mirkandar’s private story – he let his passions and his intellect dance hand in hand during a very difficult time.  Admirable,” he praised.  “Being in debt and constantly seeking his next wealthy patron . . . not as much.”

“I’d be interested in reading more about him,” I offered, as I tapped out my pipe on the pillar.  “I was always fascinated by him.  That’s why I chose the name.”

“It’s a good name, and Mirkandar of Sivony does have a good association with the Imperial class,” he conceded.  “I suppose I was just amused.  Particularly with the addition of ‘the Magnificent’ to the name.  That will raise some eyebrows, I think.  Imperial eyebrows.”

“I’m going to be a Narasi mage in an Imperial city, for all practical purposes,” I reasoned.  “I’m never going to be accepted as one of the snooty magi Asalon was referring to, no matter my credentials.  Trying to pretend that I can would be foolish.  So I add a little Narasi boldness and flair to my professional name.  Something the Imperials around here wouldn’t be caught dead doing.  That should get me some attention.”

“I thought you didn’t want to attract attention,” Planus frowned.

“I don’t want to attract the wrong sort of attention,” I argued.  “The kind where people suspect what I’m really doing.  But if I’m going to make this work I’m going to have to attract the attention of the right people, eventually.  People who I will need to help.  I think Mirkandar the Magnificent can pull that off.”

“Asalon was correct about one thing,” Planus said, thoughtfully.  “The local adepts will not be pleased with the competition.  They never are,” he warned.  “Oh, they’ll greet you as a professional colleague, just to get to know you, but the moment you start poaching their clients, you will become a target.”

“I’m used to being a target,” I shrugged.  “But I think I’ve figured out a way to establish myself without alienating my competitors.  At least at first.”

“You have an angle?” Planus asked, surprised.  “Please tell me you aren’t going to set up shop in the market selling aphrodisiacs and love potions,” he pleaded.  “That’s just too tawdry!”

“Tell that to your cousin Pentandra,” I chuckled.  “She’s got the biggest library on that subject I’ve ever seen.  No, I realized at dinner what I can do to establish myself in Farise without pissing anyone off, at first.  At dessert, actually.  I’ll have to acquire a few things, but I think I have an angle.”

“Don’t tell me, I want to be surprised,” he said, holding up his hand.  “I’ll tell you – Mirkandar,” he said, deliberately, “at first I was concerned about this job.  I figured I would be helping you conquer an ancient and distinguished Imperial city, one that has become quite lucrative, quite unexpectedly.  I expected to be arranging for troops or hiring warships or . . . or whatever it is you need to do before you conquer someplace.  Instead you have me assisting you setting up shop as a crappy Narasi mage in a corrupt-as-nine-hells violent shithole.”

“You’re complaining?” I asked.

“No, no, it’s far more entertaining this way,” he said – and then paused.  He held up his hand for a moment and then released a gigantic belch.

“Sorry.  It’s the cumin.  Always upsets my stomach, the way they use it here.  I wanted to get that out of the way before we went through the Ways.  Otherwise I risk throwing up.  Shall we go, then?”


Chapter Eight

The Sorceress of Sartha Wood

The strength of an Archmage oft lies in the wise counsel of his advisors that he ultimately chooses to ignore.

From the Works of Mirkandar of Sivony

I didn’t get back to Sevendor Castle until fairly late in the evening, after Planus and I parted ways.  I was feeling pleasantly satisfied by my exotic meal and the excellent intelligence, even as I was unsettled by actually being back in Farise.  The moment I emerged from the Ways, however, the chill late autumn air of Sevendor thrust through the light linens I wore like a steel blade.  I shrugged a cloak from a peg near the door to my private quarters and threw it on as a reflex as I rushed into the warmer interior.

Just inside I found Ruderal waiting up for me.  He was sitting on the floor, slouched against a perfectly comfortable overstuffed chair, reading a book by magelight.  He rose to his feet and stretched as I came in.

“Did you have a good time, Master?” he asked as he dog-eared a corner of a page and closed the book.

“Spicy food, unbearable heat, sudden rain, strange smells in the air . . .” I muttered as I hurried over to the fireplace.  Heating spells are nice, but there is no substitute for a sudden chill that natural, radiant heat a fire provides.  “It was a lovely evening, objectively speaking.  But I went to Farise, finally.  You’re going to love the place.”

“Me?” he asked, surprised.  “I thought this was a secret mission.”

“It is,” I assured him.  “And I suspect it’s going to be far more complicated than I expected.  And as it is a clandestine mission, I won’t be able to just throw my big green balls around as the Spellmonger.  Subtlety will be required.  And you’re about the most subtle fellow I know.”

“You want me to go . . . to have an alias?  Like Atopol does?” he asked, doubtfully.  The boy had a problem with the truth.  He hated to depart from it.  It was a consequence of his unique Talent.  When you can tell when other people lie, the truth becomes very important to you, apparently. 

“Relax, Ruderal,” I sighed, finally beginning to warm up again.  “It won’t be much of a fiction.  You will be going as my magical apprentice.  As you are already my apprentice, the only serious difference will be your name, my name, and how much power we can be seen throwing around.”

“I . . . suppose I could manage that,” he said, swallowing nervously.  “I get to pick a new name?  What’s yours going to be?”

“Mirkandar the Magnificent,” I informed him proudly.  “Certified Practical Adept.  I’m going to set up a new magic practice in Farise as a cover for my intelligence efforts.  So having an apprentice or two around won’t raise any suspicion – quite the opposite, actually.”

“Mirkandar . . . the Magnificent,” Ruderal said, enunciating the unfamiliar name.  “Master, that’s . . . that’s a terrible name,” he decided.

That took me by surprise.  “You think so?” I asked, a little disappointed. 

“You sound like a footwizard selling love potions to ignorant peasants,” he pronounced.  “Not much better than a Calrom witch telling your fortune.”

“Well, it’s too late to change it now.  Besides, a Practical Adept is just a village spellmonger with good manners, a better address, and a more eloquent sales pitch,” I argued, weakly.  “It’s all the same basic game.  You’re selling spells to people who think they need them for as much as you can get out of them.  A Practical Adept just sells them to a higher class of people, theoretically, for much more money.  In any case, I think it will be the best way to infiltrate Farise.  And a welcome respite from the grind of politics and the unpredictable world of the arcane,” I added.  There might have been a trace of bitterness in my voice, if you searched for it.

“Speaking of which,” Ruderal said, tucking the book under his arm, “a visitor arrived while you were gone.  Lilastien.  I told her you were out but she insisted on waiting for you.”

“Lilastien?” I asked, confused.  “Was I expecting her?”

My apprentice shrugged.  “She just appeared and sought me out.  She said she had some important news to discuss.  I put her in your small office.  I got her some wine.”

I considered.  “Bring me a cup as well.  And a bottle.  If the Sorceress of Sartha Wood wants a private chat this late at night, I’m going to need it.”  He gave me an understanding nod before turning away.  “By the way,” I added, “how did her enneagram look?” 

“Tumultuous,” he said, thoughtfully.  “More so than usual, even lately.  If she’s slept in a week, I’d be surprised.”

I sighed, and steeled myself for the discussion ahead.  Lilastien and I had both been suffering from our recent ancient memories, but we had reacted in different ways.  For me, I had occasional bouts of “madness” in which one of the memories became dominant and influenced my behavior, sometimes to the point of disaster.  For Lilastien, her dreams were the most difficult for her.  She had responded to the turmoil in her subconscious by avoiding it as much as possible, staying awake for as long as she could.

Perhaps it was an effective strategy, but it had taken a dramatic toll on her.  My own memories originating with the Alka Alon informed me how important sleep was to their health, and what an important role it held in their lives and culture. 

Simply put, the Alka Alon don’t sleep and dream the same way as humans do.  Instead of checking their conscious mind and allowing their subconscious to reign, much of their repose involved a kind of super-luminal state wherein their conscious mind was a participant, but without full agency over the dream. 

It’s the kind of mental and emotional state humans can only maintain with meditation or other means – reading a compelling book, for instance, or being transported by an artistic performance or great natural beauty.  It’s in this state that the Alka Alon enjoy the ability to perceive the Otherworld in some way that is rare for most humans.  That regular connection restores and sustains them as much as the magical nut juice they quietly depended upon to survive.  It’s a subtle thing, and difficult to describe, but to the Alka Alon sleep wasn’t just a biological necessity and an opportunity for restoring mental health, it was a spiritual practice that was vital to their essence.

And Lilastien had been studiously avoiding it for months, now.

I tried to compose myself as I glided into my little study – the sloppy, disorganized one where I did most of my best work, not the neat, tidy, and overly ornate one where I entertained guests who did not need to see how I actually worked.  Lilastien was slouching casually in the chair near my worktable, staring blankly into space.  She was in her usual white lab coat, and had put her hair up into an unruly bun.  It was a disturbing expression. 

She snapped back to attention as soon as I arrived, and a smile played on her lips for a moment as I found my way to the big padded chair behind my table.

“A late night for the Spellmonger,” she observed, raising her glass toward me approvingly.  “I would guess someplace distant from here.  And warm,” she noted. 

“Farise,” I supplied, picking at my thin linen shirt.  “I’m finally beginning my infiltration.  And yes, it is quite warm there, even this time of year.”

“I remember the beaches,” she nodded, fondly.  “Back before there was a real city there, of course.  It was a popular place for researchers from Perwyn to get assigned.  There were a lot of conferences and symposiums there, too.  Pretty place.  But I still don’t know why you’re doing this,” she confessed.

“I’m obligated to,” I sighed.  “I don’t really want to, but if I don’t, all sorts of bad things could happen that I would then be obligated to clean up.  Consider it preventive medicine,” I suggested, as Ruderal appeared with another wine cup and a bottle.  Lilastien seemed to accept that explanation, thankfully.  The last thing I wanted to do was debate with her about it.  “So what dark secrets bring you to my chamber tonight?” I asked, as Rudy took a seat unobtrusively and returned to his book.

“Quite a few, actually,” Lilastien admitted.  “I’ll start with the freshest and most alarming.  I have just learned that there was a robbery at Anas Yartharel.  Lord Letharan’s vault was pillaged, and among the losses were the wands in which our Nemovorti prisoners were kept,” she reported, grimly.  “He’s trying to keep the theft a secret, of course.”

“The Enshadowed are suspected, I assume?” I asked.  I was disappointed in hearing the news.  Anas Yartharel was supposed to be the most secure and remote Alka Alon fortress left on this side of the continent, ruled by one of the great old noble families of the realm.  By agreement of the Beryen Council the Enshadowed prisoners we captured on the battlefield were kept there.  To hear that its security had been breached was not encouraging.

“Who else?” Lilastien shrugged.  “It was an inside job – some servant betrayed Letharan, it sounds like.  Probably something they’ve long planned.  But they’re gone, now, and we won’t get any more benefit from their interrogations.”

“We’d learned all we needed to from them already,” I decided, with a sigh.  “It’s a loss, but not a particularly damaging one.  What concerns me more is how it happened – and where it happened.”

“You aren’t the only one who is going to be concerned,” agreed Lilastien.  “That’s why Letharan hasn’t even informed the council, yet.  He’s embarrassed by this breach, from what I understand, and with good reason.  With the emissary scheduled to show up any time in the next year, it won’t look good if one of the leading members of the council can’t keep his stronghold secure.”

“From what I understand, that sort of thing will be the last of the Council’s worries,” I pointed out.  “How serious is this inspection, do you think?”

“Oh, it’s serious enough – to the Council,” she admitted.  “I doubt it will have any lasting effect on humanity, but its about the worst possible thing the Alka Alon authorities want.  Better that Korbal had conquered Carneduin than suffer the judgment of the High Kings, to their mind.”

“But not to yours,” I observed.  Indeed, Lilastien seemed almost pleased about the impending inspection.

“Of course not.  I have issues with authority,” she dismissed.  “At least, authority I don’t respect.  I don’t want the Council to fail, actually, but to simply be accountable for their actions.  The High Kings could do that – but they won’t.  Or, at least not for the things they should be held accountable for,” she said, disparagingly.

I considered the matter through my memories of Prince Maralathus and Raer Rinthon.  They both had experience with the Alka Alon sovereigns, in different ways.  I sighed.  “Sometimes the dictates of politics, not wisdom, force the hand of authority,” I said, gently, in Lilastien’s native language.  She responded in Old High Perwynese.

“Bullshit!  Sometimes the hand of authority finds it more expedient and easier to ignore the dictates of wisdom for its own selfish purpose,” she countered.  “In any case, neither of our opinions matter.  The High Kings are sending their agent, and the Council feels that this will be their doom.”

“Will it?” I asked, sharply. 

She snorted, swirling her wine around in her cup.  “Probably not.  At most there might be some reforms handed down in a century or so.  More likely there will be some more permanent oversight of the region and the Council’s rule of it.  That could override or constrict some of the aid and assistance to their humani allies.  Those aerial weapons, for instance.  The High Kings would have ordered them seized from you at once.”

I smiled.  “They would discover that would be difficult,” I challenged.

“Exactly.  And that’s part of the problem.  The last time the High Kings took any real notice of this region was three hundred years ago – the height of the repression of the magi, after the Conquest,” she reminded me.  “Humanity was a curiosity and an afterthought, by then, with no high civilization left and only a nascent understanding of magic.  It was certainly not considered a threat.  With all of the rapid developments in thaumaturgy you’ve pushed in the last decade, that is no longer true.  When the emissary arrives, its going to be clear that humanity is once again a menace to the established order,” she predicted, grimly.

“We’ve gone out of our way not to interfere with the Alka Alon Council and their affairs,” I defended.

“That’s not the order I was referring to,” she chuckled.  “No, the Council was getting dangerously close to realizing just how close you and certain human divinities have become – and that is a direct threat to the established order,” Lilastien argued.  “At least, how the High Kings see it.  If they knew about the Alaran Stone and what it can do, and the implications for that, they’d be shitting broken glass.  Persistent gods would be too much for them to handle.”

“But I’m handling it for them,” I pointed out.  “I managed to tame Duin to my purpose, and even granted Luin persistence when he manifested unexpectedly and asked for it.”

Lilastien’s eyes shot open.  “What?  You granted Luin permanence?  The lawyer god?”

“I thought he’d be a shrewd advisor and bring balance to the pantheon,” I suggested.  “He’s not destructive, he’s fairly clever, according to his mythology, and he can act as a check against his brother Duin.”  Lilastien didn’t appear convinced.

“Luin is one of the most dangerous of your gods,” Lilastien said, shaking her head.  “Even more so than Duin or Ishi.  I’ve only met him once, several centuries ago, but he left an impression.  Calling him clever is an understatement.  I think ‘devious’ is a better term.”

“I’m hoping persistence will mellow his approach.  And if the High Kings get involved here, then having a devious god on our side might be a great advantage.”

“Just be certain that he’s actually on your side, then,” she warned, skeptically.  “But that’s the sort of thing the Council and the High Kings are worried about.  Not Korbal, not Sheruel, not the Enshadowed or even the vassals of the Formless.  They’re worried that one of your misguided divinities will pop off in the name of protecting humanity and spark an incident with the Vundel.  It’s happened before,” she added.

“Well, they have nothing to worry about,” I consoled her.  “It was a wizard, not a god, this time, who popped off and sparked an incident with the Vundel.  Entirely different thing.  But it’s good to know I rank in such esteemed company.”

She shot me a glance and finished her cup with a smile.  “Yes, they’re not going to be terribly happy to hear about that, either,” she predicted.  “Excepting the Brethren of the Sea, the humani aren’t supposed to go around casually chatting with the Vundel, much less trade with them.  It’s bad enough you go to sea in those boats where the Vundel can see you.  You just don’t know your proper place,” she chided, sarcastically, as she stood and refilled her cup from the bottle.

“I think we and the High Kings may have differing opinions about our proper place,” I declared.  “That is a discussion I quite look forward to having with this emissary.  Humans are not a curiosity, we are not a nuisance, we are fellow inhabitants of this world with very carefully negotiated rights and responsibilities.  And we object to the Alka Alon abandoning us and everyone else to our eventual doom here while they slink away.”

“Oh, so you speak for all of humanity now?” she asked with a chuckle.

“Informally, yes,” I decided.  “At least, I’ll do until someone better comes along.  Since Perwyn sank and the central colonial government was lost, there haven’t really been any official advocates for humanity in the councils of the great.  And without that voice our fate is not in our hands.”

“It never really was,” Lilastien said, sadly.  “Between the Vundel and my own people, you have been relegated to third-class status on this world, and I resent it.  You were stripped of your advantages and cheated of your full potential.  That’s something the Alka Alon have a shameful history of, I’m afraid.”  She was quiet for a moment, staring at the surface of her wine as if it was a scrying glass.  Then she looked up.  “But I have some hope, now that you’ve arrived, Minalan, and properly stirred things up.  If it hadn’t been for you, then your people would be well on their way toward extinction.  And that would be a crime,” she assured me.

I shrugged.  “I’m just trying to save the world,” I said, with what humility I could gather.  “Including humanity.  And the Alon, for that matter.  For all of their faults, your people have been friends to us here, in the balance.  We just need to have some adjustments to our relationship, I think.  As soon as this tawdry Farisian affair is over, that is someplace I need to devote my attention.”

“Of course,” she agreed.  “I look forward to it.  But I also wanted to come tonight and tell you in person that the arrival of the emissary is going to force me to accelerate some of the work I’ve been doing,” she said, cryptically.  “There are things he is not going to be happy about, and I want to accomplish a few of those before he gets here.”

“What sort of things?” I asked her, bluntly.

“Nothing likely to trouble you,” she assured me.  “Indeed, it may actually aid you, someday.  But I don’t want to tell you more, just yet.  What you don’t know, you can’t tell.  And you seem to have enough on your mind, these days,” she added, looking at me with concern.  “About nine of them.  How have you been feeling, Min?” she asked, with genuine worry.

“Good days and bad days.  Today was good.  I was distracted, and none of them were dominant or obtrusive,” I admitted.  “Other days it can still get bad.  But not as bad as it was.”

“It’s still bad for me,” she confessed, biting her lip while her eyes darted back and forth.  “The dreaming is the worst.  But I’m finding it easier to contend with, as time goes on.  I’ve been speaking to Rolof – he’s been helping me with the refugees from Anghysbel – and he says it gets much easier.  They don’t tend to intrude as much in your thoughts, or steal you out of time, or . . . you know, the things they do,” she said, with a shudder. 

“That’s encouraging,” I agreed, even more concerned about my friend.  “Then we should be fine.  It’s just a matter of time.”

She stopped her fidgeting and gave me a sharp look.  “Minalan, we’ll never be fine,” she said, flatly.  “You cannot endure what we have and be ‘fine’ ever again.  We may become more functional, more agreeable, more . . . stable,” she said, struggling for the word, “but we will be forever traumatized by what we went through.  You cannot pour someone else’s memories into your head and expect to recover from that completely.  Even when their memories fade, our memory of their memory will remain to torment us.”

“I’m trying to be optimistic about the situation,” I argued, uncomfortable with her words.  “Because the alternative is raging despair, and I cannot afford that at the moment, as gratifying as it might be.  If I dwell on the trauma, overmuch, and don’t look beyond it then I’ll never get anything done.  And the world won’t get saved,” I reasoned.  “That is not acceptable to me.  So . . . optimism.  Today, that is.  Tomorrow I might have a completely different answer.”

“Oh, to be as remarkably simple-minded as a human being,” she sighed, wistfully.  I didn’t take offense, although I was well within my right to do so.  We both had experience of both species’ perspectives, thanks to Szal the Yith’s horrific gift.  When you’ve learned how other species think from the inside out, you learn a few things about them – far more than you do for, say, learning their language or living among them.

It was inarguable that the Alka Alon mind, both conscious and subconscious, was far more complex and sophisticated than the human psyche.  That was a clearly observable fact.  What remained in contention was whether or not that was a benefit or a detriment.  On the whole, the Alka Alon understood subtleties and shades of meaning far beyond the understanding of humanity. 

But they also suffered (from our perspective) from an unacceptable amount of mental illness, everything from profound melancholia that could last centuries to obsessions that could propel them into highly destructive extremes that could result in tragedy, like the Enshadowed and the Nemovorti.  By comparison, “simple” humans enjoyed a greater degree of individual happiness and contentment than our Alka Alon friends. 

So I had to agree with her, as insulting as it was.  And she didn’t mean it to be insulting, she was speaking in earnest. 

“I blame your monkey brains,” she continued, closing her tired-looking eyes and rubbing them with her fingers.  “That’s what keeps you perpetually astir, I think, and keeps you from settling down and developing more refined sensibilities.  You can face a nearly hopeless situation and, through sheer application of raw willpower, use your ape-like optimism to do stupid things in the face of reality.  Stupid things that occasionally work,” she conceded.

“It’s a gift,” I said, mockingly. 

“It is,” she agreed, earnestly.  “I envy it.  Here I am, trying to achieve my aims despite knowing how impossible they are as an act of willful defiance against my culture, and you’re sitting over there smugly convinced you can do something the great and powerful forces of this world have given up on because you’re too limited in your understanding to be sensible.  Pure, unadulterated human willpower,” she said, admiringly.

I considered the matter.  “I’m convinced because I know it can be done.  And it’s not just willpower,” I argued.  “Don’t forget the human capacity for enormous amounts of self-deception.  That’s what I’m invoking to contend with my ancient memories, actually.  I’m attempting to escape the trauma of them by fabricating an entirely new personality for a while.  I’m just using the Farisian mission as an excuse.  Minalan the Spellmonger has become tiresome, depleted, and moody.  So I’m going to be someone else for a while and give him a rest.”

Lilastien honored me with an indulgent smirk, shaking her head.  “See what I mean?  When you humans don’t like the rules you change them, or pretend they don’t exist or apply to you.  Pure intellectual arrogance born out of your simplistic mindset – but absolutely brilliant.  You are getting frustrated with Minalan, and so you’re going to pretend to be someone else for a while.  The Alka Alon have few who could pull that off, and we mostly discourage them mightily.  Our identities are too closely tied into the collective consensus to manage it, except in extreme cases.  You’re an inspiration,” she commended.

“It’s desperation more than inspiration,” I disagreed.  “And it is not just my ancient memories that are driving me.  It’s my own memories that I’m forcing myself to confront.  Going back to Farise is problematic for me.  Just visiting today brought back visions of terror that have haunted me since I returned from Farise.  That’s where I lost my innocence, I suppose, and confronted mortality for the first time.  It left a few marks,” I admitted.

“Everyone spends their adult lives trying to repair the damage done in the fleeting few years of youth, Minalan.  You are no different.  Either am I.  They linger large on the frontiers of our consciousness and color our choices and perspectives forever.  I am not so wise as to claim that I’ve overcome my own, yet.  Or even if they can truly be overcome.  But I applaud your attempt.  It is brave and foolhardy, and so terribly human of you.”

“Farise has monkeys, you know,” I said, as I shifted uncomfortably in my chair.  “In the jungle.  They infest the treetops, there, and sneak out to raid poor farmers’ fruit trees and garbage pits.”

“I miss monkeys,” she smiled.  “All the primitive primates your people gifted this world with, actually.  Believe it or not, the arrival of the humani was a gift of hope for me, personally.  You brought incredible dimension to my research on interspecies relations. It gave me great insight into how societies form and sustain themselves, and showed me the possibilities available to my own people, if we weren’t too stubborn and thickheaded to consider them.  And that’s why the High Kings are wary of you: your people represent an alternative way to the other Alon, and that threatens the social order.”

“Yes, well, we wouldn’t want the Tal Alon to start getting uppity,” I smirked.  “The High Kings have little to fear from us.  We can barely govern ourselves.”

“Yet you manage – and without the benefit of Alka Alon wisdom to guide you,” she argued.  “That’s why you’re a danger that they cannot ignore, more than your improvements in magic or even your unreasonably human deities.  One thing my people cannot stand is thinking that somewhere there are other folk who manage to get along without them.  It unnerves us.”

I knew that was true as well.  Even the relatively enlightened Prince Maralanthus had been overly concerned with that sort of thing.  As boldly progressive as he had been in most things, the Alka Alon were always at the absolute center of his mindfulness.  He had a very hard time conceiving a world in which the other Alon were not dependent upon the Alkans to rule and guide them.  He only accepted the differences of the Met Sakinsa and the Vundel because of their completely alien nature – and even then he had indulged in the conceit that they would have been better off if they had just listened to the Alka Alon more. 

“But it’s getting late,” Lilastien decided, as she set down her empty glass.  “I can take one look at you and see that you need sleep.  Especially if you’re going to go off conquering some distant land soon.  And I have about fifty more Kilnusk to examine tomorrow back at Henga – and only a few meager medical consoles to do it with.”

“That, at least, is something I might be able to help with soon,” I proposed.  “Gareth brought back a list of colonial facilities that might have survived from Anghysbel.  He’s passing eager for us to begin tracking them down and exploring them.  I’m hoping we find some equipment we can salvage, if we’re lucky.”

“That would be a grand boon for the hospital,” she nodded, as she stood.  “Fayard has been enormously helpful—”

“Fayard?” I interrupted.  “You have a new medical prodigy?”

“Fayard is the designation I gave the shiny new constructed intelligence Gareth brought me,” she explained.  “He’s named after my old one, back on Perwyn.  And that one was named after my favorite dancer among your people.  Believe me, he’s been instrumental in advancing the development of the hospital and laboratory facilities at Henga.  But as much fun as it is trying to build a simple microscope or fabricate delicate medical tools with primitive artisans, real, sophisticated equipment would save hundreds of lives and save thousands of hours if we could get it.”

“It’s on my list,” I promised.  “Go home and pretend to sleep, Lilastien,” I urged.  “You look like crap.”

She stared at me, amused.  “So says the man with the haunted eyes who’s wearing his wife’s pretty cloak in the middle of the night.  Good luck in Farise, Minalan.  You’re going to need it.”


Chapter Nine

The Steel Door

Cleave not to the mysteries of our glorious past, for though they made us mighty we were humbled when they departed, and we were cast down thinking they were the greatest we could achieve.  Wisdom dictates that the finest moments of man always lie ahead.

From the Works of Mirkandar of Sivony

There was something I needed to do before I slunk off to Farise, I knew. 

As I had mentioned to Lilastien, Gareth had brought back a treasure trove of information about the locations of possible colonial institutions that might have survived the ages, like the Cave of the Ancients had.  With the knowledge that Andrews had imparted me, I knew that the original colonial authorities had, indeed, prepared well-protected installations against the possibility of civilizational collapse or other existential calamity.  There were working remnants of our early civilization hidden around the world, and I was certain that there were things within them that could be of great use to humanity in its fallen state – and to me, personally.

Indeed, that was an important part of my greater plan.  If I was to make any attempt to rescue the Forsaken from their distant prison, it would not be with magic, I knew.  I would have to find my way through the tangled fragments of our lost past and patch together some means to locate the New Horizon, and then convince it to return to Callidore’s skies.  That was a monumental task by any estimation.  But I would have to begin with a few scattered outposts, like the Cave of the Ancients, the complex under Iron Hill, and the like.

Gareth’s carefully-cultivated list of facilities thankfully included a few spots that were well within my reach – one in southern Alshar, actually.  One that one of my friends was already familiar with.

So before I left for Farise I wanted to take a stab at securing this facility, so that while I was off skulking about the humid streets of Farise Gareth and some other experts could be working on the project.  I convened a small group for the purpose, including the Steward of Vanador as well as Heeth the Arcanist (for his knowledge of the obscure), Rolof the Obscure (for his ancient human memories which could prove helpful) and Lord Hance of House Furturius – shadowmage, thief, and loyal patriot to Alshar.

It was Hance who had revealed to me he knew of the place, when he heard his new son-in-law, Rondal, speaking excitedly of Gareth’s findings.  He sought me out and assured me that he had some idea of precisely where the installation was: in an old temple to an obscure god of the night-time sky: Sagan, son of Yrentia.  As the installation was named on Gareth’s list as the Sagan Institute Palomar Astronomical Facility, I was fairly certain he was correct.

In fact, he led us all personally to an anomaly in the ancient tower, that late autumn morning, and presented his proof.  It was a door made of purest steel, featureless and unmarked, set into the side of the tower.  It had never been opened, to his knowledge.

“It’s no normal door,” Hance reported, shaking his head as we stared at the thing in the temple’s basement with magelight.  It seemed a fairly normal door, save that it was made of steel, set into a steel frame that was connected to the surrounding rock.   “Generations of the best thieves in Alshar have tried their hand at finding some way to open it.  It’s a kind of rite of passage to try.  The speculation about what treasures might lay inside are rampant.  Gold, jewels, an ancient evil locked away from the world, that sort of thing.  None have succeeded in centuries of attempts.”

“I wouldn’t feel so bad about that.  This isn’t merely a door,” Rolof objected, as he studied the thing more closely, “this is a standard secure exterior sealed hatchway composed of a carbon-steel substrate and an adamant fullerene laminate surface.  It was designed to be able withstand tremendous external force, as well as resist corrosion.  Colonial standard for secure facilities.  It was rated to last at least a thousand years,” he informed us, tracing ancient doorframe with his fingertips.  I didn’t ask him how he knew that.  His ancient memories might be fading, but that sort of technical detail sticks with you, I knew from experience.

“So it is a very tough door,” I nodded, manifesting Insight in my hand for a closer inspection.  “A door put here by the ancients to guard some precious relic from misfortune.  This door hasn’t been opened since Perwyn reigned supreme,” I concluded, as my thaumaturgical baculus confirmed the age, composition, and sealed nature of the door.

“So it's a very old door.  How do we open it?” Heeth asked as he stared curiously at the expanse of steel, running his fingers over the smooth surface.  “Warmagic?  Alchemy?  Thaumaturgy?  It’s likely to be spellbound, if it was that important.”

“I do not see any spellwork,” I said, peering at the thing with Insight’s aid.  The baculus was diligent in its task, nearly alive in my hand as it probed the thing with thaumaturgy, but there was no sign of magic binding the door.  I wasn’t particularly surprised.  It was designed and built before rajira had fully emerged in mankind, and there was no real reason to add magical protections.  “No magic at all, actually,” I announced, as I ended Insight’s spellwork.  “It’s just a door.”

“I elect we try to open it the way it was supposed to be opened, first,” suggested Gareth, as he pulled the small black box off of his belt.   “Our ancestors had their own ways of spellbinding.  Electronics.  Getafix,” he said, addressing his Constructed Intelligence, “can you open this door?”

“I have access to the standard civilian pass codes, including those necessary for emergency situations,” the machine reported in a tinny voice.  Among the other treasures from Anghysbel, among the boxes of unused constructed intelligences were several field-rated sensor suites employed in concert with a CI to allow greater use of the invaluable tools: cameras, microphones, radiation sensors, communication suites, and other, more sensitive devices were packed into a small case in which the computer sat seamlessly.  He'd brought several to us to include with our new computers.  Getafix was wrapped in one, making it a little larger but far more rugged and useful.

“An old piece of tekka can unlock that door?” Hance asked, skeptically as he watched the young mage hold the CI near the door.

“Unless they were modified, specially sealed, or the installation was under military control, I should be able to gain entry,” he assured, confidently. 

“That assumes that the underlying mechanism remains intact after seven hundred years,” Getafix warned.  Gareth had configured his advisor’s voice to sound like a sage old man, for some reason.  “But I have established contact with the activation device and established the proper protocols.  I can make an attempt upon your command.”

“This is never going to work,” Hance warned, shaking his head skeptically.

“Proceed,” ordered the young wizard, grinning.  There was no observable effect from the little black box in his fist, but I knew it was submitting hundreds, if not thousands of numerical codes dredged from its memory through the air to the hidden sensors built into the door.  Surprisingly, one of them worked – that is, there was an audible click behind the door, and it opened about half an inch.  A hiss of air escaped from the crack.

Hance looked shocked.  “You opened it!” he gasped, his jaw dropping.  “Just like that?  You opened it?”

“That . . . seems too easy,” complained Gareth, frowning, as he stared at the crack.

“I used a standard maintenance code,” reported Getafix.  “It was set to factory default standard.  Whomever was in charge of security likely thought this installation was too remote to require anything more elaborate.  I am impressed that the mechanism still has sufficient power.”

“It was designed to last a thousand years,” Rolof reminded him, as he cautiously stuck the butt of his staff into the cracked door.  “It seems to be in good condition,” he observed.

“Aren’t you concerned it might be trapped?” warned Hance, suspiciously. 

“Our ancestors were not prone to guile in such matters,” he argued, using the staff as a lever to push the door open six more inches.  The hidden hinges made a tortured squeak, but they complied.  “Not in a civilian installation, in any case.  It was a far more civilized age.”

“So why hide their greatest secrets behind such an impassable door?” asked Hance, suspiciously, as he peered into the darkness beyond.  “I’ve seen temple vaults less sturdily built.”

“The ancients constructed their new world with durability in mind,” I explained, igniting a bright magelight at the end of Insight.  “They thought nothing of using such powerful materials even in minor functions.  There are no guarantees that we will find anything within.  But I am intrigued,” I agreed, using Insight to open the door completely, the light from the top splashing inside the dark room.  I began to send the magelight forth into the room.

As it turned out, the spell was redundant.  As soon as the door was completely open, electric lights activated across the ceiling of the chamber within with a reluctant flicker.  In a matter of seconds the entire room was illuminated brightly enough to read by.  What they revealed perplexed us.

“Well, I don’t see much in the way of gold or jewels,” Rolof observed.  “It appears that we have discovered . . . a storeroom.”

“A storeroom . . . of the ancients,” I corrected with a bit of ironic drama in my voice because I like that sort of thing.  And I wasn’t wrong.  It was, indeed, a storage room of some sort.  “And it’s in desperate need of a thorough dusting,” I noted, as I walked slowly inside and looked around.  The air was musty.  And dust covered everything.

Most of the room was filled with the same utilitarian metal racks I’d seen in the Cave of the Ancients in Anghysbel, which Andrews knew were colonial standard for storage just about everywhere.  They were only half filled with an impressive collection of boxes, crates, strange looking tekka, and things I couldn’t readily identify.  Some devices were so large they rested on the floor between the aisles.  In places larger objects had been covered with cloths or tarpaulins of some sort, obscuring their shapes.  A thick layer of dust covered every surface.  The smell of a long-confined space permeated the air.  Centuries of dust.

“It’s not just a storeroom,” Gareth observed, as he boldly strode inside, looking around intently, finding some elements he recognized.  “That’s a standard data control module of some sort,” he pointed out, indicating a white – well, off, off white – panel near to the door.  “It’s similar to the one in the Cave of the Ancients.  And that is some sort of power or data communication hub next to it. That indicates that a more sophisticated purpose than mere storage,” he concluded.

“And what sophisticated purpose would this ancient mop and bucket indicate?” Hance asked, lifting a metal-handled tool from a wheeled bucket.  The head of the thing had deteriorated greatly in the intervening centuries, of course, but it was clearly a mop.  Some things are eternal.

“That the room served many purposes,” suggested Heeth, who took the mop from Hance and regarded it with some amusement.  “And the staff were attentive to their duties.  Until they weren’t.”

Gareth studied the panel until he found a section he could open.  It revealed a familiar-looking socket inside.  “Ah!  There isn’t a CI present.  Getafix, will you do the honors?” he asked, fitting the computer into the slot until it clicked home.

It took a moment for the CI to take control of the ancient machine – but within a minute additional lights flashed on the panel, and the ones over the head flickered.

“Working,” the machine reported.  “This installation is currently in a state of dormancy and functioning on auxiliary power: roughly seven thousand hours of active use remain.  It is designated the Support Annex for the Sagan Institute’s Palomar Research Facility.  It has been dormant since CY 103, if the maintenance logs are correct.”

“Are there any other records available?” I asked, curiously.

“Significant research data seems to exist in the dedicated banks,” Getafix informed us.  “This includes two full banks of reference materials concerning astronomical research.  In addition, nearly two thousand three hundred fifty one terabytes of additional material are stored.”

“What kind of material?” Rolof asked, his brow furrowed.

“Administrative records including personnel and supply, official Colonial directives, standard maintenance and emergency protocols, internal communications, general library, medical and personal files of the staff, activity logs for various projects, academic reviews, security procedures regarding the military facilities attached to the installation, geographical and biological data for the native flora and fauna—"

“Wait!” I said, excitedly, “what did you say about military facilities?  Attached to the installation?” I urged.

“A Level Two Security Facility was constructed at this site in Callidore Year 68, twelve years after the Palomar Observatory came on-line,” the machine with the old’ man’s voice reported.  “It was authorized by the Colonial Parliament in New Leiden in CY 51 as part of the Colonial Security and Redundant Systems Act, and appropriations for the construction were approved the following year through the budgets of the Continuity of Species, Preservations of Terran Culture and Colonial Defense Force departments.  It was considered one of forty-one secondary support outposts for the CDF in case of colony-wide catastrophe mandated to be built by the act.  As a Level Two military facility, it was unnamed but was designated the Z6-28 Defense Reserve Support Base, with a further designation as both a research and intelligence facility as well as an emergency response and medical post for regional disasters.”

“So where is it?” I asked, looking around at the bare, dusty walls behind the shelves.  “There’s an entire military outpost here somewhere?”

“The standard construction protocol for Level Two military facilities required them to be constructed underground, and to be rated to endure a direct ten kiloton blast,” Getafix supplied, helpfully.  “Maintenance diagrams seem to indicate that the military reserve facility was built into the cliff on the southeastern side of the Palomar complex.  Protocol also dictates that the military facility be physically separated from the primary research complex and have a separate series of entrances in order to preserve its integrity in a time of emergency.”

“So there is no connecting passageway,” I sighed.  “Which would be simple and convenient.”

“No,” Getafix agreed..  Although there is other infrastructure connecting the two portions of the facility, including the auxiliary power.  That is currently provided by an emergency radio-voltaic generator in the Z6-28 outpost.  It is suggested that access to the reserve military facility be attempted.  There may be other emergency power sources stored there that could extend the useful life of this resource.”

“Seven thousand hours isn’t good enough for you?” snorted Gareth.  “Do you have specific instructions for entering the outpost?”

“The exact plans are protected behind a secure architecture, but I can conclude some things by examining secondary materials.  There should be at least three discrete entrances, including the vehicle bay.  They are likely to be protected and concealed by geographic features,” Getafix informed us.  “But without a more detailed knowledge of the modern local region, I cannot give more specific instructions.  There is also the matter of the appropriate codes to gain entry: I am uncertain if I possess adequate clearance to activate the facility.”

“What do you mean?” Gareth demanded.  “You’re a CI3!  Why can’t you open it?”

“Reserve military facilities such as Z6-28 were sealed against future need and were designed to render aid only in extreme circumstances.  It would require a declared emergency by a regional civilian administrator or district military adjunct to attempt using the emergency codes,” it related, unhelpfully.  “Either that or installation of a CIM3 or higher intelligence.  They would have the override and command codes as part of their basic programming.”

“That’s a lot of obscure Perwynese words to wade through,” complained Heeth with a scowl.  “And I’m an expert on the obscure.  What are you really saying?”

“That he can only open it under certain extraordinary circumstances,” I sighed.  Andrews’ memories informed me of the meaning of Getafix’s explanation – and a likely solution. 

It was a typical Colonial Defense Force protocol, after all, one of the thousands of strategies that the colonial doctrine had established to give the nascent colony every chance to survive.  “Thankfully, I think I understand what is required.”  I took my own CI off of my belt and brushed off some of the dust.  “Ariel, please confirm that I am a recognized regional administrator, under colonial law,” I said, addressing the oddly-shaped black box patiently in Old High Perwynese – or Euro-Anglic, as Andrews would have known the language. 

“Confirmed,” my helpful electronic assistant agreed.  “Count Minalan the Spellmonger is recognized as the de facto administrator of the Magelaw and Sevendor regions, as well as a member of the senior political cabinet of the Kingdom of Castalshar.”

“Thank you,” I nodded.  “You might as well add senior regional military official as the Marshal Arcane of the kingdom.  Ariel, please note that as of this day and time I am declaring a state of emergency for all territories under my control and within my purview, including the Duchy of Alshar, in which we are now standing.”

“What is the nature of this declared emergency, Administrator Minalan?” the CI asked, smoothly and without emotion.

I paused as I thought for a moment.  I had to phrase this properly, I knew.  “The general collapse of human civilization,” I answered, finally. 

“Declaration of Emergency is hereby established for the Alshar region by order of Count Minalan the Spellmonger at this date and time under Colonial Emergency Response Code 127,” it declared.

“Thank you,” I said, nodding again.  “Getafix, did you hear that?” I prompted.

“I did, Count Minalan,” the old man’s voice assured me.  “Under Colonial Emergency Response Code 127 I can attempt to activate the military facility now.  Of course, there is no guarantee that the underlying mechanisms will work, after so many years, but I am hopeful.  Military specifications tend to be more resilient than civilian research facilities.  Under ERC 127 I am empowered to activate all relevant resources in the facility, and will be able to establish control there, once it’s activated.”

“Wait, our ancestors actually had a specific code for the collapse of human civilization?” Hance asked, confused.

“The colonial authorities were very thorough when establishing contingency protocols for every possible eventuality,” Ariel supplied, helpfully.  “The collapse of the colony was always foremost on their minds when it came to long-term planning and preparation.”

“There are emergency response codes for everything from a minor water contamination to native uprisings to full-scale terraforming collapse,” agreed Getafix, authoritatively.  “The colonial administration was all too aware of the calamities that could befall us.  That is why these hidden bases were established in secure locations all across the colony.”

“They were hidden because we didn’t want the Alka Alon to know about them and start to worry,” Rolof said, leaning on his staff.  “They were concerned enough about the overt presence of the Colonial Defense Force.”

“It wasn’t that we didn’t want them to worry,” I argued, “it was that we didn’t trust them enough to reveal all of our secrets.  In case of a ‘native uprising’.  That turned out to be good thinking.”

He nodded in concession.  “Then I suppose we only need to find one of the entrances to the outpost,” Rolof proposed.  “I suppose it could be anywhere.”

“As a matter of fact, I think I know precisely where it is,” Hance volunteered.  “Believe it or not, this isn’t the only metal door that has been perplexing my family for centuries.”

***

Hance led us down a long and winding trail on the eastern side of the temple.  It descended the broad cliffside that stretched to the horizon in a rough east-west direction next to a beautiful little waterfall that splashed down the cliff more than three hundred feet over the village below.  The view over the southern coastlands was gorgeous in the afternoon sun: the stubbled fields and meadows were neatly separated by walls, creeks, and hedges, with the picturesque abbey village appearing like a toy from this height.

The waterfall was one of two little streamlets (the other descended on the western side of the temple, neatly bracketing the impressive tower complex) the abbey boasted.  Unlike its mate, the eastern stream was captured in a small pool about halfway down the cliffside, where a decrepit old mill had been built and eventually abandoned.

“It hasn’t been used to grind grist for three generations, at least,” Hance informed us as we came to the site.  “But it has served to train young shadowthieves.  My family has used it as our private studio,” he revealed, as he pushed open the ancient, creaking door.

It wasn’t a very large mill, but the slant of the hill allowed the lower section to provide access for a wagon or cart to be loaded inside.  There was plenty of space for shadowthief classes, whatever they might be, if there weren’t too many students.  Hance led us past the ancient ruins of the millwork mechanism and to the very back of the structure.  Indeed, there was another steel door there.

This one was much larger than the door inside the temple.  It was also in worse shape, with its surface scratched and marred by centuries of abuse and neglect.  But it was not dented in any way, and the ferro-concrete doorway around it was filthy, but undamaged. 

“They just built the mill around it?” Heeth asked, skeptically.

“It just happened to be here, and this was the best place to build the mill,” I theorized.  “See how the doorway supports those two beams?  Why not take advantage of a pre-existing foundation?”

“And no one asked any questions?” Heeth continued.  He could get annoyingly obsessive about such details, but that’s what made him a good Arcanist. 

“We asked plenty of questions,” Hance answered.  “But they were never answered, until today.  We knew it was ancient and unusual, and we knew it couldn’t be opened, but when we were here our mind was on swordplay and photomancy, not ancient mysteries.”

“Getafix, please open this door,” Gareth commanded his electronic assistant.

“Introductory protocols have been established with the facility.  But I’m afraid I can only do that at the request of a recognized colonial administrator,” the machine replied.  I sighed.

“Getafix, under my authority, please open this door and grant us access to reserve military facility Z6-28 pursuant to Emergency Response Code 147,” I commanded.

“Working.  The code has been submitted,” the tinny voice announced.

There was a small, audible click – but the door did not move.

“Is it broken?” Rolof asked, an amused smile on his face.

“It is reporting that it is unsecured,” Getafix replied.  “But it is quite possible that corrosion and decay have affected it to the point where it cannot fully deploy.  It is suggested that you summon a mechanical maintenance team to access it.”

“We seem to be lamentably short of a qualified mechanical maintenance team,” I chuckled.  “The door opens outward?”

“According to the records, yes,” Getafix agreed.  “The hinges should be on the left hand side.  A maintenance team should have the necessary tools to force the door open, once it is in maintenance mode.”

“A wizard always has the necessary tools,” I said, as I readied Insight.  It was not my most powerful baculus by far, but it was extremely versatile.  Drawing power from the Magolith, I cast a simple but potent spell of directed force.  “You might want to stand back,” I cautioned my companions.  “I don’t know how stuck it is, exactly.”

As my friends retreated behind the piles of junk and debris, I slowly fed power to the spell, building up a plane of directed arcane power behind the door on the right side.  The first attempt yielding some shaking, but the door remained immobile.  I repeated the spell, this time putting four times more power into it and focusing it on the right edge of the door where leverage would be best. 

Much to our surprise the door did not just open, it twisted itself off of its hinges in a sudden explosion of movement.  It flew threw the air, crashing through a support beam, and narrowly missed my head.  For an instant I felt a spike of existential terror and disappointed that Minalan the Spellmonger, Greatest Wizard of the Age, might have died from an unintended self-decapitation.  Not the best way to build a legend.

“That was impressive!” Heeth said, gleefully, as he hurried to shore up the broken support pillar with magic.  The others began examining the gaping dark maw that had opened in the cliffside. 

“That almost got you killed,” Rolof noted, as he ignited a magelight on his staff. 

“Lots of things almost get me killed,” I dismissed, lowering my staff.  I did my best not to shake.  “That was but one of the more foolish ones.  Shall we go inside?”


Chapter Ten

The Starlight Lounge And Convention Center

Our past informs and grounds us.  Our present sustains us.  Our future is what grants us the curse of hope.

From the Works of Mirkandar of Sivony

For the second time that day I entered an ancient darkness that had not seen light nor fresh air in centuries.  It took a little longer for the automatic lighting system to activate, but before we had gotten more than a dozen steps inside the gloomy shadows cast by our magelights were overcome by institutional lighting.

“Ah!” Heeth remarked, as he extinguished his light, “very helpful.  Thank you, Getafix.”

“The lighting is automatic,” the machine reported.  “I did nothing.  It is imperative that we locate a functional control terminal so that I might evaluate the status of this facility.”

“We’re looking for one,” I agreed, as examined the room we were in.  Andrews’ memories identified it as a ward room, a catch-all term for a chamber with multiple purposes.  Indeed, I could identify a guard’s desk station near the door we entered, though the desk was unpowered.  There were six long metal tables with attached benches in the center of the room, and a wide counter across the back stacked with boxes and equipment I could not readily identify.  Smaller steel doors led off in many directions.

The air was stuffy, and the dust just as thick as the storeroom we had explored.  It covered a drab, institutional paint on the walls and concrete floor that made the entire place gloomy and musty.  It seemed more a crypt than a military outpost.

“It looks like someone named it,” Heeth pointed out.  Indeed, an ancient sign in Old High Perwynese was painted across the back wall of the wardroom, bidding visitors welcome to “Outpost 28, the Stardust Lounge and Convention Center”.  It was hand painted, featured a cartoon of the observatory and a constellation of whimsical looking stars and planets overhead.  Clearly a problem with institutional boredom had produced it.  I had to chuckle at that.  

“Follow the cables,” Gareth suggested, as he picked out an unobtrusive line overhead.  “I’m fairly certain that one is a hard power cable, which will eventually lead to a power source of some sort.  Or at least a central relay.  The control module should be somewhere near there.”

“Where does he get this knowledge?” Hance asked, curiously, as Gareth hurried ahead to a door. 

“He spent most of the last year in a cave without magic but with a tutor in tekka, the craft of our ancestors,” I answered with a smile.  “Gareth is extremely bright, though, and absorbs new things like a sponge.  Much like Atopol.”

“He will love finally seeing what was behind that damned door,” agreed the shadowthief dressed as a monk.  “Gatina, as well.”

“We will need both of them for this, I have no doubt,” I agreed.  “And a great number of other wizards and specialists as well.  One of the things we learned in Anghysbel is how much we just don’t know about our ancestors’ civilization.  Things we can make use of.  I’m hoping that places like this will hold the answer to that.”

“I’ve got it!” Gareth’s voice called from the next room in the complex.  Before we could join him there was a flicker in the lights overhead.  A moment later there was a hissing, and a gentle breeze blew a cloud of dust out over us.  Hance looked up in surprise.

“The ventilation system,” I supplied.  “It collected a fair amount of dust in five hundred years.  Getafix must have activated it.  Give it a moment, it will clear itself.”

“I still keep expecting some ancient guardian to awaken and challenge us,” Hance admitted.  “Ancient ruins should have guardians.”

“This place wasn’t that important, I’m afraid,” I explained, as we entered a much larger room.  “It was designed as a place of refuge and resupply in case of a general emergency, not as a fortress or a vault for anything valuable.  Like a refuge tower in a castle.  That’s not to say that what we find here won’t have value,” I conceded.  “But this was hardly a trove, to our ancestors.”

Gareth was staring excitedly at the dusty console he had installed Getafix in, a somewhat larger and more impressive looking version of the one in the temple.  A small series of dusty black panels above the CI3 came to life and began to display the status of the systems in the complex.  I brushed away the dust with my sleeve and scanned them eagerly – this place wasn’t particularly important to the colonial authorities, perhaps, but to me it held the possibility of important discoveries.

“Establishing control over military infrastructure under Emergency Response Protocol 147.” Getafix reported.  “My credentials have been accepted.  In the absence of a senior authority of a military CI, I have been given access to all non-classified operations at this complex.” 

“Non-classified?” Heeth asked, confused.

“There are classified elements in all military facilities,” the computer informed me.  “Codes, sealed orders, and intelligence briefings, for instance.  But I control all the essential elements of this outpost, now.  We are operating on emergency reserve power.  I am running a diagnostic on the facility’s systems.  Power cycle is initiating.  Ventilation and water systems are functional.  Off-site communications are off-line.  Records have not been updated since CY 107.”

“That’s four years after the observatory’s systems shut down,” Gareth murmured.  “That sounds significant.”

“It was probably just an automatic update before the Calsat system failed,” Rolof supplied, matter-of-factly.  “The military satellites were on a separate and redundant network.  But whatever caused Calsat to fail eventually affected the military constellation.”

“Or it could just have been the local antenna were damaged and it couldn’t be updated,” I suggested.

“A fair point,” Rolof agreed.  “In any case, we’ll eventually have four additional years of records, if we can gain access to them.”

“Is there an inventory listed, Getafix?” I asked, intrigued. 

“There is an incomplete inventory posted in CY 101,” the machine reported, “but it is several thousand items long and is labelled incomplete.  It may help if I knew what you are seeking, Count Minalan.”

I thought for a moment.  “Can you give me a general overview, first?  That might help.”

“Certainly,” the machine said, cheerfully.  “The Z6-28 Class 2 Military Reserve Outpost was designed to act as a pre-positioned military facility and emergency supply depot for the surrounding region, encompassing the Palomar facility and nine different settlement regions along the southern coast.  The outpost is designed to support a permanent staff of forty, when deployed, and has emergency facilities for another one hundred personnel.”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise.  “That’s more than I anticipated.  This place must be larger than I thought.”

“The Z6-28 complex comprises more than fourteen thousand square feet,” Getafix supplied.  “Emergency resources include a twenty-bed infirmary, a communications command center, a prepositioned stockpile of portable power, water, kitchen residential and sanitary facilities for a projected emergency affecting up to five hundred people, two search and rescue land vehicles, two search and rescue air vehicles, a powered boat, an airborne command vehicle, a robotic fire fighting vehicle, and an unknown number of robotic and utility vehicles.”

“Vehicles?” Gareth asked with interest.  “Like the Beast?”

“These are military grade vehicles,” Getafix corrected, “but not dissimilar in function to the exploration class.  In addition, the inventory lists arms, armor, and supply stocks sufficient for a thirty man platoon of reserve security forces, a small biological laboratory, a small mechanical fabrication facility, a recreation center, a mess kitchen and dining facility, an intelligence center, an educational center, six general-purpose offices, a command office, and a civilian liaison office.  Would you like me to list the physical inventory in detail?” Getafix asked politely.

“Not at this time,” I sighed.  “Are there any heavy weapons in inventory?”

“This facility was not intended as an arms depot.  The armory’s largest weapon is a mortar and two light infantry support weapons.  Ammunition supplies are unknown.”

“So this isn’t a sealed cave containing ancient powers we can use to smite our enemies,” Hance smirked. 

“We’ve already found one of those,” I said, absently, as I scanned the list displayed on the console.  “I just wanted to establish what we’ve found.  Which is significant, but not decisive.”

“Decisive against whom?” asked Rolof, suddenly.  “Didn’t we just win a war against our foes?”

“Minalan has a lot of foes,” Heeth pointed out.

“Humanity has a lot of foes,” I corrected, straightening.  “Yes, Rolof, we won the war.  But the danger has not abated, merely the fighting.  And if there was one thing I learned struggling against Sheruel and Korbal is that we have to keep an eye on our allies just as much as our enemies.  We cannot continue to act in a haphazard and disorganized fashion and expect our species and culture to survive.  I believe it is time to marshal all of our resources toward the more insidious struggles to come.”

“Well, that sounds a bit ominous,” Rolof observed. 

“Fighting evil dark lords is fairly straightforward, compared to negotiating between the different powers of the world to ensure our survival,” Gareth commented, as he looked up from one of the displays.  “As much as I hate to admit it, Minalan is right.  We achieved victory in one war only to learn how much more complicated our world is than we thought.  If we go back to our ignorance then we have done little more than postpone the inevitable.  We will forever be agents of other powers, not determining our future for ourselves.”

“And a lot of that lies with our past,” I agreed, proud of the boy’s insight.  Not boy, I corrected – he was about to wed and start a family of his own.  Gareth had matured nicely in the north.  And now he had a stake in a future that he knew was far more dangerous than he’d suspected.  “This dusty cave is a step toward rediscovering that past.  As decrepit as it is, it has resources we can use and secrets we can discover.  It doesn’t really matter that it isn’t stocked full of weapons.  Indeed, I am relieved that it is not.  But what lies here might be far more valuable to us than mere arms.”

“With a little maintenance,” Gareth agreed.  “Or . . . a lot of maintenance,” he corrected, glancing back down at the console display.  “These systems have not been used in centuries.  If it is anything like the Cave of the Ancients then its going to take a few months work to get it properly functional again.”

“Then I designate you a Special Assistant Administrator in charge of this facility,” I decided, after a moment’s consideration.  “I want you to do a thorough exploration and inventory of everything that is here.  Bring in your own assistants to help – men you can trust,” I warned.  “But I would like to see this place be of use, and you are one of the few people who can manage that.”

“I can help,” Rolof volunteered.  “I do know a few things about tekka.  And I can train others.”

“You’ve got the job,” I agreed.  “I want you to ferret out every secret this place holds.  Hire whomever you need to do that.  But the nature of our work here must be kept secret.  Hance, I am declaring this entire abbey under the protection of the Office of the Marshal Arcane, and naming you the trustee of that,” I continued.  “You already have a good relationship with the temple authorities, and we can sort the rest out with Anguin and Rardine to keep anyone from bothering our work here.”

“Just what is our work here?” Heeth asked, curiously.  “What is the mission?  Just for the record.”

I smiled at them all.  “To find out,” I said, simply.  “That’s why we’re here.”

***

We spent the next several hours exploring the complex – all four levels of it.  To my companions there was a sense of trepidation involved, as the empty corridors and undisturbed chambers were inherently creepy.  Skulking down the silent halls, only the ventilation providing a soft hiss in the background, made every new discovery ominous.

I was not affected.  I realized very early that the memories of Andrews were becoming more and more distinct, and I surveyed the outpost with the long-dead explorer’s eye.  To him, it was a sad remnant of much greater things, a useless relic that seemed to taunt his vision for what Callidore’s future could be, back during the colonization. 

He was very familiar with the environment: prefabricated, government-built stock constructed by the Colonial Defense Force Corps of Engineers with contracted labor, a low-bid contract to military specifications featuring government-issue equipment.  A preparation for a robust future that had never come.  A public works project that was no better than a hole in the hill below the observatory.

As a military base, it wasn’t particularly impressive.  I surveyed the armory outside of the barracks chamber and found secured inside thirty-one Raytheon-Seimans L21 Light Infantry Energy Weapons, standard-issue light duty plasma rifles, twenty of them still untouched in their original crates.  None were charged, of course.  There was a disassembled mortar and a couple of heavier plasma weapons, along with a cabinet of 8mm sidearms and a few thousand rounds of ammunition.  There was a large case full of unissued combat knives, a second filled with flares and incendiary rockets, and a third filled with mines and other munitions.  Another crate contained grenades, mostly non-lethal varieties useful in crowd control. 

But that was the extent of the armory.  Hardly the arsenal required for any substantial action.  Andrews had carried larger weapons during his service in the war back on Terra.  I had spells that could best each weapon in range and potency. 

My next stop was the garage at the very lowest portion of the complex.  That was less disappointing.  Indeed, Andrews’ memories grew fondly when he looked over the ancient vehicles crammed in the relatively small space. 

Two lightly armored tracked ground lorries in matching drab gray-green evoked warm recollections of the early days of the colony, when thousands of similar vehicles had transformed the raw wilderness of Callidore into a home for humanity.  These were outfitted with sensor equipment and fire fighting gear, I could see, not armaments.  Behind them was an even greater prize: a small fleet of aerial vehicles. 

Two of them were P-29 Piper Pathfinders, sleek little aircraft with seating for two and space for one wounded patient.  They were fast and had an extensive range, when they were fully powered.  Neither one looked like it had more than fifty hours of use.

But the venerable airframe behind it inspired a feeling of near love from Andrews’ ancient memories: the stubby form of a R-71 Junebug.  He had flown one for over a decade as he had trysted around the virgin backcountry of Callidore on various missions for the Exploration and Survey Corps. 

A kind of enchantment came over me as I caressed the dusty sides of the ancient machine.  It was not as pretty as the Pathfinders, but it was incredibly more useful.  It had an extended range and could stay in the field for weeks before requiring refueling.  There was room for four inside, and significant space for cargo or special mission equipment.  The Junebug was insanely durable, too, Andrews recalled, and while it was not the most agile ship in the air it was surprisingly swift, if the pilot knew what he was doing.

Nostalgia for a time I had never known washed over me as I felt a sense of familiarity and recognition.  One of these things had been Andrews’ home for years as he explored our world.  And this Junebug had seen some use, I could tell.  There were scratches and dents in its surface and soot still clinging to the bottom of its fuselage.  The controls were intact but unpowered, and I spent an unreasonable amount of time caressing them.

The configuration of this model was different, of course; it was designed for search and rescue operations, operating as a command car during a state of emergency.  Andrews’ had been configured for long-distance exploration.  Still, nearly every little thing in the ship evoked some memory or another until I finally had to pull myself away, lest I become overwhelmed.

There were a variety of robotic vehicles, drones, and even a few unopened crates that were likely spare parts or other equipment.  But I had to withdraw from the garage, after seeing the Junebug.  I had seen everything I needed to. 

I found Rolof in the wardroom, near the door we had come in through.  He was looking pensive and thoughtful.  I recognized the expression.

“So, what ancient memory arose and disturbed you?” I asked, as I took a seat on the metal bench opposite him.  He looked up, at first confused but then amused.

“The Intelligence Operations Center,” he revealed with an embarrassed grin.  “There was a terminal for uploading data to Research & Intelligence.  Even had the godsdamned eyeball logo painted on the console.  I worried for a moment that I might have missed the deadline for weekly submissions.  I started to panic,” he admitted, sheepishly.  “You?”

“An old R-71 in the hanger,” I disclosed with a sigh.  “It’s like one I used to fly.  Not . . . not me, but—”

“I know, I know,” Rolof said with understanding.  “This place is filled with unearned memories.”

“I thought you said it got better, as time passed,” I frowned.

“It does.  But ‘better’ is a relative term,” he pointed out.  “This is going to be a useful place, though.”

“Yes,” I agreed, “but not as useful as I had hoped.  Still, it’s a start, isn’t it?  Gareth might find a few helpful clues, while he’s working here.”

“There’s a full training facility here,” he pointed out.  “Six individual terminals.  Once we get full control, we can get some classes started.  Retrieve some of that long-lost knowledge we need.”

I nodded, stroking my beard as I envisioned the prospect.  We did need more people who knew their way around tekka, if we were going to accomplish anything.  Magic was incredibly powerful, but if we were to rescue the Forsaken then we would need people who were knowledgeable in the systems and technologies of our ancestors.  The Cave of the Ancients had shown me what could be accomplished with that kind of knowledge. 

“Gareth did very well, considering he had access to the archives for but one year,” I agreed.  “With six stations we could train scores of new technicians in a few months, I think.  Hells, they even taught Alya to shoot,” I chuckled. 

“We need not restrict access to just magi, either,” he pointed out.  “That should broaden your pool of recruits.”

“They just have to be intelligent and be able to read,” I decided.  “We can pop a Waystone here and cycle them through in small batches.  Once Gareth gets this place working, of course.”

“It’s in surprisingly good shape, considering how long it’s been here,” he agreed.  “The infirmary looks brand new.  But it’s mostly filled with decomposing tents, inedible ration packs, and fire fighting equipment.  Remind me to show you the shovel collection on the second floor,” he grinned.

“This place is a wonder,” Hance announced, as he joined us.  “It’s as big as a castle.  I found the passageway that must lead up to the surface above the escarpment, but I think it’s blocked,” he said, taking a seat.  “I think there’s a chicken coop over it, now.”

“The hanger door is blocked, too,” I informed them.  “It will have to be cleared to get the vehicles out.  Indeed, there is a great deal of work to be done if this place is to be of any use for us as anything but a dungeon.  Do you think there will be any problem with the abbey?”

“As long as we don’t interfere with their observations, no,” he assured.  “And if we can keep from bothering the villagers, I think we could accomplish much without notice.”

“We’ll import most of the labor from Vanador and Sevendor, and keep our interactions with the locals quiet,” I decided.  “If we can rent a hall in the village for our people, we can pass them off as working on a new expansion to the abbey or something,” I suggested.

“I’ll come up with a suitable ruse,” Hance approved.  “I am good at such secrets.  But I confess that I am perplexed at much of what I have seen today,” he said, his purple eyes darting around the ward room.  “Our ancestors accomplished much,” he observed.

“Far more than this place suggests,” I contended.  “Once their cities filled Perwyn to bursting, and their mighty machines transformed the very lands you walk on, and we sailed the Void itself.  All of that lost to us now,” I added, sadly.

“Yet you speak as if you know of these lost things,” he pointed out, troubled.  Rolof and I glanced at each other.  The condition of our memories after Szal the Yith’s tender gift were largely unknown outside of my closest friends and family.  I trusted Hance about as much as one could trust a professional shadowthief, but it would be just too complicated to explain, I decided.

“Rolof, Gareth and I all learned a great many things, when we were in Anghysbel,” I confided.  “Including much about our ancestors.  Heeth just likes that sort of thing.  I believe the work ahead of us is going to require knowing a great deal more.  This place can lead us to others like it, I hope, and eventually we can find the answers we need.”

“There are more places like this?” Hance asked in surprise.

“Likely there are several,” Rolof agreed.  “Colonial doctrine was filled with this sort of redundant outpost.  In their wisdom they wanted to build out as much as possible for the future of the colony.  They were admirably paranoid, in their way.”

“There actually might be a place like this in Farise,” I mentioned, casually.  “It was mentioned in the records Gareth brought back.  That’s one of the reasons I’m going down there soon,” I informed them.

“So, you really are going to take Farise,” Hance said, nodding.  “I appreciate the ambition.  But isn’t that going to be difficult without a fleet?”

“It would be difficult with a fleet, too,” I assured him.  “I’m just going to look around, for now, but this place will give me adequate cover for being missing from Sevendor while I do so.  I’m supposing my infiltration will take a few months.  It will take at least a few months to get this outpost functional.”

“Infiltration?” Hance asked, with interest.  “You will be going in disguise?”

“If I don’t want to attract the attention of every assassin and mercenary in Farise, I will.  I’ll be portraying a Castali mage relocating my practice.  Mirkandar the Magnificent,” I revealed.

Hance made a face.  So did Rolof.

“That’s an interesting choice,” the shadowthief said, diplomatically.

“You do know that Mirkandar was—” began Rolof.

“Yes, yes, I know,” I grumbled.  “But I think it suits the situation.  In any case, I won’t be able to do this alone.  I think I’m going to need your son’s assistance,” I proposed to Hance.

“Cat isn’t doing much of anything these days, since his sister married his best friend and he’s off on honeymoon,” agreed Hance.  “He’s always wanted to go to Farise.  I’ll let him know.”  He paused a moment and gave me a thoughtful look.  “He can also help you with your alias.  Just the details,” he assured.  “There’s a lot to it, and my family are experts on that sort of thing.”

“Who else are you going to bring?” Rolof asked, hesitantly. 

“A few more fellows I can trust,” I considered.  “Ruderal, of course.  I’ll have to see what needs I have, once I get there.”

“As long as it isn’t me,” Rolof said, a little more intently than perhaps he intended.  “I spent almost two years in that humid, blood-soaked hell hole.  You’d have to drag me back.  I can’t believe you’re going.  You seem like an otherwise rational man!”

“Rumor is, I’m mad,” I chuckled.  “And perhaps I am.  But it’s what needs to be done, whether or not I want to do it.  Besides,” I said, staring at the hand-painted sign of the Stardust Lounge and Convention Center, “I think Minalan needs a bit of a holiday.  Even if it’s a humid, blood-soaked holiday in a hell hole.”


Intermission I

One of the really nice things about being rich and powerful is that when you need a haircut, you usually get to skip the line.  Indeed, when you’re the baron, you can tell your valet to summon your barber and within an hour or so, he appears, like magic – only without all of the complicated spellwork.

In my case, I’d been using the same barber for over a decade: Miklo the Barber.  He had been my friend, neighbor, and fellow professional back in Minden’s Hall, in Boval.  He’d re-established himself in Sevendor early on and for years he was the only barber in town.  Of course, for years Sevendor wasn’t much of a town.  Now he had four competitors in the domain, but there was plenty of work for all of them.  I had continued visiting Miklo out of both habit and respect.  The man knew how to cut my hair.

I was waiting for him in my family’s private quarters, spending a few moments speaking to my two oldest children, Minalyan and Ismina.  At ten and nine years old respectively they were just becoming aware of their place in the greater world and the importance of their father’s position.  I had broken the news that I was going back into the field to the family at breakfast that morning, with Alya’s support.  I assured them that this was no war, merely research, and I would be returning home regularly.

The younger children just accepted it, but Minalyan and Ismina were old enough to have questions.  I indulged them, because I liked to encourage their inquisitive nature.  They crowded around me while I prepared myself for my haircut and shave.

“So where are you going again, Father?” Ismina asked, her blue eyes flashing with concern.  That was nearly literal, with the girl, as the whites of her eyes were tinted light blue.  Her teeth as well.  That was the legacy her mother, Isily, had gifted her before she had gone insane and got knocked into catatonia during the Greenflower War.  Ismina’s bones were tied to the Otherworld, just as Isily’s were.  It didn’t seem to affect her much, from what I could see, but she was a very somber and serious little girl much of the time. 

“South,” I supplied, as she leaned on my chair.  “Southern Alshar, mostly.  We’ve made some discoveries down there that may be very important to my research.”

“That’s the land Duke Anguin took back.  You said ‘mostly’,” Minalyan accused.  “That means you’ll be in other places, too.”

“I may take some time to investigate a few other things in the region, while I’m gone,” I admitted.  “With the war more or less over, it’s important for me to look for things that might threaten the kingdom.  And I must be vigilant to see that our enemies are not stirring on the frontier.”

“Alshar is hot,” Ismina informed me.  “Hotter than Greenflower, even.  They grow lemons there.”

“It can be,” I agreed.  “But I’ll be back often enough to play in the snow,” I promised.  That was one of the children’s favorite things to do in the winter, and actually one of mine, too.  You can learn a lot about the adults your children are destined to become, I think, by watching how they behave in a snowball fight.  “There won’t be any snow in Alshar, unfortunately.”

“So why do you have to go?” Ismina continued, her bluish lower lip pouting a bit.

“Because I’m one of the few who understand such things,” I explained, apologetically. 

“He’s the Spellmonger!” Minalyan argued, authoritatively.  “It’s what wizards do!”

“There are a lot of wizards,” Ismina pointed out, patiently.  “Why can’t someone else do it?”

“If I thought I could rely on someone else to do it, then I would,” I sighed.  “But this is one of those cases where there is no substitute for doing it yourself.  Oh, I’ll have the very best wizards working on this, but it is something that it is my responsibility to oversee.”

“You’re being awfully vague about this,” Ismina said, thoughtfully, after a few moments studying my expression.  “Too vague.  You’re hiding something, Father!  But you said it wasn’t a war,” she reminded me.

“I am leaving my armor at home,” I promised.  “I am not anticipating battle.  It might find me, but I will seek to avoid it.  And I am being vague,” I agreed.

“Take your sword, at least,” Minalyan advised me, sagely.  “You never know when you might need that.  It’s a dangerous world,” he warned, solemnly.

“I will try to remember that,” I agreed.  “Good thinking.”

“Is Ruderal going with you?” Ismina inquired, suddenly.

“He will follow me shortly.  With Larask up at the new academy, I’ll need his help with this.” 

“Rudy will watch his back,” Minalyan assured her confidently.  He greatly admired my elder apprentice.  “And he can see things other people can’t,” he added.

“So can I,” dismissed Ismina.  “Is Lady Pentandra going to be involved?”

“Perhaps a little,” I conceded.  “She will be close at hand, in case I need her advice.”

“There’s that, at least,” Ismina nodded.  She still wore a suspicious expression on her face which greatly favored her mother.  “She’ll keep anything from going terribly wrong.”

“Will there be . . . monsters involved?” Minalyan suggested.  He was greatly intrigued by the wide variety of deadly fauna in the world.  I had already turned down his request to take a sword and a wand and go hunt monsters in Castabriel with the other knights errant of the duchy.  Even Sir Festaran was going to try his hand at the bounties.  Minalyan was jealous.  He fancied himself a great adventurer.

“It’s unlikely,” I predicted.  “Nor goblins, nor dragons.  Maybe an evil wizard or two, but nothing I cannot contend with.”

“It’s not magical,” Ismina pronounced, as she studied me.  “Else you’d be preparing in your laboratory.  Instead, you’re getting a haircut,” she observed.

“I wouldn’t say that, exactly,” I said, enjoying her trying to guess.   “I just don’t know what I’ll need yet.  But I do need a haircut.”

“Well, if you’re being vague about this, that means either you don’t think we’ll understand it, or that it’s a secret,” Ismina reasoned. 

“Can’t it be both?” I asked, cocking my head toward her. 

“Of course it’s a secret!” Minalyan insisted.  “That’s why he can’t tell us.  We could be kidnapped and tortured for that secret.  They could put worms in our ears or chop off our toes one at a time until we told them what they wanted to know.  I’d never tell,” he assured me, confidently.

“Nonetheless, there are some things you children do not need to know yet,” I agreed.  “And some secrets I am not permitted to share.  Yes, I have a greater mission while I’m away, but I am, indeed, exploring an ancient ruin in Southern Alshar.  I just don’t want too many people to know about it.”

That seemed to satisfy my son, but my daughter continued to look at me with suspicion.  “So it involves tekka,” she concluded.  “And you know about tekka.”

“A great deal,” I conceded.  “But I didn’t say that.”

Minalyan did not hesitate to explain to his sister.  “Because if he did, then—”

“I know why,” Ismina said, sharply interrupting her half-brother.  “My mother was a spy,” she reminded him. 

That struck me.  Ismina rarely mentioned her mother.  Apparently she had picked up some of the gossip about her heritage from somewhere.  “In fact, this sounds more like a spy mission to me.”  She searched my face to see if she was correct. 

“This is a research mission,” I said, truthfully.  “That’s all this is, for now.  And that is all you need to know, and far more than you need to be telling people.  When I am gone I count on you two to protect the family,” I reminded them.  “That means keeping our secrets.  And helping your mother with the new baby.  And listening to your tutors.”

“But you’re just telling other people that while you do something else,” Ismina said, flatly.  “Your real mission.  Whatever that is.”

“Misdirection is a time-honored technique in diplomacy, warfare, and games,” I agreed.  “A good wizard should be well studied in its uses.”

“A good wizard also seeks to see through misdirection to what is actually going on,” Ismina countered.  “Will you be taking the dukes with you, again?”

“No, no, not this time.  Indeed, I would rather they not know about this at all, until I have something meaningful to report to them.  This is more of an academic matter.”

“Our father is a scholar,” Minalyan agreed, proudly.  “He knows all the ancient secrets and lost lore.”

Clearly annoyed, Ismina ignored him.  “How about the Alka Alon?  Are they involved?” she asked, unwilling to let the matter drop.

“No,” I informed her, growing a little annoyed myself.  “This is none of their concern.”

“Father doesn’t need to go running off to the Fair Folk every time he explores an ancient ruin,” Minalyan agreed.  “We explored one, once, just us and Rudy.  It was very dangerous,” he assured his sister.

“How are you going to get your hair cut this time?” Ismina asked, suddenly changing the subject.  “Are you getting it done the same as usual?”

“I thought a little shorter,” I said, confused, but relieved that she had finally stopped asking me complicated questions.  I stroked my cheeks.  “I thought I’d get the beard trimmed down a bunch, too,” I revealed.  “It gets hot in Alshar.”

Ismina nodded, and suddenly looked less perplexed.  “You’re going to Farise,” she guessed.

I confess, my expression told her all she needed to know.  I was shocked that she had successfully concluded my destination.  I certainly wasn’t expecting it, or prepared for it.

“What . . . what makes you say that?” I asked, trying to assume a more placid expression.  Minalyan looked just as confused.

“You’re going to Farise,” she repeated, with more confidence.  “I’ve been hearing about it for weeks, how everyone wants you to go to Farise and fight the pirates, or whatever it is they want you to do.  But you can’t just go to Farise – which is far hotter than Southern Alshar,” she reminded her brother, “looking like the great and powerful Spellmonger.  So you’re going to cut your hair short and shave your beard off and sneak in.”

“That’s . . . that’s a very interesting conclusion, Ismina,” I said, with a hard swallow. 

“It’s the only one that makes sense,” she nodded to herself.  “It doesn’t have to do with the war, or the dukes, or the Alka Alon, so it has to be something else.  Something you don’t want the dukes involved in.  Lady Pentandra would know about it, of course,” she reasoned, “so you’d have her nearby.  But not the Duke of Alshar.”

“Why wouldn’t he want Anguin to know?” Minalyan asked, suspiciously.

“Politics,” Ismina answered, flatly.  “You really need to listen to what people say, more, Minny,” she chided her brother.  “Especially when they think no one around is listening but the kids.  They say all sorts of interesting things all the time because they don’t think we’re paying attention.  I’m always paying attention,” she boasted.

I cleared my throat.  “Then you should understand how delicate such matters are,” I lectured.  “And why discretion is as important to a wizard as cleverness.”

She sighed, and looked at me like I was an idiot.  Minalyan was shocked, as he realized that his sister was quite correct, even if I wouldn’t admit it.  But Ismina didn’t even look smug. 

“Of course I do, Father!” she snorted.  “And I never speak out of turn.  I just like knowing what is going on, is all.”

I swear in that moment she looked so much like her mother I was overcome.  She had the same sense of discernment Isily enjoyed.  I hesitate to pass judgment over any of my children, but where Minalyan was smart, Isily was clever.  Deviously clever.

“That is all you’re getting this evening then, Maiden Ismina!” I said, a little sternly.  “Now, say your farewells, for I shall be gone in the morning.  And do try to keep your speculations to yourself.  You are too clever a girl by half,” I praised and complained at the same time.

Her mood softened.  “I’d never do anything to hurt the family, or you, Father,” she assured me as she embraced me.  “You can always trust me!”

“Fare well, Father,” Minalyan bid, in his turn, as he hugged my neck.  “Good luck on your . . . research.  And do take a sword,” he reminded me, solemnly.

Miklo showed up within the hour, much to his credit.  I’d like to think that it was out of respect for me and for our long relationship, but likely my position and title had more to do with his promptness.  I’m pretty much obligated to give the man a good tip, too.  My valet ushered him in just as the children were leaving. 

“Two sweet ones there, Minalan,” he assured me as he began stropping his scissors.  “Reminds me of my own.”

“Yes, they’re both smart as a whip,” I agreed, as I settled in for my haircut.  “But the girl . . . she’s the one you have to watch.  She’s far too clever.  Daughters are dangerous, Miklo,” I warned him.

“Oh, I know, Min, I have three myself,” he reminded me.  “Two are married, and they still give me grief.  It’s in a girl’s nature.  Content yourself that you just have the two,” he said, as he set the shears down and pulled a towel across my neck.  “Two, you can manage.  But three?  A man with three daughters won’t have hair left  enough to cut, before long.  It doesn’t matter how good-natured they are by themselves, you put three together and it’s chaos and madness.”

“Our newest is a boy, thank Trygg,” I agreed.  “I can’t imagine three daughters.  I had five sisters, and my father is nearly bald.”

“It’s a blessing and a curse,” he sighed, as he began fingering my hair.  “What shall we have this time, Min?  Same as usual?”

“No, I think I want it short,” I informed him.  “Very short.  And I think it’s time for the beard to change, too.  Shave the cheeks.  Everything but the chin.”

I hadn’t made such a request of the man in our long relationship, and he looked at me with surprise and curiosity.  “The cheeks?  The entire cheek?”

“And trim the length, too,” I decided.  “I’m seeking something . . . stylish.”


Part Two:

Infiltration


Chapter Eleven

Captain’s Rest

For centuries men have established holiday residences or retirement homes in Farise, due to its fair climate and inexpensive living.  Many a Merwyni merchant or sea captain retired from his trade after too long at sea has found affordable splendor amongst the dusky maidens of Farise.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

True to my word, and despite my misgivings, I transported myself to Farise the next morning.  It was time to begin my adventure.

It isn’t an easy trip, as magical voyages go.  Farise is so remote from the rest of the continent that even Waypoints are a challenge.  The maximum range between Waypoints is between seven and eight hundred miles, thanks to the limitations of the enchantment.  I could span interstellar distances with the dimensional magic I knew, thanks to Aza-Methet’s unique understanding of the science.  But I was wary of using that magic too frequently.  I was just starting to understand it, and I did not yet trust it.  Instead I followed the route the Wizards’ Mercantile used.

That involved a translation to a tiny little village in the very northern reaches of the Farisian range, a mountain chain that dominates the Farisian Peninsula from the mainland down to the great sound.  It’s largely unknown to most of the Five Duchies, but I had marched through every treacherous mile of the place.  One of the last villages before you get to the first impassable ridge is called Varju.  Apart from the Waypoint, there was really nothing to recommend the place as a destination.  It’s cold, dry, and boring.  I transited through as soon as I could.

Soon enough I emerged from the Ways into the heat and humidity of Asalon’s shabby warehouse.  I confess, I had a few moments of disorientation when I arrived.  The heat, the humidity, the scents in the air all conspired to overcome my resolve.  I had dressed for the occasion – a slight variation on the casual linen outfit I’d worn the last time I was here – but the moment I felt the overwhelming weight of the humidity of Farise bear down on me like a wet woolen blanket I felt my resolve waver.

It was a struggle, in my mind.  As used as I was to the specter of long-dead memories intruding on my consciousness, trying to master my own abject fears was a challenge.  Minalan, the young warmage, was profoundly affected by returning to this place.  It was as if great temple bells were ringing in my ear, as my body shook and my eyes darted everywhere, seeking the threat.

It took a massive exercise of willpower to overcome my emotional response.  I did not even have the presence of Planus to shame me into composure this time.  I was on my own, just Minalan once again in Farise. 

Not Minalan, I insisted to myself.  Mirkandar.  You are Mirkandar the Magnificent, I told myself, optimistically.  You have no history of death and pain, here.  You are here to start a new life and seek your fortune.

Piss off! Minalan replied bitterly.  I’m miserable, here! 

Of course you are.  But that’s why I’m here, Mirkandar reminded myself. It is a new time.  See it with new eyes, my new persona encouraged. 

You’re a fucking idiot, Minalan replied . . . but he obligingly faded away.

Mirkandar the Magnificent was, for good or ill, in charge now.  And yes, I know just how mad it sounds to have an argument with yourself like that.  You get used to it.  I have a complicated mind.

I was just composing myself properly when Asalon the Fair arrived in the courtyard through the front of the complex, this time wearing a yellow-hued sleeveless coat, unbuttoned to the waist, that hung to his knees.  He bowed with an appropriate amount of deference, made the usual inquiries as to my health, my travel, and my family, before he escorted me to the front of the house once again and poured us each a glass of brandy.

“Alshari,” he pronounced, as it splashed in my glass like liquid sunshine.  “Recently pirated.  And only half what I usually pay for it.  There has been a lot of that on the market of late.  Farise is swimming in it.”

“Our fortune, then,” I said, after a sip.  I don’t often drink brandy, particularly that early, but the potent liquor exploded like sunshine across my tongue.  “This is very good stuff,” I praised.

“That’s what the pirates thought, as well,” he agreed, as he sat in his accustomed seat.  “So you are committed to this course of action then, Master Mirkandar?”

“I am,” I affirmed.  “My affairs in Castal are largely settled and I find the season suits me for a change in my life.  But I will need proper quarters,” I reminded him.

“Of course,” Asalon assured me.  “I think I have just the place for what you seek.”

Planus had thoroughly vouched for the character and abilities of Master Asalon, using a gracious abundance of flattery for the man.  I’d been dealing with Planus for a decade, now, and I trusted his professional judgment.  I understood his meaning implicitly: he’s honest, but you’ve got to watch him.

Asalon was honest largely because the Wizard’s Mercantile was his largest supplier with the lowest overhead, and by keeping the relationship a secret he had managed to accrue quite a fortune.  He had supplied hard-to-find goods during the height of the troubles and charging a premium price.  He had a reputation of a charming rogue among the many smaller merchants of Farise, a man who could acquire just about anything through mysterious (and likely piratical) sources if you could pay the price.  He had refused to become political and had managed to stay in the good graces of nearly everyone else who had. 

I certainly appreciated his professionalism as much as his discretion.  When I asked about a potential location for a new magical practice, he had an answer at the ready.

“As luck would have it, Master Mirkandar, I know of a mansion you will find quite suitable.  The owner passed away recently – old age,” he assured, “nothing violent.  But he has no heirs of record, and my firm was the poor old gentleman’s greatest creditor.”

“Tell me about it, Asalon,” I said, encouragingly, as the brandy warmed my insides and made my outsides endure the heat a bit more tolerably. 

“The original owner was a retired merchantman, the captain of a galleon that made the run to Merwyn twice a year,” he explained.  “It was a very profitable route.  He settled in Farise for his health just before the invasion, and quietly frittered away his savings on pretty girls and cheap grog.”

“There are worse ways for an old man to spend his savings after a life of labor at sea,” I considered.

“Just so,” Asalon agreed with a grin and a nod.  “It’s a lovely house, out in the northern quarter – the Bluestem District.  It’s only a block away from the local market,” he assured me.  “One of the high spots in town, lovely view – you can see the palace, the temples, all the way to the harbor.”

“But what about the house?” I prompted.  “I’m more interested in the structure than the location – although location is somewhat important,” I conceded.

“I think you will appreciate the merits of both, if what Master Planus says about your aspirations are true,” he said, diplomatically.  That caught my attention.  Planus knew I intended to conquer Farise, but he also knew how secret I needed to keep my efforts.

“Just what have you learned about my aspirations, then?” I challenged, softly.  Master Asalon gave me an appraising look, then heaved a very deliberate sigh.

“Precious little – but I can draw conclusions.  Planus is an old and dear friend, and he has made me wealthy.  I assure you, he was laconic when he enlisted my aid.  He betrayed no secrets.  I appreciate the importance of an opportunity, when such a dear friend invokes my discretion.  I would not dare speculate, save to you, as my client. 

“It has been clear to me for years now that my dear friend Planus has some powerful friends in the duchies – magical friends.  High-ranking friends,” he stressed.  “I could speculate on who those friends are, of course, but in truth I know little about the politics of this new kingdom.”

“Go on,” I nodded, taking another sip of brandy.  I didn’t believe that in the slightest. 

“So when Planus came to me with this particular – extremely innocent – commission, yet invoked my absolute discretion, well, it doesn’t take a mage to figure out something is afoot.  Something political.  Something magical.  As a businessman, I can appreciate the potential profits in such things.  And the risks,” he added, solemnly.

“I’m glad you appreciate such matters, Asalon,” I said quietly.  “Nor can I fault your reasoning.  I find your speculation intriguing.”  I wasn’t going to confirm anything at this point.

He gave me a nod in return.  “Thank you.  I can only surmise that some force – some force with both arcane and temporal power – within this new kingdom has decided to turn its attention to Farise, and effect some change here.”

“And you do not object to this?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.  Knowing the politics of my proposed allies was important, after all.  At least he was being forthright.

“As the current regime unfavorably resembles a flaming cess pit cursed by fecally-inclined demons, by every estimation, I cannot disagree that some reform would be welcome,” he admitted.  “I am a simple merchant.  The prospects of stability and predictability far out-weigh the potential short-term profits chaos provides,” he explained.  “I don’t mind taking a percentage on an unexpected crisis, but when the crisis drags on this long, my other enterprises suffer.”

“You realize that any change in the order is likely to be . . . violent,” I reminded him.

“You think things aren’t violent now?” Asalon snorted.  “It’s as bad as the early days of the occupation. 

“Every night one gang or another troops through the streets on the way to storm some enemy’s stronghold, beating anyone who sticks their heads out of doors.  The next morning there’s nothing left but bodies in burned-out buildings.  Corpses pile up in the halls of power,” he complained, “as the Game of Whispers rages between the factions.  Thugs and kidnappers and opportunistic thieves haunt every shadow of the city.  Pirates and slavers prowl the streets at night looking to impress any man out after dark.  Every morning bodies turn up in canals, the river, the harbor, or are merely dumped behind a tavern. 

“There is no order in Farise, anymore,” he declared with evident disgust, “and a man is afraid to make a bargain with a fellow merchant without fearing for his life.  That is no way to do business.”

There was no mistaking his genuine frustration.  It was an echo of every reasonably honest merchant who is irritated by tumultuous times, and wishes for stability and predictability.  Even those who dwelt in the shadier portions of the economy needed at least some social order in which to ply their trade; smugglers did better when there were administrative restrictions, for instance.  For a semi-legitimate merchant like Asalon, it would be excruciating, I expected.

“I agree,” I said, quietly.  “I cannot confirm any of your speculations, but I can assure you that the re-establishment of order in Farise is one of my ultimate goals.  But it is likely to get violent, in the end,” I predicted.  “I don’t really see any way around that.”

“Honest violence is something I can respect,” he sniffed.  “I have a list of those I wouldn’t mind seeing in a noose, myself.  Violence to establish and promote order is predictable.  And usually brief.  This nightly chaos?” he said, gesturing to the window.  “A man never knows if he will wake to find one of his suppliers or clients unexpectedly dead.  Or some thug at his door with a warrant demanding taxes, or fees, or outright bribes.  You just can’t do business that way.  If you can bring some order to Farise, Master Mirkandar, then I will do everything in my power to support your efforts.  Including treating your affairs with the utmost discretion.”

“A wise merchant doesn’t dabble in politics,” I agreed.  “I can respect that.  But just for the sake of saying it, you understand the consequences of a purposeful betrayal would be . . . dire?”

“Of course,” Asalon agreed, earnestly.  “But my chances are little better if things persist in Farise they way they are.  Whomever Planus truly works for, they cannot be worse than the thieves and pirates infesting the Citadel for the last few years.”

“Then we have an understanding,” I agreed.  “So, tell me about this house . . .”

His face lit up, and he told me nearly everything I needed to know.  He described it precisely, with just enough enthusiastic drama

The place was technically four stories and it was situated high enough above the water table to have a proper cellar.  It was on three acres of solid ground on the northwestern slope of the city, solidly built of timber and stone and boasting an expensive slate roof.  It was a handsome structure, built in the old Perwyneese style, which meant two decorative turrets protruding from the roof, and a broad covered porch supported by decorative columns in front of the place that served as an outdoor living area. 

The first floor of the interior was a series of rooms designed to entertain and impress: a grand entryway where the staircase was, the traditional little office off the front hallway where household business was transacted, a small library, a parlor, and a formal dining room.  At the rear there was an elaborate buttery with an entrance to the cellar, on one side, and the kitchens on the other.  Just outside to the left were an array of outbuildings and storage sheds, as well as two tiny cottages for servants.

The second floor opened up onto a large family chamber with two spacious anterooms at the front, including a small balcony facing the street between the turrets.  Beyond were four large bedchambers, and four smaller closets that could be used for storage or servants or both.  The difference in elevation between the back of the house and the front allowed a door there to open on the back garden.

The smaller third floor was a single bedchamber and two small bays, which could be used in a variety of ways.  The very top floor was three small rooms, one of which commanded a second balcony over the first that looked out across the expanse of the city.

Master Asalon was appreciative of its location, as well.  “Bluestem is an older neighborhood,” he explained, “perhaps a bit on the shabby side, but mostly professionals – including a number of prominent magi.  Not like those ostentatious sods in the Tirza District, but wizards who actually work for a living.  Practical Adepts, such as yourself.”

“So what’s wrong with it?” I asked, directly.  He looked pained.

“It’s a lovely house in a good district,” he stressed, “but that’s the problem: it’s one of a dozen or so which are just too expensive – especially in this market.  Anyone who can afford a nice place like this can likely afford something just as nice or nicer over in Tirza, or the High Bridge district.  There they can be in the shadow of the palace and under the eye of the important people, whomever they might be.  Bluestem just isn’t that fashionable at the moment.”

“I’m looking to avoid the eye of the important people, at least for now,” I nodded.  “And price doesn’t concern me much.  What else is wrong with it?”

“It needs a little work,” he admitted.  “The old man died over a year ago, and had been sickly for years.  In the end, he shut off the top three floors and lay in a bed in the parlor, with only two servants and a cook to provide for him.  So the whole place needs some maintenance and some work.  But not a lot,” he emphasized. 

“You’ll be certain to take that into account when we settle on a price, then,” I suggested.  “Price doesn’t concern me – much,” I emphasized.  “But I won’t be robbed.”

“I think we can find a fair value,” he assured.  “And we can come to very reasonable terms on the payment.”

“Oh, I’ll be paying for the place outright – in gold,” I countered.  “That way we don’t have to concern ourselves with interest.  But don’t worry – you will be getting plenty of other business from me, if you serve my interests well.  Can I see the place before I make my decision?”

“Of course!” he beamed.  “I’ve cleared my entire day for you.  I know you’ll love it.  Especially the gardens, once they’ve been properly tended.  The old man devoted himself to the back garden, in his declining years.”

It wasn’t that far from Asalon’s warehouse.  We walked the two-mile jaunt between Master Asalon’s place in the Great Market district to the quieter, more residential quarters known as Bluestem. 

I let him lead, but I knew the way.  Minalan did, at least.  I’d patrolled the route during the occupation.  For three months I’d walked the crowded streets of the Cooper’s District, thence through the Great Market, the Mercer’s Market, and all the way to the Cooper’s Market before turning away from the river and marching – uphill – into the North Hill district before moving west through Bluestem, then down through the less-reputable Porter’s District and Mercer’s District.  Just the mention of those place dredged up a fresh crop of memories.

It had been a scary time, and those first few months we didn’t patrol with less than a squad of eight, plus a Spark and a sapper.  There were still plenty of loyalists to the last regime back then willing to snipe at us from rooftops with crossbows, or drum up a sudden mob armed with rocks and sticks, or lay ambushes for us in narrow alleys. 

It was even worse at night: silent squadrons of assassins would attack from the shadows, or solitary undead would be sent into the streets to terrify the population and torment the occupation.  Deadly spells were planted along our patrol routes.  Ruses involving screaming women and cries for help turned into an attempt at massacre.

I did my best to put those memories aside as we calmly walked through the daylit streets.  It wasn’t easy for Minalan to do.  But Mirkandar the Practical Adept could, I told myself – over and over again.  I calmly stayed in character and played the role of a new visitor to Farise as Asalon guided me through the crowded streets toward the vacant house.

Things had changed since I’d been here, fifteen years before.  Nothing significant, but in little ways.  Along the way I could see how badly the city was deteriorating under the current regime.  Poor neighborhoods had gotten even more run-down, middle-class areas looked shabby and the more affluent homes all resembled fortresses. 

Even after the occupation, the civil service of Farise had been efficient in carrying out their duties.  Indeed, it had been one of the better-maintained cities I’d been in even after the invasion.  The municipal services had been around for centuries and knew their work.  Being a remnant of the Magocracy meant that those functions were institutionalized even to the point of functioning when the matter of who was paying them was open to question.  Streets were swept, trash was collected, lamps were lit, bridges and sewers were repaired, and cobbles were replaced with regularity even as the Narasi invaders had brought the rest of the city to heel. 

But it was clear that even those civil services were starting to break down.  There were a lot more vacant lots, some with charred remains of houses on them that hadn’t been cleared away.  There were trash heaps at the edges that were allowed to accumulate.  The streets were pocked with potholes, something I’d rarely seen even in the poorer quarters of town.  Things in general were just shabbier and sloppier than I remembered.

Thankfully, I had a ready distraction to keep me from indulging too deeply in my memories.  Along the way Asalon gave me a running commentary about the neighborhoods we passed through, the prominent residents and important businesses and shops, and plenty of seedy gossip about both.  He knew which shrines and temples were legitimately devoted to their calling and which were mere fronts for other enterprises.  He told me about a dozen artisans who were well-known cheats at their trades, and several examples of superior craftsmen who were worth the price of their services. 

I found the narration helpful, even if I didn’t pay exact attention to the details.  The closer we came to Bluestem, the more details he offered.  Asalon did, indeed, have a lot of native knowledge I could use, and I appreciated his flair for the dramatic as he tried to sell me on the neighborhood, and not just the house.

“Bluestem Market is one of the more quaint and useful ones in the city,” he explained enthusiastically, as we entered the circular plaza that was largely empty.  “Markets are held every three days, but there are always a half-dozen sellers open here for necessities – eggs, porsago, wheat, sugar, tea, that sort of thing.  The shops that ring the market are reasonably stable and quite reasonable in price, compared to their fellows on the other side of the river.  The artisans behind them tend to be the reliable sort: brewers, shoemakers, tailors, that sort of thing.  Good, honest working folk,” he insisted.

“What about taverns and inns?” I asked, curiously.

“There are two inns worthy of the name, just off the market,” he informed me, pointing one out.  “That architectural monstrosity is the Blue Barque – it has twenty rooms, a large common room, a detestable nautical theme and specializes in cheap wine and decent seafood.  The owners pretend to be Sea Lords,” he sneered, good naturedly.  “The other is to the north, and half the size: the Sutondo Erosoa.  A good place to house out-of-town in-laws, or meet your mistress for luncheon and a nooner,” he assured.

“That’s Old High Perwyneese!” I realized.  “It means ‘the cozy hearth’.”

“My lord is a scholar,” Asalon nodded, as we passed the smaller inn.  “It is cozy, actually.  The food is good, the wine slightly better than the Barque’s, and they brew a very decent beer for a place that size.  It’s discrete,” he emphasized. 

“You’ve stayed there?” I asked, curiously. 

“I might have met a mistress there a few times in my youth,” he admitted with a grin.  “She liked the food.  I befriended the owner, and even send him some business from time to time.  A good contact,” he assured.

“What about taverns?” I asked, casually.  “I’ve been known to visit them, occasionally.”

“Every man needs a place to drink in peace and meet with friends,” he agreed.  “You have three within a block of this place.  A wineshop of decent repute, a beer hall known as the Four Cats, although I’ve never seen more than two cats there.  And then there is Liddy’s,” he continued, a fond smile breaking out on his lips.  “It’s a hole in the wall, but they have the spiciest pickled sausage in Bluestem, some old family recipe.  They run the cookshop next door, too.  Cheap beer, strong spirits, good pies, and good people.”

“That sounds encouraging,” I agreed.  “I don’t cook myself, and until I hire servants I will need to eat.”

“Liddy’s is delicious,” he assured me.  “It’s a bit cramped inside, but they’ll deliver to your door if you’re close enough – which the house is.  Indeed, we’re there.  Here,” he corrected, as we bore to the right down a well-cobbled avenue.  “The Captain’s Rest!” he announced, with a dramatic wave of his hand.

I recognized it immediately from Asalon’s description.  It was at least a century old, perhaps more, a somewhat ramshackle example of the Perwynese architectural style as it manifested in the subtropics. 

It had an imposing porch, twin spires, a series of balconies, and an elaborate covered patio in the front replete with gardens around the edges.  A battered brass sign attached to the iron front gate proclaimed it Captain’s Rest in Perwynese script between stylized engravings of an anchor and a scale.  The entire structure, outbuildings and all, was surrounded by a wall of brick about eight feet high, peppered with decorative loops through which passerby could glimpse the exotic wonders within.

Only this particular house didn’t have any wonders left; it had been empty for too long and was in dire need of upkeep.  I could see that without magic.  Roof tiles were in need of replacement, there were timbers and stonework that required attention, and nobody had bothered to paint the place in years.  Whatever color it had been originally had faded into a ghastly blue gray, the color of threatening storm clouds, surmounted by a sickly white sheen of oxidation and a green tint of mildew. 

“There aren’t many mansions of this style, west of the river,” Asalon informed me, encouragingly, as he produced a key and unlocked the front gate.  “I think you will find it well-suited if you wish to open a magical practice.  That is your intention?” he asked, a little skeptically.

“Yes, I’m a Practical Adept of some note, back in Castal,” I admitted.  “There have been a lot of developments in enchantment and thaumaturgy in Castal in the last decade.  I thought I’d have more of a competitive advantage here, where such advancements haven’t caught on yet.”

Asalon looked perplexed, and seemed obligated to point out the obvious flaw with my business plan.  “Master Mirkandar, there are likely more commercial magi in Farise than in half of Castal,” he reminded me.

“Ah, but none of them have irionite,” I said, with a scowl.  “With High Magi popping up around every corner in Castal, normal magi are at a considerable disadvantage.  Here, at least I can compete against rivals without such advantages.” 

The lie came easily to my tongue, with just the right amount of regret and bitterness to validate my story.  It seemed to satisfy Asalon.  Of course, he was trying to make a sale.  I think if I told him I was opening a brothel specializing in farm animals he would have been just as content. 

“Then this should be an ideal location, and an ideal building,” he continued.  “As you can see, the outdoor patio is broad, elegant, and ready to be filled with your choice of exotic plants and flowers.  The perfect place to entertain, for either business or pleasure.”

“Once it has been restored, perhaps,” I suggested.  There were a few benches and chairs sitting about, but they were decrepit.  The great terra cotta planters that ringed the patio were choked with weeds or decorative trees which hadn’t been properly pruned in years.  “But I see the potential,” I admitted.

“Just wait until you see the entryway,” he said, using a second key to open the main doors.  They were set in a decorative doorway that was in desperate need of fresh paint.  But the entryway lived up to his promise.  The ceiling extended to the second floor, and an insanely dusty chandelier hinted at the magnificence of its past.  There were a few nautically-themed bits of art and decoration still lingering, but the furniture had nearly as much dust as the ancient outpost at Palomar.  The musty smell was similar, too.

“Here, of course, is the office room,” he said, revealing a small chamber on the left hand side of the entry.  “The perfect place to handle the everyday business of your estate.  A slightly more formal room is on the other side – the Captain used it for storing old charts and maps, but it could easily be made into a fit space to meet with clients.”

“So it could,” I agreed.  “And I particularly like the main hall as a working space,” I said, as I strode into the large, darkened chamber.  “Plenty of space for examples of my work or demonstrations, some workbenches, a few books, and a comfortable meeting space.”

“The library to the side would be helpful for that, as well,” Asalon encouraged.  “Let me show you a few of its features . . .”

For the next two hours my agent in Farise guided me through the sprawling innards of the mansion, from the highest chamber in the peak of the roof down to the impressively large cellar, which had a separate entrance to the outside in the front of the foundation.  The large vaulted room was used for storage, of course, and contained the house’s water supply, but when I saw it I was convinced that the Captain’s Rest was perfect for what I had in mind.

“I think you’ve convinced me,” I admitted, as we finished our tour in the rear garden.  It was well exposed to the sun, and in better days had no doubt been spectacular.  Alya would have loved it, I reflected.  “It’s large enough for me, some servants, and my apprentices, and it has plenty of working space.  But it is in severe need of maintenance,” I reminded him.

“Which shall be reflected in the price,” he said, before naming a number. 

“That’s . . . about five percent more than I was willing to spend,” I decided, for no better reason than because it’s just poor form not to negotiate over such things.  “I have resources, but . . . this place needs a lot of attention.”

“Perhaps a further reduction is in order,” Asalon agreed, naming a second, more reasonable number. 

“Agreed,” I nodded, smiling, as we returned through the darkened house toward the front.  “Planus will arrange the payment, in gold, directly to you.  Speaking of which, I need a recommendation for a local banker.  I am going to be spending a fair amount of coin just to get this place in shape.  And to deposit some of my treasury.  Someone trustworthy, who will not be tempted to discuss my business.”

“I know several,” Asalon assured me, “good fellows who know better than to get involved in politics.  They can be trusted – to a point,” he warned.  “I’ll give you a letter of introduction.”

“Thank you.  I’ll also need assistance hiring servants and builders – I just don’t know enough about the local folk to keep from getting robbed, figuratively or literally.  Do you have someone I can borrow for a few days or a week to help me get my affairs in order?”

“My nephew Parru has been assisting me and learning the business for the last few years.  I can spare him for a few days.  He’s Talented, as well.  Bright young man.  Of course, it’s customary to tip for such services –”

“I will be generous, if he can be of assistance,” I nodded, as he closed and locked the double doors behind him.  “I would like to move quickly.  If I can have this place restored and ready to open my practice within a month, it will greatly assist my plans.”

Asalon looked around the front patio with a hint of skepticism.  “It’s good to have ambition, Master Mirkandar.  And vision.  And a healthy treasury,” he added, with a grin.  “With enough gold, mighty things are possible.”

“With gold and magic, glorious things are,” I agreed.  “I was serious about the advancements in enchantment that have been emerging.  Folk in Castal plow and reap with wands, now, not tools.  Perfectly kilned and planed lumber, milled by magi, has filled the markets.  The king himself craps in a magical chamberpot,” I mused.  “My entire practice has changed, thanks to that sort of thing.  I might not have irionite, but even a common adept can benefit from the genius of enchanters who do.  I’ll be using those tools here, to help put this place in order.  It is time that Farise enjoy some of those bounties.”

“So you do have vision, as well as ambition,” Asalon nodded, approvingly.  “Let us hope your treasury holds out to see them fulfilled.  I hope you will do well here, Mirkandar, I really do.  Despite the competition,” he reminded me, nodding towards distant Heron Hill, where the top adepts lived and practiced.  “They dislike newcomers, in their circles – especially those trying to snatch business from them.”

“It is they who need to worry,” I chuckled, confidently.  “Soon everyone will know the name of Mirkandar the Magnificent, Practical Adept!”

“Mirkandar . . . the Magificent?” he asked, surprised and skeptical.

“It’s a trade name,” I shrugged, a bit disappointed in his reaction.  “People expect a little good-natured bragging from a good mage.  It’s part of the business.  Who would bring their arcane business to Mirkandar the Mediocre?” I pointed out.

“You know your trade better than I,” Asalon admitted, though it was clear he doubted my reasoning.  I could understand why.  Most Practical Adepts in Farise referred to themselves by their house or their firm.  There was a certain sense of regal restraint and professional dignity in how they represented their profession.  Styling myself ‘the Magnificent’ flew in the face of that  custom. 

That was the intent.  I was an outsider – a Narasi mage no less, newly come to Farise – and there was no way I would ever be accepted into the tight knit society of Farsian magi.  Trying to become ‘one of them’ was futile.  But I could gain acceptance to them socially, if I distinguished myself just enough from my peers.  Going by an outrageous epithet was one way to attract their attention to Mirkandar’s novelty. 

“So I suppose it just remains to pay for the place and get to work,” I said, as we locked the front gate.  “Do you want to wait until Planus pays you before you give me the keys?”

Asalon shrugged expressively.  “Your credit is good, Master Mirkandar.  I have them here – take them now,” he urged, putting the ring of keys into my hand and closing his over it.  “I am just happy that I had what you needed and we were able to strike a deal.”

I accepted the keys and tucked them into a pouch, before examining the brass plaque with the old house’s title emblazoned on it.  I reached out with my finger and whispered a mnemonic, loosening the thick bronze bolts that held it to the lintel with an unbinding spell.  It only took a nudge to pull the sign from the post. 

“Then it appears I am in business,” I proclaimed as it clattered to the street.  “Mirkandar the Magnificent.  Practical Adept.”

It sounded good in my ears.


Chapter Twelve

Housekeeping

A wizard’s lair is his laboratory, his library, his refuge, his workshop, his studio and his scriptorium, his cottage and his castle.  All care should be taken to reflect the desire and purpose of a mage, and he should it ensure its utility, defense, and comfort before he seriously considers practice.

Handbook for the Practicing Adept

Author Unknown

So I had quarters secured for my practice.  But that was just the first step in my plan.

I spent the night in Captain’s Rest that first evening, getting to know the place and exploring the details the stately, shabby old home had to offer.  I contacted Ruderal, mind-to-mind, and had him prepare a cleaning crew from Sevendor.  There was much to be done on the place before I was ready to address greater issues.  There was years of dust and neglected maintenance to be done, and even with magic it would take a lot of physical labor.  When the six drudges from Sevendor Castle were escorted by my senior apprentice through the Waystone I placed in the cellar, I had days worth of work for them to do. 

Ruderal, for his part, was interested in the grand old mansion’s history and pretensions to splendor and wanted to explore.  I indulged him for a few hours, but sent him back to Sevendor soon enough bearing an extensive list of items I wanted from my workshop, as well as basic supplies such as sheets and towels to bring back to my new headquarters.

The next few days were very busy, as Rudy and I followed around behind the drudges and used magic to improve their work.  Scrubbing is an excellent method of removing stains from the stairs, for instance, but a good banishment spell is far quicker and more efficient, for example.  One by one we tackled the various issues the old house presented, using magic liberally to achieve weeks worth of labor in a few moments.  A few hours worth of spellwork in the kitchen, alone, transformed it from an abandoned wreck into a functional place fit to prepare a meal.

I spent a full day merely sorting through the assorted junk and furniture left behind by the old mariner.  Anything I didn’t want I tucked into a hoxter pocket, while selecting a few curiosities, oddities, charts and books I thought would look handsome in my new practice.  Another day I used spells to shore up the problems I could see in the foundation and the structure of the house.  Nothing dramatic, of course – just the sort of spell any decent mage would cast to discourage a pillar or a wall from falling down unexpectedly.  That’s awkward.

And then I spent a day on the wardings.  While I had been fairly conservative on the structural spells, I was lavish when it came to the wardings I would depend upon to provide security for my practice.  Every inch of that place was soon under protections against fire, flood, trespassers, beggars, rodents, insects, and larcenous thoughts.  I wanted to know the moment anyone passed the threshold of the property, even by air.  Then I pitched runes around the perimeter to discourage casual interest about what might go on inside.  It was a variation of a warmagic spell I’d learned that helps a sniper or an ambuscade stay hidden from detection by his foes.  That was the closest to real warmagic I employed in the outer defenses, however; Mirkandar the Magnificent did not know such spells.

Indeed, I was cautious about the nature of the spells I was using in improving the house.  I stayed away from anything that required the power of irionite to accomplish, opting instead for less-powerful but still adequate enchantments that did not last nearly as long.  But that’s the kind of magic Mirkandar would have known.  I kept the Magolith safely tucked away in its hoxter pocket and avoided using any of my most powerful magical instruments to enchant the premises.  I needed everything to be able to pass even a thorough magical inspection without the suspicion that I was anyone I didn’t claim to be.

Ruderal returned with hoxters full of useful equipment from my workshops, much of it hauled out of storage since the move to the new castle.  In fact some of it hadn’t been used or even displayed since I was a real village spellmonger.  Other pieces were equipment that any decent professional mage is going to have accumulated, as well as the common laboratory apparatus that can be used for a variety of purposes in a practice.  Most of it I hadn’t needed to use in years, but they were the sorts of things that your professional colleagues would judge you on if you did not have it.

In addition, in order to furnish my house I began to take short walks to the market and discovered that the day after the second market day of the week was an open market – meaning that anyone could sell pretty much anything, if they paid a penny to the market warden for the privilege.  That was when ordinary people sold their goods second-hand, got rid of unwanted puppies or kittens, sold art or amateur crafts and occasionally fenced stolen or misappropriated goods. 

I ended up with two battered old tables, a couch with a broken leg, a basin and ewer that wasn’t too chipped, two teakwood chests I thought would look handsome in the parlor, and a pair of kittens the first time I went to the open market.  It is a dangerous place. 

One of the more exciting things I encountered at the Farisian markets was the number of booksellers.  Farise isn’t particularly more literate than the Duchies, although it has a robust merchant and intellectual class, but there were easily twice as many books available in the markets as there were in a town of its size back in the Duchies.  Perhaps it was the sea of parchment reeds that grew in the surrounding estuaries, or the relatively cheap price of ink, or perhaps it was due to the cosmopolitan nature of the society, but there were a lot of books, and wizards love books the way blacksmiths love fire.

And I suddenly had a lot of empty bookshelf space to fill.

I found and purchased plenty of books on magic, of course, even buying copies of works I already had in my library if I could find them at a good price.  But there were also plenty of books on other subjects that I eagerly purchased because there was simply no one reasonable around to stop me. 

Two in particular made it to my collection that first day.   The first was a copy of a copy of a copy of an old Late Magocracy work called Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles, the account of some official from the Magocracy about his experiences in the Shattered Sea provinces.  At the time the empire was attempting to recover from the Mage Wars and the Inundation, and was seeking to explore the human-settled lands that were not yet under their control, as well as far-flung outposts of the empire.  It read a little like an advertisement, but it gave me some insights into the history of the place – as it was four hundred years ago.

The second book was one I had never seen before: A Handbook for the Practicing Adept, written by an unknown Remeran author about a hundred years after the Conquest, when my profession was trying to re-adjust from ruling everyone to being simple artisans.  It was fascinating to see how my professional peers were contending with the Censorate at its peak of oppression, but the book also provided a number of good, clear bits of advice and professional wisdom for the new journeyman adept trying to establish his own practice for the first time. 

Most of the advice was common sense, but there were plenty of specifics I felt would be valuable to have known about before I started practicing.  I looked forward to seeing how well the book’s advice would work as I tried to get the practice up and running.  Besides, reading was a distraction before bed that could sometimes mitigate the nightmares I was having.  Sometimes.

Other pieces of furniture I ordered directly from local merchants or cabinetmakers.  That gave me a chance to introduce myself to a few of my neighbors and practice my Perwynese.  No one seemed to be bothered that I was Narasi, that I could tell, and most of the artisans were pleased with the trade.

I secured a cook from Liddy’s, the cookshop I came to frequent.  She wasn’t actually from Liddy’s, but she was a niece in the family who was recently married and eager for a good stable position.  Her name was Lomanca, and she spoke Narasi, too, which was of benefit.  Though she was young, she was well-practiced at her family’s craft and meticulous about the household budget. 

Lomanca was able to recommend two other neighborhood girls near her age to act as maids for the house, and after checking their references and having Ruderal interview them I brought them into the household.  They set to dividing the household responsibilities between them and preparing the house for the public.  I would need additional servants eventually, I knew, but they were a good start.

I was assisted in my preparations that first week by a polite young man Asalon sent over, his nephew Parru.  He was the Talented one who had gotten his rajira and had apprenticed with a commercial mage in the nice part of town.  Parru aided his uncle with some of the magical stock that came through the Wizards’ Mercantile and was as familiar with our magical smuggling operation as Asalon was.  He was very intelligent, far more serious than his uncle, and seemed determined to impress Ruderal and myself with his breadth of arcane knowledge.

But it was his knowledge of the local neighborhoods that were really more valuable than his opinions on the state of commercial magic in Farise.  Parru knew just who to speak to in town to secure everything I had decided to procure locally.

Within two days he had furnished the outside patio with comfortable chairs, plants, and ornaments that fit my station and status, as well as assisting with the ordering I had for common magical and alchemical supplies to stock my workshop.  Some of the items on my list were quite rare and expensive, things I could have ordered from Sevendor without a worry, but I made a point of having Parru purchase them from local suppliers . . . and casually mention the new Narasi mage who was setting up shop in Bluestem.  Nothing helps spread the word of a new competitor in your field like gossipy vendors.

With magic’s aid and a lot of hard work the old mansion was coming back to life in impressive time.  It no longer looked abandoned, from the exterior, and the interior was rapidly becoming livable. 

I think Ruderal enjoyed that part of the process more than anything, as he had claimed one of the small rooms on the fourth floor as his own.  While he had his own quarters in Sevendor Castle, Spellgarden, and his mother’s home in Alshar at Oirghort Estate, for some reason he took especial care in outfitting his Farisian room to his liking.  Perhaps it was the temporary nature of the assignment, or his age, but Ruderal settled into his room at Captain’s Rest with some determination to make it his own. 

At first I thought this was merely a sign of the lad’s growing maturity, his desire to express himself and claim something for his own.  Then I spotted him relaxing on the balcony one evening after the day’s work was done and realized that his determination was based far more on the rierol of Farise.

One thing I’d almost forgotten about the place was the provocative way the women dressed.  Provocative from a conservative Narasi perspective, that is – most of our women didn’t go outside their home without at least three layers of clothes.  Less than that was commonly considered indecent in most parts of the Five Duchies.  That’s why when we rugged, northern fellows first came to the subtropical land, we couldn’t stop staring at the flimsy and revealing garments of the dusky Farisian maidens.  For many of us, it was the first time we had seen that many womanly curves on display in our lives outside of the idols in Ishi’s temples. 

But then Narasi women don’t have to contend with the punishing heat and the crippling humidity of Farise.  The “indecent” form of dress that captivated our warriors is necessitated by the climate as much as the common wool mantle is by the weather in Castal and Alshar.  Exposed skin perspires more, and cools more quickly.  Farisians dressed accordingly.

The main component of a Farisian woman’s dress was a ubiquitous, sublimely simple garment known as a rierol.  It is merely a long – very long – piece of linen or cotton about a foot wide that is cleverly tied around the loins and breasts of a woman.  It leaves the arms and legs, neck and shoulders completely exposed to the cooling breezes.  It can be tied many ways, to a startling variety of effects, but most of them are deliciously revealing from a masculine point of view. 

Rierol come in all manner of colors and patterns, but they are essentially the same garment.  A Farisian girl learns how to tie one when she’s about seven, and spends the rest of her life re-tying it in different configurations for different purposes.  The knot (or pin, if she is affluent enough) to secure it is usually tied behind the back or the neck, but there are plenty of versions bound over the stomach or on the hip.  There is often a cord, rope, or decorative chain (known as a tanka, if you needed to know that) that is used to secure it as a belt or in other ingenious ways, but it wasn’t necessary.  The rierol’s popularity was due in large part to its simplicity. 

Rierol of undyed, poorer quality cotton or jute is frequently sported by female slaves or servants.  But the ready availability of dyes from the jungle and the shells of the sound and the docks provide and endless palette of colors to choose from for even these humble garments.  Embroidery and needlework are common elements in a rierol, but so are floral patterns and abstract designs.  Bright, floral and pastel colors are preferred even for normal days, while the rierol worn for festivals or formal occasions can be quite elegant, made of high-quality cotton or even silk. 

It’s a surprisingly versatile garment.  Tie it one way, and you’re ready to weed the garden.  Tie it another and you can run a foot race.  Tie it one way to accentuate your hips, tie it another if you’re feeling modest.  Add a light skirt and it’s perfect for the market.  Throw an apron on and you’re ready to butcher a pig.  A parasol, a nice shawl, a more sedate skirt and an impressive amount of jewelry make it acceptable for formal occasions.  Get it wet during a quick swim in the Sound and it will dry before you make it back to your quarters.  Of course, most Farisian girls don’t want to be bothered with that and bathe unashamedly naked before re-wrapping themselves in their dry rierol.  But the rierol is always at the heart of a Farisian woman’s wardrobe, and is frequently the only garment she wears.

It was positively scandalous, from a Narasi perspective.  Most of the female population of Farise, from young girls to matrons in their eighties, were baring limbs and showing flesh that wasn’t proper outside of Ishi’s temples.  But by Farisian standards the rierol was considered perfectly acceptable, respectable all-purpose garment of supreme utility that just happen to accentuate the bust and bottom of every woman in Farise in generally flattering ways, from adolescents to great grandmothers. Prostitutes and noblewomen alike wore the garment proudly, which led to more than one misunderstanding amongst the occupation force and the women of Farise.

It was one of the first things I noticed about the famed “dusky maidens of Farise”, and one I constantly appreciated while I was on patrol or standing guard somewhere in the city.  In more than one way.

Unfortunately, the tanka of a rierol could also be used as an improvised garrote, as we found out during the occupation.  And those intricately-wrapped rierol could easily hide a dagger, poison or a secret message. 

But that was actually not a bad trade-off to have the entire female population of Farise walking around half-naked, from my perspective.  And from Ruderal’s.  From his room’s vantage point above the street he could watch with magesight the long line of women and girls going to and from the market or other errands in the streets at twilight, the best time to enjoy the sultry breezes our neighborhood received at dusk. 

That amused me.  I wasn’t immune to the sight of so much exposed flesh myself, but then I’m an ancient wizard in my thirties, not a teenager.  And Ruderal wasn’t expecting every smiling face and tightly-wrapped bosom that walked by him to suddenly plunge a dagger into his kidney in passing.  I found his quiet lechery refreshing, a reflection of the innocence I’d enjoyed in my own youth in these same environs before it was brutally stripped away. 

For the record, the male equivalent to the riorol was the ubiquitous draped loincloth or shortened linen pants for most workmen and artisans, who frequently wore nothing else while they labored.  In their case they would add a simple vest or waistcoat of cotton or linen, or wear a simple sleeveless linen shirt for most occasions.  For more affluent Farisian males these could be quite elaborate, and men of means (like my friend Asalon and his nephew) wore even longer linen coats or robes that hung to their knees.  Many of these left their torsos exposed.  That amount of near-nudity is distracting, at first, but you get used to it pretty quickly.  Rudy was just acclimatizing himself to Farise, I reasoned.

But even native Farisian men appreciate the appeal of a well-wrapped rierol and the inevitably smiling women who wore them.

***

A week after I purchased Captain’s Rest, the place had been transformed.  The parlor and ground floor of the house looked more like my shop back in Minden’s Hall or my original workshop in Old Sevendor Castle than a sitting room, as equipment and decorations I had sitting around getting dusty for years were revived and displayed to impress and mystify my future customers.  The shelves in the library were stacked with books on the arcane, mostly the classics and important references, while the worktables in the central hall were stocked with alchemical supplies, thaumaturgical devices, and elementary enchantments ready to be employed. 

I was particularly proud of the complete wyvern skeleton I’d had Planus purchase for me in Barrowbell.  There had been a lot of dead wyverns, after the Battle of Darkfaller, and several enterprising peasants had dared to collected the corpses, strip the flesh off of the giant flying reptiles, bleach their bones, and sell them to various vendors. 

Among other uses, binding them together with string and wire allowed the impressive-looking skeleton to be hung above the entryway inside my front door.  The fangs and claws of the thing were quite intimidating when you first saw them. 

To emphasize the effect, I added small enchantments to them to make them gleam more menacingly, and then gave the entire thing a coat of translucent paint that made the bones glow slightly when you cast the right cantrips on it.  I spent an entire day on that project.  It was expensive and fun, and the result was imposing.  When you walked into Mirkandar’s shop, the giant wyvern skeleton certainly suggested his magnificence.

Local vendors supplied a number of colorful carpets to furnish the bare floors of the shop – Farisians are wild about their carpets, most of which were imported from the Shattered Isles.  I had the lower floor repainted in a light blue that was soon filled with depictions of various mystical symbols and art with arcane motifs, as that kind of thing impresses the ignorant customer.

To impress the knowledgeable customer I hung scrolls on the walls with the latest thaumaturgical references commonly available from Sevendor written upon them.  Those were the sorts of elementary examples of a mage being current in his craft that most people overlooked, but fellow professionals would recognize at once.  Of course I displayed copies of my – Mirkandar’s, that is – professional credentials prominently outside my office.  I’d had them framed in one of the best I’m-Important-So-Kiss-My-Ass garishly gilded frames money could buy.

But the most impressive thing in the shop to my future colleagues was clearly the roughly hewn block of snowstone I proudly displayed on a decorative pillar in the center of my workshop.

There wasn’t much snowstone in Farise, from what Parru had told me, and what snowstone there was tended to be as coveted as irionite.  I’d gotten used to working while surrounded with the stuff, of course, but coming to Farise had reminded me just how much easier it is to work in its proximity.  The block I’d acquired was large enough to produce a field that encompassed the entire house and lower the etheric density to the point that made serious spellwork immensely easier. 

To the ignorant it was a pretty white slab of rock.  To the magi it was a lavish and bold display of power and wealth.  In the Sevendori market a piece of snowstone that large sold for close to nine hundred ounces of silver on a good day.  That was more than most Practical Adepts made in a year.  And that was for a rough-cut piece straight from the quarry.  If you wanted it sculpted, shaped, or enchanted the price went up significantly.  There was a reason I was so filthy rich.

Mirkandar would have been able to afford such a piece, with proper fortune or financing.  It would give him a competitive advantage over his fellows, as it would reduce the time and energy needed to do simple spellwork even without the benefit of irionite.  I carried another piece, around with me, a bit of river rock the size and shape of a small egg, as an additional aid.  Even that glorified pebble sold for a few hundred silver.

Just to emphasize how important and valuable Mirkandar considered the piece, I also installed a single magelight enchantment in the great hall, one anchored to a bonce of thaumaturgical glass in the pillar.  It illuminated the entire hall at night but shone down directly on the block of snowstone.

Ordinarily, such a thing would be an extravagant display of power for a Practical Adept.  Without irionite, magelights take a while to cast and are difficult to maintain for any length of time.  Converting arcane power into photons is relatively simple, but keeping it going requires a lot of energy. 

But that was before the revolution in thaumaturgy I’d begun in Sevendor.  Banamor had been selling the simple enchantment that produced a magelight on command for years, with the power provided by the irionite in the bouleuterion.  Like taperwands and heatstones, the process had been refined so that they could be made at scale by a couple of apprentices . . . and sold in the market for relatively reasonable prices.  You could purchase one at the Magic Fair for as little as twenty ounces of silver – less, if you bought in any quantity.  Barrowbell was filled with the things, and they were ubiquitous in Sevendor and Vanador, much to the dismay of the chandlers.

I had Planus supply Mirkandar with five of the things.  Two of them I installed on the pillars of the gate to the house, producing twin spheres of light about a foot across that hovered ten feet above the entrance after dark.  I did not employ them at first, once I had them properly placed.  I was preparing for my official opening for that.  From what Parru told me, only a handful of magi, all wealthy old families in Tirza, had such things, and none of them used them outdoors.

I added other subtle effects that would be well within the means of a common adept from Castal: an enchantment that announced when someone crossed my threshold with the tone of a bell that could be heard throughout the house (a mere five ounces of silver, in Sevendor), an enchantment that projected a sphere of silence in my office (twenty-five silver), and a spell to attract breezes that I placed on my patio (seven silver).  That last one worked beautifully with the large number of colorful windchimes Parru had procured to line the covered patio in the front.  There was always the light tinkle of chimes in the background when you came to Mirkandar’s shop.

Stocking the buttery and the pantry was simple enough, as wines, brandies, and spirits looted from pirated merchantmen glutted the local market.  Prices for produce in the market were relatively high, my cook informed me, but the supplies were steady and it did not take her long to fill her cupboards.  Chickens and geese were acquired to stock the coops behind the house.  The small vegetable and herb gardens in the rear were put back into service with the help of a couple of neighborhood children.  There was an entire patch dedicated to porsago shoots.

I admit, I enjoyed the process of transforming Captain’s Rest almost as much – in retrospect – as I’d enjoyed ordering Sevendor when I first came to the domain.  There was purpose in the work: to pass myself off as a professional Practical Adept and cultivate a book of clients I had to look convincing.  I could indulge myself in how I did that, which fed my creative urges without resorting to cheating with irionite. 

It also gave me something to distract me from the fact that I was back in Farise. 

While Mirkandar was eagerly selecting paint colors and approving the placement of furniture, Minalan was constantly on guard against sudden attack.  I found myself keeping my right hand empty, fingering the ring on my index finger that would summon Twilight to my hand, without realizing it.  I watched the door of every room I was in for days out of habit.  At night I frequently found myself getting out of my comfortable bed and sleeping on the floor, telling myself that it was somehow cooler, when in reality I didn’t feel as if I could be safe in this heat in a real bed. 

There were dozens of things that startled my senses despite my best efforts.  On my daily walks through the Bluestem neighborhood I found myself avoiding places where unpleasant things had happened in the past . . . only to find myself unexpectedly blundering into forgotten scenes of mayhem I’d tried to forget.

I wasn’t a target here, I reminded myself constantly in those early days.  Mirkandar wasn’t a target here.  No one wanted me dead, yet.  I was a well-meaning and naïve wizard from Castal determined to make a commercial success of himself.  Mirkandar wasn’t a representative of a repressive and foreign regime brutally occupying the city.  I told myself that at least a dozen times a day when some sound or smell or object took me back to a much less pleasant time in my life.  There were times I devoutly wanted to leave at once and return to Sevendor where I felt safe.

Yet I forced myself to stay.  I had the means to be back within Sevendor within the hour, if I chose, but I resisted the temptation.  Alya was right, I knew.  Whatever fears and terrors my heart harbored concerning Farise, the only way to contend with them was to face them.  I admit, it was hard awakening from nightmares without her there beside me, but it forced me to confront them head on, as unpleasant as that was.

And it was unpleasant.  I don’t know if it was the heat or the humidity or the smells in the air or the frequency of the rain and thunderstorms, but every day waking up in Farise was a fresh exercise in panic and disorientation.  It got a little easier, every day, and sometimes my ancient memories sought to soothe me – when they didn’t conspire to make things worse.  It often took me a few confused moments in the morning to marshal my resources and convince myself that I was Mirkandar, Mirkandar the Magnificent, not Minalan the Melancholy.  Usually by the time I had dressed and gone downstairs I had shaken off the dread and could throw myself into my work. 

Usually.

After two weeks the house wasn’t just livable, but my workshop was almost workable.  The supplies I’d ordered were delivered, organized, and properly stored – an excellent exercise for Ruderal, actually.  His introduction to our profession had been unusual, to say the least, and while he had received a great deal of academic training and excellent tutelage in a wide range of the arcane arts, there were certain things about the practice of magic as a craft that you just don’t get sitting in a classroom or learn in a laboratory. 

I had struggled with that myself, as an academy-trained mage.  I think perhaps I had taken up the mercenary’s trade after the war partly because I lacked some of the essential knowledge of how to sell non-warmagic spells.  That’s why I knocked around and took odd jobs with Practical Adepts and spellmongers between mercenary assignments.  I needed to learn the business of running a practice before I had the nerve to strike out on my own.  Like what kinds of alchemical reagents to stock.

“Why do we need so much of this, when we’ll never probably use it?” Ruderal asked, as he poured out iron oxide powder from a linen bag into a glass jar already labelled for the substance. 

“We haven’t used it much back home, but it’s pretty useful for the average spellmonger,” I informed him, while I unwrapped a large jar of sulfur and broke the seal.  “Most of this is.  In the field – without irionite – you often have to rely on alchemical reactions to do the hard work for you.  And if you know how to mix things properly, you can look like you’re doing a lot more work than you actually are.”

“So everyone likes a show with their magic,” he concluded with a smirk.

“Pretty much.  They’re paying for magic.  But they’ll be more satisfied by the performance than they will be the actual result of the spell.  A little smoke, some unpleasant smells, a squib cantrip, maybe a little fire all help convince your client that the spell you cast is working, even if it has nothing to do with the thaumaturgy of it.  By the way, have you chosen your new name?  Your alias?”

“I thought I’d try Rudimon,” Ruderal suggested.  “That way if someone slips up and calls me ‘Rudy’, it won’t be an issue.”

“Good thinking.  That’s different enough, I suppose,” I nodded.  “Are you settling in well enough?”

“It’s hot here, and the food is strange, but it’s not bad,” he shrugged.  “I’m getting used to the language.  I’ve lived in worse places.”

“Well, we’ll start on our real work next week,” I promised, as I finished filling the decanter.  “I think we’ll be ready by then to start approaching this in an organized manner.  But remember: no irionite.  Keep it in your hoxter except in emergencies,” I reminded him.  “We don’t need to attract any attention prematurely.”

“I won’t,” he pledged.  “It’s kind of fun, trying to do magic the hard way.”

“That’s the way most magic is done in Farise.  It will make you a stronger wizard.  But we’re going to have to be accepted by our professional colleagues if this is going to work, and that means concealing our irionite.  Until we reveal it.”

Ruderal looked at me sharply.  “So you do have a plan?”

“’Plan’ would be a strong term,” I admitted.  “For right now, we’re just going to be humble adepts practicing our craft . . . while we gather as much information about this place as we can.”

“And we’re going to do this, just the two of us?” he asked, his face expressionless. 

“Only at first.  I’m already preparing some of our fellows from back home to join us and help out, once we get established.  Then we spend a few weeks learning everything we possibly can about the powers of Farise.  The real powers, not the idiots pretending to rule the city.  We need to find out who is really controlling things here . . . because it’s not the council over in the Citadel of the Doge.  Once we do, we figure out how to take that power away from them,” I said, as if the feat would be simple.  “Then we can go home.”

Ruderal sighed.  “You can go home any time you want, Master,” he pointed out.  “I don’t see why you’re even doing this.  This place scares the hell out of you.  Why?”

One difficulty of having an apprentice that can tell what you’re thinking and feeling, essentially, is having him blurt out painful truths like that.  I winced.

“Because this was the first place I killed a man,” I answered, gloomily.  “A living human being, not a goblin or an undead or something.  This was the first place I saw my friends die.  This was the first place I watched a city get sacked.  The first place I witnessed an execution.  The first place I saw someone tortured.  The first place I was accounted a man, and had to take responsibility for that.  No matter who you are, that’s not an easy thing to overcome,” I answered, thoughtfully.

“You’ve seen worse things since then,” he reminded me.

“And I’ve compared them all to what happened here in Farise,” I replied, as I set the jar on the shelf with the others.  “The goblin invasion might have been worse in terms of scale and scope, but it was here in Farise that I learned about how evil men can be, when they are unrestrained by society.  You almost expect that sort of thing from the gurvani or the Nemovorti or the other monsters we’ve faced.  You don’t expect your comrades to turn into monsters while you watch.”

“I . . . I think I understand,” he decided, after considering the matter a moment.  “I guess I was lucky, in that I could always see what people were capable of in their minds.”

I made a face.  “I would hardly call that lucky,” I suggested.

“It keeps me from being disappointed or shocked,” he countered.  “I don’t have any illusions that people aren’t who they pretend to be.  I can see past that and into what they are capable of.  Most people are dangerously close to being monsters, all the time.  If it wasn’t for what other people think, most of them wouldn’t hesitate to be completely awful, if they needed to.  Or just because they would prefer it.  When you see that some nice old lady is perfectly capable of murdering you in your sleep, it gives you some perspective.”

“I suppose it would,” I agreed, quietly.  “You’ve seen that?”

“All the time,” he agreed.  “The violence isn’t even the worst.  Everyone can get violent, if they’re scared or angry.  You almost expect that.  It’s the ones that like it that are troubling.  The ones you realize are completely willing to do absolutely horrible things to their fellows without being afraid or angry.  Some actually enjoy those thoughts, and those are the worst.  Most people don’t realize that they walk amongst monsters every day.”

“Well, that’s depressing,” I chuckled, mirthlessly.

“It’s just how people are,” he said with a shrug as he opened another bag.  “Once you realize the truth, you get used to it.  Oh, not many are willing to act on it, since they also understand the consequences, but that doesn’t mean they don’t feel those things.  You get used to it after a while.  It’s just part of the human condition.”

“Being a secret monster is part of the human condition?” I asked, as I opened a bag of copper filings.  “That would explain a lot.”

“That’s just part of it,” he explained.  “Some people need that in order to keep themselves strong enough to make it through their day.  If they couldn’t depend on the monster inside to give them some strength, they would curl up and die of hopelessness.  They’d never act on those feelings in most circumstances, but without it . . .” he trailed off. 

“I suppose that’s reasonable,” I sighed.  “Depressing, but reasonable.  If we didn’t have that capacity then we wouldn’t be able to deal with dangerous situations when they arise.  I never thought I’d be able to kill a man, until someone stuck a spear in my face and tried to kill me.  I guess that’s when my monster emerged.”

Ruderal gave me a long and thoughtful look.  “Maybe,” he said, doubtfully.  “It’s not usually that simple, though.  Sometimes your monster is always lurking just below the surface, waiting for its chance to come out.  Eager for it.  Begging for it.  And sometimes it’s the nicest people you meet who are just on the edge of erupting.  Those are the ones to watch most carefully.”

I thought about that a lot that night, as I tried to drink myself to sleep.  I knew my monster, I thought.  Indeed, I had additional monsters lurking in my mind, thanks to the Yith.  As I considered the bitterness of Raer Rinthon, the deep-seated hatred of Tuaa Folauga and the mind-crushing insanity of Aza-Methet, I realized that my personal monster was the only thing shielding the world from their wrath and destruction.

I fell asleep only after I concluded that it was a lot easier to be Mirkandar the Magnificent than Minalan the Spellmonger.  Somehow that brought me some solace.  But it didn’t necessarily bode well for my mission.


Chapter Thirteen

Hiring A Team

A measure of any mage who sells his powers to the public is the strengths and abilities of his aides and advisors, apprentices and retainers.  A good staff is key to providing competent magical service.

Handbook for the Practicing Adept

Author Unknown

My discussion with Ruderal stayed with me for the next few days as we finished with the house and prepared for the real purpose in being in Farise.

I suppose my personal feelings have colored my discussion of Farise, over the years, and I’ve allowed the appalling things that happened to me and around me while I was there to taint my perspective.  While that is completely understandable for a man who has been through a truly hellish war to hate the place where it happened, it is also unfair.  I recognized my perspective was tainting my approach to my mission, which was helpful but troubling.  Farise wasn’t a particularly evil place, despite what might secretly lay in the hearts of its citizens.  In fact, it was just as much scarred by the invasion as I was.

I had to consider that history, as I began to approach the proposition of infiltrating Farisian society.  There were essential matters I had to keep in mind if I was going to be successful.  Farise is important, because of its location and history, and it’s location is largely why it is so important to history.   It is the one relatively large habitable region along the Farisian Peninsula, all the way at the southern end, hundreds of miles from the most southerly ports of Alshar and Castal. 

Farise is the last truly sheltered port before a ship enters the storm-tossed Shattered Sea on its way to the Shattered Isles on the other side of it.  Its location dominates the trade routes between the western ports of Enultramar and the Shallow Sea, in the east.  Indeed, if a ship wishes to take the safest and most economical route between the distant Ten Kingdoms and Enultramar, it will have to sail within sight of the Farisian coast or risk pirates, tempests, and the occasional irritated Clipperman.  There was no better place to stop for resupply on your way to just about any place important.

That made Farise strategically valuable for centuries – and its remote nature made it incredibly hard to assail in force – but not impossible.  The Sea Lords and then Imperial Perwyn had both managed, and both had bolstered the province’s defenses while in power. 

But the distance to the nearest outpost of human civilization made it fiendishly difficult to take and even more difficult to govern from afar.  That isolation was what allowed the small and minor province of the Magocracy to survive the Narasi Conquest relatively intact.  It became a safe haven for fleeing magelords during that turbulent time.  Refugees, political exiles, and entire institutions of the Late Magocracy had fled to Farise to get away from my barbarian ancestors as the empire fell. 

So did a goodly portion of the once-mighty Imperial Navy, who were only too happy to accept the protection of the Doge – the traditional chief administrator of the city state since Imperial times –  once the great ports in Merwyn and Cormeer fell to the Narasi.  For decades the remnant of the Imperial Fleet protected Farise in turn, and allowed it to dominate what was left of international trade in the Shattered Sea.  As my ancestors were generally shit at sea, they were able to do so largely without opposition.

But as prosperous as Farise was, it wasn’t wealthy enough to maintain the hundred ships of the mighty Imperial Fleet remnant indefinitely.  After a century or so, the Doge’s armada had decreased dramatically, just as the merchant fleets of Remere, Merwyn, and Alshar were enjoying their ascendency.

For another century the Doges of Farise were able to use magic, cunning, and the antipathy between the duchies to protect their own prosperous merchant fleet.  They were largely successful, and the old Imperial Naval standard of Farise, a green flag with a yellow chain in a circle at its center, ruled the Shattered Sea from Alshar to Unstara for a hundred years. 

But then Alshar’s naval might and Remere’s avaricious merchant princes began to chafe at the tolls, inspections, and hefty fees the Farisians charged for safe passage through their waters.  A few skirmishes broke out.  Accusations of piracy were made on both sides.  The Censorate tried to get involved every now and then, demanding that the descendants of magelords submit to Narasi ideas about magical ethics.  None of that was very well received in Farise. 

But the Doge of Farise was untouchable and forced the Five Duchies to actually develop a foreign policy.  This wasn’t just another rebellious fief.  Farise was an entirely different sovereignty, operating under different laws, and demanded it be treated that way. 

That didn’t always work out.  While each of the maritime duchies had designated representatives or ambassadors to the Doge’s court, they were largely ineffective.  As the Doge’s court was also arrogant and condescending to the Narasi, negotiations were either frustratingly short or interminably long, and either way they usually came to the same conclusion: the Doge and his court got their way, and there was nothing that any of the five dukes could do about it.

That is, until three of the Five Duchies decided that the occasional commerce raiding and unreasonable trade policies of the Doge of Farise was more trouble than it was worth and finally invaded the place, sending both an overland force (with which I was lamentably all too familiar) and a robust naval force against it.

Invaded, not conquered – as Loiko Vaneren told me, the distinction is important.  When the Narasi horsemen poured down from the northeastern steppes into the Magocracy, they uprooted centuries of custom, religion, law and culture and largely replaced it with its own.  When Alshar, Castal and Remere sent soldiers in leaky boats or marching on foot across nearly impassable mountains to take Farise, we were able to assume control of the government and depose Doge Grigor.  But there was never any illusion by either side that the average Farisian commoner would suddenly be singing hymns to the glory of Duin the Destroyer and toasting the health of the various dukes with a hearty ale. 

At its height, the occupation forces numbered just over ten thousand fighting men.  But that was to control an urban center of nearly a hundred thousand people, and a treacherous rural hinterland with almost three times that number.  The truth is, we never had more than nominal control over the city’s docks, the palace, its administrative center, and a few dozen blocks in between.  We never had a prayer of managing basic policing, much less a full-on assault on Farisian culture. 

A week after the Farisians cheered us on as we successfully attacked Orill Pratt, the late Doge’s court wizard, in his citadel, the inevitable insurgency began.  Farise might have once been the last surviving power of the Magocracy, but there was no way that it would ever be anything but Farisian in nature.  I would have to send at least twenty thousand men, slaughter twenty percent of the population and keep them there for twenty years if I had any hope of changing that.

If I was going to avoid that unfortunate, expensive and bloody option I knew I would have to understand Farise thoroughly, from the inside first.  Not just the hidden powers, as I’d suggested to Ruderal, but the common people, the poverty stricken laborers, the artisans and craftsmen, and the thousands of other people in the city who weren’t nobles, pirates, or exiled Narasi invaders.  I had to get to know them the way I came to know the native Sevendori, the Westwoodmen, and the other folk of the Bontal Vale as I built Sevendor into the arcane power that it is.  And I had to do it quickly.

I would also need professional help to gather intelligence.  I began soliciting it as soon as I was confident Mirkandar the Magnificent would be ready to open the practice on schedule.

I reached out to Mavone first.  He was an expert in military intelligence, particularly battlefield intelligent, but he was subtle enough to appreciate what I was doing.  I reached out to him, mind-to-mind, one morning as I enjoyed tea on my front patio.

I was wondering when I’d hear from you, he said reprovingly once I’d reached him.  It’s been weeks already.  Are you ready for reinforcements?  Shall I call up the militia? he asked, only partially joking.  If I’d told him yes, it would be done within the day.

Not quite yet.  I’m just getting established.  I wanted to keep things quiet while I did that.  So . . . are things quiet?

Nobody has been gossiping about you in Vanador, he conceded.  Everyone’s talking about the possibility of Anguin’s sister marrying some Count in southern Alshar.  Oh, and the civil war in Merwyn is heating up.  Apart from that, it’s been quiet.

Good.  I want everyone to forget about the Spellmonger for a while as I work on this.  The official word is that I am at a research site outside of Falas.  Instead, I set myself up as a new Practical Adept under an assumed name in Farise.  I’ve got Ruderal with me.  But I’m going to need more help if I’m going to do this.

That’s what I figured.  Farise?  How is it?  Mavone was a veteran himself.

It’s still hot.  The girls are still beautiful.  It’s still sticky every time you move, I complained.

I was speaking of the political situation, he said with a mental chuckle. 

That’s why I’m contacting you.  I got a good briefing from the Garden Society and some advice from Loiko Vaneren, but I really need someone in the field here, dedicated to establishing just what the political situation is.  I’d like you to be one of those people.

Of course, Mavone answered, clearly pleased that I’d asked him.  It would be a break from chasing off stray gurvani through the woods as winter sets in.  It’s warm in Farise.

There’s just one catch: I’m hiring you to do this, I added.

Great, I’m getting paid for it, too.  I work for you already.  Why is that a problem? he asked, confused.

You don’t understand, I explained.  Count Minalan of the Magelaw isn’t asking you to do this as part of your official duties.  Minalan the Spellmonger, private citizen, is hiring you as a paid mercenary to do some intelligence work for me. 

Ah.  You wish to avoid any political entanglements, he realized.  That’s why I liked Mavone.  He’s smart about that sort of thing. 

I do, I agreed.  If I proceed as the Count of the Magelaw, then I am engaging in foreign policy.  Which I am entitled to, but I would be acting under Rard’s mandate.  This gives me an acceptable amount of distance and discretion in how I do it.

I see.  Clever, he praised, as he considered the implications.  With Mavone, I knew I didn’t have to explain them.  When do I start?

In a couple of days.  And get word out to Iyugi that I have a job for him and I’m paying cash. 

That’s a good call, Mavone agreed.  This sort of thing is what he’s best at.  Anyone else?

I’ve already gotten word to Atopol, I related, and I’m going to reach out to Jannik. 

A footwizard, a thief and a minstrel, Mavone approved.  This is starting to sound like the beginning of a bad tavern joke.

They’ll be useful.  The first phase of this mission is purely intelligence gathering.  I figure between the four of you I should know everything there is to know between the jungle and the straight in a week.

That might be optimistic, but I think we can get close, he agreed.  But won’t we threaten your cover?

Practical adepts get all sorts of visitors for all sorts of reasons, I explained.  Having a bunch of exotic-looking fellows coming in and out of my shop is only going to add to my credibility.  And it will make me look busy, I reasoned.

I suppose, he said, doubtfully.  I’ve never run a shop of my own before.

It’s not as exciting as fighting for your life, but it has its benefits, I suggested.  Like not fighting for your life.  And I’ve hired a good cook, so there’s that. 

It’s going to be strange, being back there again, he considered.

It is strange, I agreed.  I’m still trying to decide if I like the place or hate it.

I’m more concerned about how Farise is going to feel about you, he countered.  The last time I was there they weren’t terribly fond of Narasi. 

They still aren’t, but enough time has passed for some nuance to emerge, I reported.  Most of my neighbors are pretty friendly while they’re sneering at me.  Nobody has tried to stab me or garrote me yet, even though I keep expecting it.  It’s refreshing.

So what happens when you start slinging some serious spellwork? he asked, which was a pretty reasonable question.  Folks are going to notice.

I’m not going to, I promised.  All my irionite is safely tucked away.  I am a humble Practical Adept, not a High Mage.  Me and my apprentice just arrived from Castal looking to build a new life and a new practice and bring the benefits of advanced enchantment to the people.  It’s a real wholesome story, and nothing anyone should be suspicious about.

It’s the kind of story that makes me suspicious because it’s wholesome, Mavone reflected.  We may need to work on your alias a bit.

See why I hired you?  You know stuff like that. 

What name are you going by? he asked.  Professional interest.

Mirkandar the Magnificent, I informed him, proudly.

There was a pause.  A much longer pause than I liked.

Yes, well, you obviously need more help than I thought.  Don’t talk to anyone until I get down there, he cautioned.  We have a lot of work to do.

***

Once I began to assemble my intelligence team, I turned my attention to the next most pressing problem: my income as a new Practical Adept in town. 

A common problem amongst all magical professionals who don’t depend on a government stipend for their living is how to ensure a steady enough income to survive the lamentably frequent intervals between profitable clients.  Don’t mistake me – depending upon the size of the job and the purse of the client, a good commercial mage can make quite a bit of coin plying his trade.  Eventually. 

But it takes time, patience, luck, and familiarity.  Word has to get around, and you have to establish a reputation in a business that’s highly dependent on your perceived status.  New professionals often have to compromise about the work they do, and be flexible about rates and payment.  That’s why journeymen at the craft frequently accept payment in-kind from their clients, often exaggerate their abilities, and don’t mind taking unsavory jobs.  You have to eat, after all.

But eventually, the theory goes, you build up a large enough group of clients who needed your services regularly enough to build up a surplus sufficient to endure the leaner times.  Nor is it a problem just for newcomers to the trade.  Even experienced magi with years of service struggle to find a means of generating a steady flow of coin.  Most attempted a series of gimmicks or specialties that they could use to provide that kind of regular income.  That could mean anything from pest control to dowsing to love spells, depending upon how much pride you had.

So regardless of how great a thaumaturge the new mage in town might have been where he came from, until he got to know a few people and he started getting some steady work, it was typical for a new wizard to open his practice with something he could rely upon for steady income while he waited for the district to realize just how great he was.  When I opened my practice in Minden’s Hall, for instance, I offered wards against accidental fire to my neighbors at steeply discounted prices, just to get the work.  Convincing them that they needed additional spellwork while I was at their holding was what made it worthwhile.

Here in Farise, despite Mirkandar’s supposed savings, I knew I had to establish myself quickly, and with something that would impress a lot of people all at once.  I had a plan for that, actually, one that I had been mulling over in my mind for weeks, now.  When I had seen the cellar of the Captain’s Rest I had become resolved to use it.  Not just the cellar, of course, but the spring that sprung from underneath the house.  For my purposes the spring in the cellar was essential.

It wasn’t a real spring, of course; it was a clay pipe that dumped river water into the basement, but everyone apparently referred to such a luxury as “a spring”, so a spring it was.  It was one step away from the cisterns that fed most of the city’s needs, but had the benefit of being more reliable than the water tanks.  It wasn’t any cleaner than the rainwater that came from the cisterns – quite the contrary – but it flowed regardless of how much rain we’d had recently. 

That was essential.  I had to have a steady flow of decent-quality fresh water.  Pure water, or at least as pure as possible.  To that end I constructed a surprisingly simple series of enchantments that filtered out plant material, dirt, sand, and other particulates, as well as a perpetual magelight in the ultraviolet range that killed bacterial and most viruses in the water.  I purchased the apparatus from Sevendor, using two or three third parties to disguise the order, and was gratified by the product that arrived from the bouleuterion.

The purity of the water was essential because I didn’t want any possible taint to my product.  For after the water flowed through the arcane filters and were sterilized properly, it was dispensed into a waterproof wooden mold where the Icestone charm was inserted.  Push a little power into the enchantment, and five minutes later it’s frozen solid.

Icestones were not particularly uncommon.  They aren’t actual stones, but pieces of fossilized coral that have usually been smoothed by time and erosion until they look like river stones.  They were often found by footwizards prospecting the Sea of Gravel, a giant, miles-wide wasteland just beyond the Narrows in Alshar.  A good Icestone could fetch hundreds of silver on the magical markets, as they were quite useful, but they weren’t particularly special.  Most wizards in Castalshar saw them as an arcane curiosity, at best. 

But few Icestones had made their way to Farise over the years.  I had acquired five, thanks to Banamor, and now within a few moments I could make five blocks of ice at once.  A few moments later I could make five more.  And so on.  A sixth Icestone kept the basement room I’d prepared for the purpose just at freezing, allowing me to store about a hundred blocks of ice at one time.  Fill the molds with water from the spring, insert Icestones, enchant, tip over mold to release the giant blocks, repeat.  The enchantment took very little power – the charm did most of the work – and it certainly didn’t require irionite.  It wasn’t a powerful spell.  But it was to be the basis of my commercial empire.

Because what might be a thaumaturgical oddity in the temperate climes of Castalshar was able to produce what was an extravagant luxury in the hellish climate of Farise.

I had Parru make some inquiries, and such blocks created by magic sell to select clients for up to five ounces of silver each.  That made it competitive to the price charged by the brave souls who harvest ice in the northern mountains and then tried to transport them through the jungle before they melted.  They were favored as symbols of wealth for high-status people in the city, where they usually displayed in a vat of brandy or white wine or spirit-infused fruit juices.  Usually the spell is done without the aid of enchantment – it’s not impossible, it’s just very time consuming, which is why it’s so expensive. 

But with the Icestones to assist, Ruderal could produce about a hundred blocks of pure, clear, clean ice in an hour.  That’s a thousand ounces of silver, at current prices.  A normal magical practice in a decent-sized town can usually run on less than twenty ounces of silver a week, if there are apprentices to feed.  After spending a day working out the details and producing and storing the first batch, I was feeling pretty confident.  I had solved the cash flow problem. 

We tested the idea that night, when we lugged a couple of blocks up to the local market square, cast a spell to retard how quickly it melted, and left the expensive ice for anyone to take.  It was a stunt designed to get people talking about ice, and it worked like the charm that made it.  The next day was a market day, and it was all anyone could talk about. 

“I don’t really see the point, Master,” Ruderal admitted as we visited the market the next morning.  One of the blocks had been taken, but the other remained in the center of the market where children surrounded it, fascinated with the novelty.  Most had never seen ice in their lives.  Ruderal wasn’t as impressed.  “It was delightful to make it and feel cool for once, but it’s just going to melt.”

“Of course it is,” I agreed with a grin as I watched the dusky children of Farise experience cold for the first time.  “Which means that they’ll want more.  Especially at our prices,” I suggested.

“You’re going to undercut the market?” he asked, surprised.

“Yes, and I’m going to create an entirely new demand at the lower price,” I explained, quietly, as we slowly strolled around the circle. 

“I don’t understand,” he frowned.

“Look, in the current market we could sell ice to the rich at five ounces of silver each.  There are about that many noble parties and celebrations that we could cater to in a week, from what Parru tells me.  We could probably sell twenty blocks a week that way.”

“That’s good money,” Ruderal nodded.

“That’s short-sighted thinking,” I countered, shaking my head.  “If I drop the price to a single ounce of silver, I can start selling to fishmongers and cookshops and butcheries.  From what I figure, we can sell about two or three hundred blocks a week.  Every week.”

“So less money for more work,” he frowned.

“More product in the market at a lower price to expand the market dramatically,” I corrected.  “We can hire laborers to do the storage and delivery.  Hells, we can hire an unemployed mage to do the actual enchantment.  Once we get enough clients it will be like turning ice into silver.  The purest ice in town,” I explained.  “And it will eventually be cheap enough so that even the poor will be able to afford it.”

“What are the poor going to be able to do with cheap ice?” he asked, still confused.

“That’s the entire point: we don’t know, exactly, what the poor will do with it . . . but I’m counting on some genius out in the tenements to realize an opportunity.  Plenty of them are juice vendors or street merchants now.  How much more will a man pay for his fruit juice if he can have ice in it?”

“In this weather?  Whatever he can afford,” Ruderal admitted. 

“Exactly.  Farise has many treasures and many troubles, but mostly Farise has heat: every day of the year.  This is autumn and it’s still as hot as Ishi’s lagoon of mystery here.  But give a man some ice and it’s suddenly more bearable.”

“If you say so, Master,” Ruderal said, doubtfully. 

“Trust me, I actually know what I’m doing with this one,” I promised.  “Remember, Banamor and I came up with the idea of the Mirror Array, and look how successful that’s become.  When you see an opportunity, you take it.  With the Icestones I can take free fresh water, scrub it, freeze it with a dollop of magic, and sell it to someone who understands that and who will find some way to make even more money with it.  And then the next day I can sell it to him all over again.”

“And you think fishmongers and butchers will buy it to keep their food fresher,” he concluded. 

“Which means they can charge more for a better quality or keep their stock around longer with less spoilage.  My dad was a baker,” I reminded him.  “I understand spoilage.  He has about a hundred ways to use stale bread, but it still pained him to have stale bread at all around the shop.  Once we get enough clients invested in ice, we’ll have a steady, reliable, and lucrative income that will allow us to pursue our other goals with more leisure.  Not to mention an enterprise that will allow our people to go nearly anywhere in the city.”

“That’s quite a vision,” Ruderal said, still skeptical.  “But I won’t deny that the fishmongers I sold to were always concerned about spoilage.  If they couldn’t sell something in a day or two, they sold it at a quarter-price for bait.  But won’t that irritate the other magi who are making ice?”

“There are precious few, and we’ll deal with them when the time comes,” I agreed.  “They just aren’t seeing the opportunity the way I am.  They’re used to the heat,” I said, condemningly.  “If they’re smart, they’ll invest in a couple of Icestones themselves and start selling.  Which will bring the price down even lower.  And fill Farise with ice for the first time.”

“I bet you could even do that trick with cream and fruit Alya likes,” he proposed.  “Sugar is pretty cheap here,” he noted, as we passed a merchant selling the sweet treasure in thick, beehive-shaped loaves the color of honey.  It was about a third of the price we paid for it in Sevendor, even after the portals to Alshar were operational.

“So it would.  That’s just the kind of opportunity I’m talking about,” I agreed, pleased at the idea.  “If it becomes popular enough the price will come down with volume.  And the people . . . well, the people get a cool treat on a hot day.  All the people, not just the wealthy.”

“You’ll be a hero,” Ruderal agreed, sarcastically.

We discussed the details as we completed our shopping – our cook was buying groceries, but I had a list of things like parchment and ink and glue and whitewash and soap to fill, so we took our time.  Everyone was very nice to us, for being a couple of Narasi, and I didn’t bargain too hard for what I wanted even though the selection was poor.  I introduced us both to each of the vendors, made a few jokes about the ice, and winked mysteriously when someone asked me if I knew where it came from.  Ruderal was mostly quiet, as he usually was, but I noticed the boy smiling more and acting a little easier than in the past. 

As for me, I was acting a little easier myself.  That is, Mirkandar was settling into Farise nicely. 

Minalan, on the other hand, kept glancing at rooftops, alleyways, and behind booths to look for trouble, and kept my right hand free in case I needed to manifest a weapon. 

But there was no need.  Unlike during the occupation, no one was trying to kill me.  I was relatively safe in a sleepy middle-class neighborhood where the ravages of poverty or the necessities of politics couldn’t reach me.  While the city center was often in turmoil, I was gratified to see that Bluestem was relatively placid. 

Someone was even setting up a booth for a puppet show, I saw.

“Come on,” I urged Ruderal.  “Let’s take in a show.”


Chapter Fourteen

Flashy But Impressive

Among the swarthy Farisians it is custom for their civil societies during festival times to adopt elaborate costumes and conduct extravagant parades through the ancient city.  These festive events can feature a variety of exotic entertainments, from clowning to dramatic performances to the intricate dance for which Farise is justly famous.  Chanting and song is common.  There is no end to the variety amongst these mummers: fanciful pirates, fierce-looking tribesmen, ghosts, skeletons, and costumes from Farise’s glorious past are all featured in these colorful and wholesome displays.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

Mavone showed up a few days later, coming through the Ways to the Waystone I set up in a storeroom in the deepest corner of the cellar.   Ruderal managed to find him some local clothes while I gave him a tour of the house – our new clandestine headquarters.  I was gratified by his reaction.  The tall Gilmoran was appreciative of the work we’d done, as well as the elaborate nature of the cover story, and approved of the general plan.

That meant a lot to me.  Mavone is an excellent warmage, but his true ability was in military intelligence.  He was as good at that as Terleman was in strategy, and I valued his opinion.  He had proven his worth over and over again during the invasion, establishing spy rings behind enemy lines, cultivating sources in unlikely places, and managing to get an eye or an ear into a number of important enemy headquarters. 

But he had been a lanky Gilmoran who could pass for a Wilderlord while he was tromping through the Wilderlands.  Here in Farise he stood out more than I did.

“Won’t I attract a fair amount of attention, a Gilmoran gentleman wandering around the city asking sensitive questions?” he pointed out, once he’d dressed in local garb.

“Not after you get a haircut.  There are actually quite a few expatriate Narasi here since the occupation,” Asalon dismissed at dinner that night.  It was the first evening I had company for dinner since I’d set up shop in the Captain’s Rest, and the cook had been in a flurry all day preparing for me and a few of my friends.  Asalon and Parru joined Mavone, Ruderal and I on the patio that evening while it tried to decide if it wanted to rain.  “As Master Mirkandar will tell you, he has managed to move amongst his neighbors without attracting any ire.”

“It’s true,” I said, even as my fist clenched reflexively.  “No one has even tried to stab me, yet.”

“There have always been a few Narasi exiles in Farise.  There are a lot more, now.  A lot of veterans of the occupation decided to stay in Farise, when they were discharged,” Asalon continued, “and there were always a few Narasi merchantmen here.  Now there are a lot of Alshari exiles, especially over in the palace districts.  You’ll blend in fine.”

“What exactly did you want me to do?” he asked me.

“Find out everything,” I answered.  “Every military strong point, every garrison, every armory, every private guard, every militia, every gang, and who controls them.  We’ll need information on the various fleets both here and in Calafel, and who controls them.  Just who is actually in charge of the city and what means do they have to enforce their authority.”

“That’s a large mandate,” Mavone considered.  “It’s going to take me a few days.”

“I will have documents prepared to allow you into the secured portions of the city as my agent,” Asalon assured.  “In fact, one of my partners has the commissary contract for the palace guard.  I can put you within sight of the Citadel,” he promised.

“That would be helpful,” Mavone agreed.  “I take it all the streets are more or less where we left them when we were demobilized?”

“Apart from the sinkholes, yes,” Asalon nodded with a scowl.  “But you might want to avoid the Heron Hill district for a few days.  Another murder there, last night.  The place is swarming with guardsmen.  An entire family, this time.  Throats slit in their beds.  A warning to their patrons,” he condemned.

“Who were their patrons?” I asked, curious.

“One of the Alshari exiles, I think.  They’ve been trying to win over some of the native nobility to support their rebel count to be named Doge.  The native nobility think its scandalous to hand over the rule of Farise to a stinking Narasi dog.  No offense,” he added, hastily, glancing at me and Mavone.

“None taken,” Mavone dismissed.  “All right, let me find a barber and then give me a few days.  I’ll have a report for you shortly.”

Later that night, as we were touring the renovated house and I was explaining my ideas about the ice business to them, Asalon, at least, was very supportive.  He understood at once how dumping ice into the local economy could lead to new opportunities, and he approved enthusiastically.  He just had a hard time understanding the production of the rare substance.

“Ice?” he grinned.  “You want to make ice available to everyone?  At a price they can afford?”

“It’s too simple a thing to make a privilege of the rich,” I suggested.  “The spells to create it are a little time consuming, without these Icestone charms, but the spell to slow its melting in this temperature is easy, no more than a cantrip.”

“That’s going to make us a lot of money!” the merchant grinned.  “I can have three or four donkey carts here by market day and we can sell them in every market across town!”

“That will attract a lot of attention,” agreed Parru, doubtfully, “but it’s also going to attract a lot of attention from the established magi in town,” he warned.  “As well as the Censorate.  They’re the ones supposedly charged with regulating magic here.  They’ll investigate.  They always do.”

“We might hate them,” Mavone agreed, “but they are very good at investigations, Mirkandar.  Are you prepared for that?”

“Prepared?  It’s part of my plan,” I assured them.

“You have a plan?” Mavone asked, surprised.

“It’s nascent,” I admitted, “and dependent on the quality of the intelligence I get, but . . . there’s something like a plan forming,” I promised him.  “The Censorate is part of that.”

“It’s not the checkered cloaks I would fear, Master Mirkandar, but your professional colleagues,” Parru said, shaking his head.  “The firms in Heron Hill and Tirza are very jealous of their prerogatives.  They each have well-defined areas of practice that they are careful not to intrude upon.  House Irmagane traditionally has the contract for Farise’s navy, for instance, and House Yinfallon has always been responsible for the arcane work at the palace.”

“But this is ice!” argued his uncle, frowning.  “Who’s going to get upset about selling ice?”

“House Obray,” Parru answered, flatly.  “Over in Tirza.  A small firm, admittedly, only four practicing adepts.  But they’ve dominated the ice trade in Farise for two centuries.  They also provide other luxury arcane services to a select number of wealthy clients.”

“But I won’t be selling to their clients,” I argued.

“House Obray won’t care, Master,” Parru insisted.  “Part of the reason they charge a premium price is for the exclusivity of their service.  If just anyone can get ice, they won’t be able to charge as much.  And they see selling ice as a means to suggest higher-priced services to their clients.”

“We can handle four measly adepts,” Mavone shrugged.

“It’s not House Obray who will respond,” Parru continued.  “I looked into this, when you asked me about it, last week.  House Obray is a client of Issek & Andimil, who is one of the five largest magical firms in the city.  That’s who will respond.”

“Just how will they respond?” Mavone asked, curiously.  He had that calculating look in his dark eyes, the one he gets when he’s starting to assess threats and determine outcomes. 

Parru shrugged.  “They’re Magelords, they could use any number of means.  Persuasion, bribery, magical attack, outright assassination . . . but they tend to be conservative,” he admitted.  “One of the Restorationalist houses.”

“Restorationalists?” I asked.  “I haven’t heard that term before in Farise.”

“It’s unofficial,” explained Parru, clearly proud of being able to provide the information, “but several of the older nobility of Farise want to re-establish the Magocracy the way it was in the glory days.  It’s pure fantasy, of course, but they have some political power.  Just not that much.”

“No, you cannot turn back time,” I agreed.  “But I had no idea that some people still held such illusions.”

“Oh, they’ve been around since Grigor was Doge,” Asalon chuckled.  “They didn’t feel that he was a proper example of the Magocracy, either, and wanted to get rid of him.  No one pays them much mind anymore.  They talk and talk, but they never do anything about it.”

“But threatening the territory of one of their clients might rouse them,” Parru suggested.  “Whatever their politics, they can’t ignore that if it becomes a problem.”

“It’s going to become a problem,” I admitted.  “But that’s fine.  I can work that into my plan.”

“And that gives me a good place to start,” Mavone agreed.

We continued the tour, until Asalon had to agree that we had done a magnificent job restoring the old mansion and even improving it in such a short time.  Once he and Parru left for the evening, Mavone and I retired to the upper balcony overlooking the city where the night stars shone brightly above after a day of intermittent rain.

“I had forgotten how interesting the sky is, down here,” he admitted, as we sipped brandy and smoked.  “The stars seem brighter here, somehow.  The Void looks massive in Farise.  I just wish the green moon was out.”

“Three more days and it will be,” I informed him. 

“It feels . . . odd, being back,” he said with a sigh, after a long pause.  “But the moment I came through the Ways I could feel it.  It’s like being drunk, somehow.  You just slip back into that old familiar feeling the moment it hits you.”

“I know what you mean,” I agreed.  “I’ve been here a couple of weeks and I still get tense when I go past my front gate.  And this is a quiet neighborhood.  For now.  I can’t believe I let myself get talked into doing this.”

“I can’t believe – well. hello!” he murmured, suddenly, taking interest in something he saw in the street below.  “Who is this fellow?  Those fellows?” he corrected.

“Where?” I asked, confused.  Mavone pointed down to the street corner that was visible from the balcony, and then made the hand signal to use magesight: three fingers extended, palm out and near his eye.

That took me back.  We used those signals all the time during the invasion and occupation, when we were sneaking around or on guard duty.  My pulse raced as I knelt forward and used magesight to turn night into day.

The fellow in question was dressed oddly, I could see: bare chested, with loincloth and sandals, his chest garishly painted in simple red designs.  He wore a large mask on his face and carried a spear.  He looked like a caricature of one of the warriors of the jungle tribes who haunted the northern forests, his features and accessories designed to appear fearsome.  I knew the difference, because I had fought against those same tribes during the invasion, and they didn’t quite look like that.

But then he was joined by a second man dressed largely the same way, bearing a torch in addition to his spear.  The flickering flames illuminated their grotesque looking masks, revealing them to possess incredibly large mouths filled with dozens of sharp teeth and wide eyes that had been painted to appear fierce and crazy.

“Fancy dress party?” I wondered in a whisper.

A third man joined them from the shadows a moment later, carrying a long knife on his belt.  The three had a brief conversation before they began walking up the street to the north with a determined stride.  They met two more men dressed in the same costume, one with a torch and one with a shield. 

“Only if it’s a war party,” Mavone observed.  “Those are real weapons, I’d wager.  But those aren’t real tribals,” he guessed.

“The ones we faced didn’t fight in masks very often,” I agreed.  “They were ugly enough without them.  They also didn’t wear sandals, they were barefoot.  And they carried bows as often as spears,” I reminded him.

“They weren’t as bad as the Ilnarsi,” he recalled.  I had to agree with that.  The jungle tribes had been almost reasonable compared to the savages who inhabited the central plateau of the Farisian range.  Those bastards were evil.  “But, then, I don’t think those fellows are either kind of tribesmen.  They’re townsmen pretending to be tribesmen,” he reasoned.

While we watched, more of the fake savages entered the street, a group of three and then another pair.  At some point, someone started banging a drum in an ominous rhythm.  The few houses in the neighborhood enjoying the luxury of artificial light at that hour quickly extinguished them, casting the streets into near darkness. 

“Why would a bunch of townspeople from the slums dress up as savage warriors?” Mavone asked rhetorically.

“They’re one of the secret gangs the various factions use to terrorize each other,” I theorized.  “Loiko warned me about them.  They’ll congregate in one district, then strike at their target.  Usually they’ll ransack a place, beat or kill the inhabitants, and then try to burn it down.  Paid thugs, usually, although I’m sure there are plenty of them who would do it for free.”

“The disguises are a nice touch,” Mavone conceded.  “Very colorful.”

“It’s part of the local culture,” I said, realizing I was shaking a bit.  “Different gangs wear different outlandish disguises to hide their identity and intimidate the population from interfering while they carry out their attack.  A sort of uniform.  It’s almost a ritual, from what Asalon tells me.”

“Pentandra used a similar tactic in Vorone when she fought the Brotherhood of the Rat,” he approved.  “It doesn’t look like they’re coming here, though.”

“I haven’t even officially opened yet,” I said, shaking my head.  “I haven’t had a chance to piss anyone off that badly.  This is just regular Farisian politics, now.”

“This might be more fun than I thought,” murmured Mavone.  “But we should anticipate an attack like that, someday.  Perhaps prepare some defenses for this place.”

“Nothing that will attract attention,” I warned.  “Don’t forget, the Censors will be sniffing around.”

“I can be subtle,” he said, a little defensively.  “But I don’t want to get caught in a burning house in the middle of the night.  I’ll handle the defenses.  It is interesting that things have evolved to this in Farise, though.  The insurgents we faced weren’t so creative in their presentation.”

“These aren’t insurgents, they’re the soldiers of midnight,” I said, shaking my head.  “Before, it was everyone against the occupying Narasi scum.  Now it’s the Farisians against the Farisians.  They can be more artful about it.”

“A hundred of those buffoons couldn’t stand up to a squad of our warmagi,” he assured.  “If that’s the worst we face—"

“It’s not,” I sighed.  “There are the exiled Alshari Coastlords and Sea Lords, the native Farisian pirates, and the old Farisian nobility over by the palace.  Oh, and a couple of warlords and outlaw gangs.  All of them are contending for control at the moment.”

“That actually bodes well for our chances, then,” he considered.  “The more factions there are, the more potential for creative mayhem and good intelligence.  One of the annoying things about fighting Sheruel was just how loyal and single-minded his forces were.  We didn’t really have much of a chance until the Enshadowed arrived and started messing things up.”

“I’m glad you’re optimistic,” I sighed. 

“That might be overstating it,” he chuckled, finishing his brandy.  “But I’m hopeful.  Give me a couple of days and I’ll let you know if that hope can translate into optimism.  I’m going to bed,” he announced.  “If I can sleep in this muck,” he muttered, standing.

“You’ll get used to it again before you know it,” I said, cheerfully.  “There’s nothing more refreshing than waking up in the morning in a pool of your own sweat.”             

Mavone took over two of the rooms on the third floor, one for his quarters and the other as a kind of office.  Then he disappeared for a few days, returning only after nightfall and often leaving in the morning before dawn.  I did my best not to interfere with his methods – Mavone knew what he was doing.

Besides, I had an opening to prepare for, and for that I had to at least pretend I knew what I was doing.

***

The fateful day arrived when I could no longer come up with excuses as to why I hadn’t opened the shop yet.  The place looked fresh and newly painted, the rust had been removed from the gates, my workshops and offices were stocked and ready, and my library was more or less assembled.

Certainly, there was more work to be done, but there was no reason I couldn’t announce I was open for business and start attracting clients.  I couldn’t procrastinate forever.

Indeed, I was affixing my new brass sign to the outside of the gate when I got my first visit from a professional colleague.

“Mirkandar the Magnificent,” he said from behind me, in Perwynese.  That’s largely just a difference in accent from the Narasi.  I was a little startled, but got into character as I rose and turned.

“So, you’ve heard of me!” I said with a big welcoming grin.

“No, I was just reading your sign,” the man admitted.

He was somewhat younger than me, around thirty, and he had the olive complexion of most of Farise.  He was wearing a linen robe and carrying a staff, and wore the skullcap with three triangles that the Farisian wizards often wore as their official headgear.

“Well, I am, indeed, Mirkandar the Magnificent, Practical Adept,” I announced as I gave a bow.  “At your service.  As soon as I’m ready to open, that is.”

“I’m Darriky,” the man said, giving me a bow in return.  “Also a Practical Adept.  I live about nine streets northwest of here, near the edge of the city.  Lower rent,” he explained.  “I heard there was a new fellow setting up here a couple of days ago and thought I’d investigate.  Welcome,” he added, belatedly.

“Thank you, Master Darriky,” I said, sincerely.  “You’re the first practicing mage I’ve met in Farise, so far.”

“And you came from Castalshar?” he asked, curiously, looking me up and down.

“Castal, to be precise,” I agreed.  “I decided to relocate and open my own practice, here.  If I might ask, what end of the business are you in?”

“Mostly general practice,” he revealed, with a shrug.  “Wards, location spells, protections, the usual.  A little medical, when I need to, and lately I’ve been getting into some construction spells.  It’s a fairly balanced practice,” he said, proudly.  “You?”

“Well, I’ll be doing general practice myself,” I admitted, with an apologetic grin.  “But I specialize in enchantment, thaumaturgy, and a bit of elemental magic.”

“Thaumaturgy?” he asked, both impressed and appalled at the obscure discipline.  “You have clients that pay for that?”

“Not yet,” I said with a shake of my head and a resigned sigh.  “But I’m hoping.  In the meantime I have one or two other ideas to get me started,” I said, mysteriously.  Darriky seemed politely skeptical. 

“But why in the name of every god out there did you come to Farise?” Darriky asked, amused.  “This place is thick with magi, most of them useless.”

“I . . . had some conflict in my old firm, and it was decided that it might be a good idea if I relocated somewhere far away,” I lied.  “There’s war in Alshar and now in Merwyn.  Wenshar is too bloody cold for me.  Farise sounded like a good place to start over again.”

“I’ve heard that song before,” he chuckled, good naturedly.  “It’s kind of a cliché here.”

I knew what he meant.  Farise had long been a destination for exiles and men looking to begin a new life under a new name.  There was quite a large expatriate population in the city, from all nations.  Farise was remote enough from any place meaningful that a man who wanted to escape his past had little problem slipping away aboard a merchant ship and coming to the busy port.  From there it only took a little silver, a change of name, and some creative lies to become someone the authorities, creditors, and jilted lovers could not find without magic.

Since most of these fugitives from civilization often showed up in Farise with chests full of coin of dubious origin, the authorities had traditionally welcomed the practice and were willing to forgo any of the usual questions about a man’s past.  This had happened for generations, even during the First Magocracy, so it was a long and distinguished Farisian tradition at this point – as well as a cliché.

“I hate to be predictable,” I said with mock sorrow.  “Let’s just pretend I’m on the run from a jealous husband or a gang of cutthroats unhappy with my service – it’s far more romantic than the truth, I’m afraid.  My partners bought me out after a professional disagreement that got personal.”

“They took issue with the ‘magnificent’ in your name, perhaps?” he asked.

“Oh, that’s a recent addition, and purely for professional effect,” I assured him.  “But they did take issue with how I handled one of their most important clients.  There was a dispute.  It got nasty.  They paid me off.  So I came here, the land of the sun, sand . . . and the sudden thunderstorms,” I said, looking up at the overcast sky.  It had been completely clear an hour before.

“Yes, we do get quite a lot of those,” he agreed.  “Well, Master Mirkandar, I wish you luck.  You’re either a genius, an unrepentant optimist, or a fool.  But welcome to Farise, and welcome to this sad little corner of it.”

“It actually seems like a nice district,” I demurred.  “Although I did see something disturbing the other night: what looked like jungle tribesmen in masks, roaming the streets at night with torches and drums.  Some local ritual?”

Darriky’s expression changed to one more serious.  “I’m afraid not.  Those fellows are known as the South Grimony Savages, and I would not disturb them, if I were you,” he warned.  “Those spears they carry are real.  They attacked someplace out in North Hill.  Burned it to the ground.”

“So they’re street gangs,” I nodded, frowning.

“More like a very belligerent social club,” he explained.  “We have a lot of those in Farise.  It’s best to steer clear of them when they’re out and up to mischief.  If you aren’t their target, they’ll leave you alone.  If you are . . . well, it’s just best not to be.”

“Gods, does the City Watch allow such a thing?” I asked.  That is, Mirkandar asked.  He’s more naïve than Minalan.  And perhaps more dramatic.

Darriky chuckled.  “Some of them are likely members.  No, they don’t interfere when one of those grim parades is in the streets, not unless they want to see a real riot break out.  They’ll take care of things afterwards, usually, but they won’t get in the way.  That’s the wise thing to do.”

“Excellent advice,” I agreed, as the first rumblings of thunder began in the distance.  The sky was darkening. “Do you have any more?  I’m new to this city.”

Darriky gave me a discerning look.  “If you want to be successful?  Pay your bribes on time, get the coin before the job, mind your reputation, and don’t trust anyone from the other side of the river,” he suggested.  “If you do all that, you should be fine.”

“Thank you,” I said, sincerely.  Darriky seemed genuine, and I did appreciate that.  A man who will be kind to a stranger who is new in town rather than trying to flaunt his status and position is uncommon, I knew from experience.  “I really am hopeful about this new move.  And I’m about ready to open the practice.  There seem to be a lot of possibilities in Farise.”

“Oh, there are as many impossibilities in Farise, too,” Darriky remarked.  “You might say we are defined by our impossibilities.  But if you’re smart, quick, and talented a good mage can make a living here,” he added, grudgingly.  He paused and considered something for a moment.  “There are actually a few of us on this side of the river who manage.  Good fellows who don’t mind a little hard work for their coin, and don’t try to cheat their clients.  The next time we get together, I’ll --  what?” he asked, gasping, as first one then the second of the magelight enchantments I’d installed in the gate activated automatically, producing two soft white globes of light as the sun faded in the west and the storm clouds approached.  Darriky was impressed, I could tell.

I grinned.  “One of the enchantments I brought from Castal,” I explained.  “The darkening sky must have triggered them early.  What do you think?” I asked, proudly.

Darriky surveyed the two globes of light, which were placed just over the entrance of my gate but also splashed considerable light into the street.  Compared to the sudden gloom creeping through the street with the approaching storm, it was a dramatic change.  He blinked.

“It’s . . . magnificent!” he admitted, chuckling at the irony.  “You did them yourself?”

“No, no, although I could have with the right tools.  I purchased them from the wizards of Sevendor.  They’re producing all manner of novel enchantments, these days, now that they have irionite.”

“This is going to attract some attention to you, Master Mirkandar,” warned Darriky, thoughtfully.  “Few of us flaunt our powers so blatantly in Farise.”

I had gotten used to magelights, in the last decade, I realized.  Sevendor Castle was filled with them, as was the town.  In Vanador they were ubiquitous.  Each of my homes, no matter how humble, was graced with magelights instead of tapers or lamps.  But I had almost forgotten how impressive they were to common folk, even regular magi.  Producing a magelight properly is a kind of benchmark for an apprentice mage, a demonstration of accomplishment and dedication.  It took time and effort to cast the spell, as well as a fair amount of low-octave arcane power. 

Irionite changed all that, of course, making them as easy to cast as a squib for a High Mage.  Embedding the spell into thaumaturgical glass is a fairly elementary enchantment, much to the dismay of chandlers everywhere.  But if you had to conjure one from scratch and then maintain it for any length of time without irionite, it was a major effort.

“It’s a cheap gimmick,” I dismissed.  “They’re all over Barrowbell and Sevendor.  But it is distinctive, I think.  And it lights up the street a bit.  Makes things feel safer.”

“It’s impressive,” Darriky agreed, looking at me with new respect.  “It appears that you may have good reason for your hopefulness, Mirkandar.  People will notice this.  It’s flashy, but impressive.”

“Perhaps that should become my motto,” I smiled.  “I think there’s room for it left on my sign.”  A peal of thunder cut loose just then, illuminating the eastern sky with a brilliant display of lightning.  “Care to join me for some tea while the storm passes?  I’d hate to have you walk back home in the rain.”


Chapter Fifteen

Open For Business

It is essential for a new mage opening a practice to go forth and mingle with his potential clients, not merely wait for them to come to his door.  While many are hesitant to exalt their abilities, good thaumaturgical practice leads nowhere without clients to pay for it.  Pay close attention to the markets, the clergy, the nobility, and determine what their arcane needs are.  Then approach them and tout your service with boldness and confidence.

Handbook of the Practicing Adept

Author Unknown

If the oppressive heat and humidity of Farise doesn’t bother you, the sudden thunderstorms just might.  While they varied in frequency and intensity, they were almost a daily occurrence and affected every aspect of life in Farise. 

You can blame Farisian geography for that.  In the summertime the storms approached from the west, rolling over the mountains and the Sound and striking with violent intensity.  Winter storms were more frequent but less severe, providing more rain and less wind and lightning and originating mostly from the east.  And during the spring and autumn months it was the great tempests from the south, from the heart of the Shattered Sea, that regularly smashed into the peninsula.  Those hellstorms were feared the most, as the winds could be so extreme that any structure not designed properly and constructed with sturdy materials was doomed.

But it rained almost daily in Farise, and you never knew when a storm might blow up on a sunny day, saturate the city with pounding rain, and then retreat as fast as it had arrived, leaving little behind but overfull gutters and a fresh wave of humidity.  It happened so frequently that the people took it as a matter of course, either contriving to avoid the rains entirely or endure them with impunity.  The light linen and cotton clothing favored by the Farisians dried quickly, and parasols were common accessories for both men and women.

The problem was that so much rainwater could fall on the town in such a short time that no matter how good the drainage was, many areas were in danger of flooding.  Indeed, the expansive slums between the hills and the sound were built on flatlands that could, quite easily, see their uncobbled streets filled with rainwater up to their ankles several times a year.  Up here in Bluestem that wasn’t a serious issue, but if it wasn’t for the deep ditches that spanned the city to direct the water into the river, it might have been.

The problem was, I couldn’t linger in Bluestem any longer.  My shop was ready for business and my real mission had to begin in earnest.  While Mavone crisscrossed the length of Farise on his pretend errands while he collected intelligence, I had to venture out beyond the peaceful suburbs and start spreading the news of Mirkandar the Magnificent’s new practice to other districts.

This is a common practice for most spellmongers and Resident Adepts, no matter their nation.  When you open up for business you tour the local neighborhoods or estates to introduce yourself, do a little flashy magic, promote your services and impress your potential clients with your mystical powers.  You distribute little gifts to children and are generous with your purse in taverns.  I had done much the same thing in Boval Vale, when I opened up in an old cheese shop.  Only in Farise the expectations are commensurate with the population.  With a city of fifty thousand to promote myself to, I had a lot of ground to cover.

That presented a problem.  As comfortable as I was getting in Mirkandar House (as I’d renamed Captain’s Rest) every time I went further than the local market, I would start to feel anxious.  It reminded me too much of patrolling.  My eyes darted around nervously, my hands clenched, and a sense of paranoia filled me despite the lack of danger.  It took an effort of will to calm myself and remind myself that I was Mirkandar the Magnificent enjoying an exotic professional adventure, not Minalan the Spark darting from block to block trying to avoid an ambush.

Thankfully, Ruderal attended me on most of those outings.  My apprentice was adept at being able to spot when I was experiencing anxiety, and his calm reassurance was genuinely helpful when it happened.  It was hard to project being a competent, talented mage when you’re ready to hit the ground or seek concealment while you’re talking to a potential customer.

But I had to make the rounds.  Asalon the Fair had provided me with a list of potential clients, many of them business associates or partners, and most of them worked beyond the relatively placid streets of Bluestem. 

The days before my official opening found me in the Shipwrights Quarter, in North Hill, and all through the river districts, talking to people I might persuade to bring their business to Mirkandar.  Much of my time was spent in the Great Market district, as there was no better place to spread word of my new enterprise than the huge expanse of merchants who congregated there.

The Great Market is the heart of Farise’s commercial life.  It is proximate to the Sea Lords district, as well as the bridges leading to the much larger commercial harbor.  A continuous stream of small cargo vessels ply the waters between the great wharfs of Calafel or the harbor ferrying goods back and forth to it, and donkey carts from the smaller markets around the city made daily trips to pick up merchandise for distribution. 

As the name implies, the Great Market is huge.  It’s a truly international market, one of the largest and most exotic I’d ever seen.  The great flagstones of the market had been laid down during the Early Magocracy, it was said.  The mighty wizards from Perwyn who had driven out the Sea Lords had established it to expand the city and cement their hold over the entire province, as they had found the lands around the harbor too limiting for their vision for Farise. 

They had also established certain unbreakable rules for trade in the market that had shaped the culture for centuries.

Since then it had become the clearinghouse for every manner of merchandise from every corner of the world.  Unlike the other markets in Farise it ran daily, from sunrise to long after dusk, as merchants bargained and haggled over sugar, spices, foodstuffs, iron stock, finished goods, and everything else you could think of.  If you wanted to buy a barrel of treacle, a pound of parchment, an ounce of opium, or a string of slaves, you could find them all at the Great Market from dawn until midnight.

It’s telling that during the invasion we were given strict instructions about the places we were not allowed to pillage and the Great Market was at the top of the list, along with the commercial sector and the palace district.  Even the dimwitted dukes understood the vital importance of keeping the beating heart of commerce alive in Farise even as they invaded it.  If Farise was strategically and commercially important, the Great Mmarket was the primary reason.

That makes the Great Market the hub of information in Farise as well.  A rumor started there swept through the city overnight, and if you were going to send a message across town or across the world there is no better place to find a courier.  If you wanted to announce the opening of a new magical practice, it was the natural place to do so. 

Indeed, the Great Market’s magical section was almost as large as the market at Sevendor’s Magic Fair, though not nearly as well-stocked.  Footwizards and market day conjurers, fortune tellers and dowsers, even distinguished magical firms were represented in the long row of booths, tents, and awnings that carried the trade. 

I had always loved the Great Market.  By long tradition it was exempt from conflict between the various factions of the city.  Even during the occupation the insurgents never violated the sanctity of that custom, which made the Great Market one of the few places in the city where you could breathe a little easier.  The constant flow of transactions and exchanges was the one thing everyone in Farise understood was essential to everyone’s future, and messing with that was not just frowned upon, it was almost sacrilege. 

Mirkandar made his professional debut at a particularly busy intersection in the market, near to the magical section and the scribes.  I procured a large crate from one of the vendors and made it an impromptu stage in the center of the interchange, covering it with a blue velvet cloak and posting a large painted sign announcing my practice, written in both Narasi and Old High Perwynese.

Ruderal and Parru were with me, and once I mounted the crate Ruderal activated an enchantment that produced a loud, long tone that was unmistakably magical in nature.  Just to be certain to attract notice, Parru walked through the crowd banging on an old brass bell until we had the attention of most of the people in the area.

“My lords, my ladies, my goodfellows and goodwives, I call you to attend the words of the most worthy of magi!” Ruderal called out at the top of his voice.  His Perwynese was heavily accented, but he was clear and understandable.  While he had been uncomfortable with the role I gave him (Ruderal is by nature very introverted) the lad had practiced all night, and he delivered a solid performance.  “Pray pay heed to the important announcement being made by the illustrious wizard, freshly arrived from Castal!  Good people, I introduce to you . . . Mirkandar the Magnificent!”

I will forgive the boy if there was, perhaps, the slightest tinge of sarcasm haunting his words as he announced me by name.  While he understood the importance of a convincing performance, Ruderal knew his master far better than most apprentices. 

“My friends!” I called out over the murmur of the crowd, my arms raised with my staff in both hands to attract their attention.  “My friends and new neighbors of Farise!  I come here today to announce my arrival, at long last, to your balmy shores!  I am Mirkandar, a wizard of Castal, where the flow of enchantment from the kingdom’s magi runs deep!  I have come to Farise to bring you the benefits of those advancements in the magical art and provide you the arcane services you so desperately need!”

It was a good opening, and I enjoyed the attention and the response I was getting from the crowd.  At least two hundred people had gathered around my blue-clad crate out of curiosity, or genuine interest.  The more eyes I saw on me, the more enthusiastic I became about my pitch.  Apparently Mirkandar is a bit of a ham.

From the hats I could see there were several magi amongst them, as I had intended.  I was wearing a newly-made version of the traditional four-pointed hat, myself, the tall central cone and broad brim adding nicely to my profile.  Of course, the woolen thing was bloody hot on my head.  But it was the classic Castali form, and picked me out amongst my skullcap-wearing colleagues. 

“I am a Practical Adept of some repute in Castal,” I lied, “and I have taken the opportunity to establish quarters and practice in Bluestem District, just a few blocks from the marketplace.  As of today, I am open for new clients seeking professional arcane services of the highest quality!  For extremely reasonable rates I can provide you with the protection and prosperity that is magic’s promise.  Certified by the highest Castali authorities as a master in my craft,” I bragged, “and an expert in thaumaturgy, enchantment, and the deepest mysteries of the arcane, I pledge to you that no commission is too large, no challenge too daunting for my skills!”

I had about twice as many people paying attention at that point – a crowd always draws a larger crowd, I’d noticed – and they were mostly listening to what I was saying.  To that point it was the usual grandiose pitch any merchant uses to push their wares or services.  Now I had to make it memorable, I realized.  I had to make it personal.

“My friends, you may wonder why you should entrust your thaumaturgical needs to a newcomer among you – why, there are plenty of good, industrious magi here in Farise who can discourage rats from your storehouses or find a lost dog.  I commend them for their diligence to the craft,” I added, with condescending sarcasm. 

That brought a giggle or two from the crowd.  Everyone enjoys hearing a good insult brandished against the competition. 

“Indeed, if I should ever need some remedy for warts, a tonic for baldness, or – Ishi forbid! – some shortcomings in the bedchamber,” I said, as I let my staff droop suggestively, “why, the magi of Farise are unmatched in their skills.  That is, if their spells don’t grant you warts, hair loss, or impotence by mistake,” I added, getting a laugh.

I was using my staff as a prop the entire time.  For a professional mage carrying a staff is as important an advertisement for your competent service as the hat you wear.  Mirkandar’s staff was a new construction, a sleek-looking bough of weirwood that had been cunningly carved and decorated.  While it was pretty, it was one of the least powerful staves in my collection.  I had used almost entirely standard enchantments on it, with the exception of one hoxter pocket that I could have conceivably purchased in Sevendor at great expense.  Other than that, it was barely more advanced than the staff I’d borne as a village spellmonger.

“But if you require the highest form of the arcane art, might I humbly suggest you consider seeking the wisdom of an acknowledged master, Mirkandar the Magnificent?” I continued, as expressively as I could.  “Can you manage to repeat that name?  Mirkandar the Magnificent!” I said, encouraging to parrot me.  Some of them did.  I repeated the call twice more, each time getting more and more people to join in, until the entire crowd had said the name.

“Mirkandar . . . the Magnificent,” I finished with a slight bow.  “Now, to provide you with a sample of my service, without obligation or precondition, I am going to give away – free of charge – one hundred wooden tokens bearing my mark and my address,” I announced.  “Each one may redeemed in person at my new practice in Bluestem for one cubic foot of pure ice,” I said, enunciating the word.  To demonstrate, I activated the one hoxter I’d permitted Mirkandar to have, and a thick block of ice appeared on the crate in front of me. 

That got their attention, and a pleased murmur arose as I began tossing the tokens into the crowd.  Ruderal and Parru were also handing out the tokens on cue, and the murmur increased in excitement.  Some people came up and touched the block of ice at my feet to satisfy themselves it was real and not illusion. 

“In addition,” I continued, raising my voice over the crowd, “I will be giving away ten brass tokens, similarly inscribed, that entitle the bearer to a free one-hour consultation and complimentary enchantment to determine your thaumaturgical needs!” I said, as I flipped the tokens one by one into the crowd.  “Remember that name – Mirkandar the Magnificent – and my new practice in Bluestem!  Thank you, my friends, for your attention, and thank you for your future patronage!” I concluded, raising my voice and bowing.

There was a smattering of applause, which was gratifying, but I wasn’t there to entertain.  I was there to inform.  The five hundred or so people who took notice now knew my name, knew I was from Castal, and knew where my practice was.  That was all that I needed from the enterprise.

“Well done, Master Mirkandar!” Parru praised as I jumped down from the crate.  A few of the crowd lingered, and I answered a few questions and met some curious potential clients after I spoke, but the interest faded as quickly as it had been conjured.  “I’ve heard a few marketplace pitches,” he continued, when there was no one else waiting to speak to me.  “That wasn’t bad at all.”

“People were curious,” Ruderal observed.  “Intrigued, even.  The ice was a surprise.  They didn’t expect that.”

“Everyone likes to get something for free,” I reasoned.  “Ice is enough of a luxury to convince them it’s worth the trip up to Bluestem.  And it doesn’t cost me anything.”

“You don’t have to lug it to the ice room,” Ruderal complained.  “We need some ice tongs!”

“That’s why a good adept has apprentices,” I agreed.  “Let’s make a circuit of the magical section and then we can get some lunch.”

The three of us managed to cover a fair amount of territory in an hour’s time, greeting as many of the merchants as possible and making certain they knew about Mirkandar the Magnificent’s new practice in Bluestem.  If someone seemed particularly interested, another brass token granting a free hour of consultation was passed.  I had made fifty of the things, and by the time we sat down to eat more than half of them were gone.

“I don’t see the point in giving away so much for free,” Ruderal reflected, as he devoured a slice of grilled porsago filled with heavily spiced chicken and mushrooms.  “Each of those tokens is a wasted hour of our time.”

“If I can get them into the shop,” I reasoned, “they’ve already committed to investing in my services.  That’s half the job of getting a client.  It’s one free hour and a minor enchantment but most of those who use it will be spending far more on more expensive spells.  Banamor taught me that.”

“It’s good business,” Parru agreed.  He’d become more and more involved with my mission in the last few weeks.  His eagerness and enthusiasm was infectious, and I’d come to depend upon him almost as much as Ruderal.  He also had a keen head for business, as his uncle did.  “Everyone gives free samples.  That’s how you get people interested.”

“And the hour is never wasted,” I agreed.  “Even if you don’t get a commission from it directly, people talk.  It’s hard to measure that sort of thing, sometimes, but you’re never consulting for just one commission.  You never know where that conversation will lead.  When you have your own practice someday . . .”

Ruderal wasn’t paying attention, I realized – something unusual for the boy.  But then I saw what had distracted him so completely: a girl.

There were plenty of girls at the market, of course, from all walks of life.  A good third of the merchants in the Great Market were women, after all, as were a great many of the shoppers.  But this girl caught Rudy’s attention like a magelight on a foggy evening. 

She was young, no more than fourteen or fifteen, but she was gorgeous.  Pretty face, engaging smile, bright eyes, and a very colorful, well-wrapped riorel that drew the eye. She held a pretty parasol that matched her skirt, and she used it gracefully to protect herself from the noonday sun.

Parru noticed the distraction, too, and quickly saw the reason.  “Pretty!” he mumbled in appreciation.

“She is,” Rudy agreed, solemnly.  “Know who she is?”

Parru chuckled.  “No, of course not.  But I’d like to,” he affirmed.  “Probably one of the Heron Hill girls, from the looks of her.  There are a thousand like her, well-bred girls who come to the Great Market to allure wealthy suitors while they look for bargains.”

“Maybe she’s just shopping,” I commented, as she disappeared into the crowd. 

“Maybe she’d like to have some free ice,” Ruderal said, jumping to his feet. 

“She doesn’t really look like a paying customer,” I pointed out, doubtfully.

:”You’re never consulting for just one commission,” he argued, as he ran his fingers through his hair.  “I’ll be back anon!”

“That was smart,” Parru chuckled, as my apprentice chased after the maiden.  “People like things for free.  Especially girls.”

“If he gets her into the shop, she’ll be halfway committed,” I agreed with a smile. 

***

By the time we returned that evening, two people had already redeemed their wooden tokens, and after marveling at the wyvern skeleton and the other mysterious wonders of my new shop they carried away bulky blocks of ice guaranteed to melt half as fast as normal, in the heat.  I counted the promotion as an early success.  Even Mavone had heard about it during his travels crisscrossing the city, I learned.

“It’s been a productive few days,” he reported, as we settled into the room he’d made his intelligence headquarters.  “But I’ve managed to make a preliminary survey of the various defense forces in town, and established who commands and controls them.  Do you want the good news or the bad news first?”

“The bad news,” I decided.  “Let’s start with some juicy pessimism.”

“The bad news is that Farise is awash in military force,” he revealed.  “There are thousands of fighting men here that could defend the city.  A mixture of heavy infantry, light infantry, naval infantry, and security forces numbering more than ten thousand men.  An additional four or five thousand can be raised as levies within days.  Most of these are already trained for warfare and there are ample store of weapons in stock.  It would take a sizable force to overwhelm them and seize control of the city militarily.”

“How many?” I asked.  I trusted Mavone’s estimations.

“If you wanted to do it right, you’d need twenty thousand,” he suggested.  “If you want to be certain to do it right, you would need twenty five.  And then another five thousand to patrol the provinces.”

“That’s a lot of men,” I sighed.  “Not more than I can scrounge if I had to, but . . .”

Mavone nodded sympathetically.  “I know.  Even if you bring them in by magic with a surprise attack, like we did in Olum Seheri, there are problems.  High casualties, initially.  Insurgency immediately afterwards.  Just feeding that many troops for any length of time would be damned expensive, much less paying them.”

“So what’s the good news?” I asked, hopefully.

“All of those men are scattered, disorganized, and controlled by different people,” he answered.  “The largest cohesive military force here is only about four thousand men – the palace garrison.  Mostly Alshari exiles.  There are probably four thousand naval infantry but they’re under six or seven different commands, if any at all beyond their ship’s captain.  The gate garrison is controlled by the old Farisian nobles, the Sea Lords’ District garrison is controlled by the commercial interests, the harbor garrison is controlled by . . . well, I haven’t precisely figured that out, yet,” he admitted.

“So our foes are plentiful, but disunified,” I nodded. 

“Not just disunified – at each others’ throats,” Mavone condemned.  “The Alshari exiles are occupying most of the Palace District by force majeure.  They regularly skirmish with the men from the other garrisons to protect their leadership and prerogatives.  But their commissions and pay come from Count Cingaran, not the council.”

“And where is he getting his money?” I asked, intrigued.  “He has no income in Farise, does he?”

“I’m still looking into it,” Mavone nodded.  “No doubt he looted what he could from Alshar, and his privateers have been busy.  But I don’t know, yet.  The other garrisons are paid and commanded by the other factions.  None of them are strong enough to defeat the other two, and there are all these other factions at play, to complicate things.”

“That is good news,” I agreed.  “Do you have any more?”

Mavone smiled.  “There are no city walls.  Apart from ship’s munitions, the city is almost entirely bereft of artillery.  A few mangonels overlooking the mouth river, nothing more.  They are not prepared for a siege.”

“And I’m not ready to give them one.  So what’s your overall assessment?”

Mavone paused for several moments, looking thoughtful as he prepared his report.  “It’s something that can be done,” he concluded.  “Militarily, at least.  The key would be to use the various factions against each other until they’re all weakened, then go after the victors.  But that implies a lot of work,” he warned.

“So does organizing an invasion,” I pointed out.  “It sounds like it’s the best approach, though.”

“Part of the hard work is going to be assessing the fleets,” he confessed.  “I just don’t have the knowledge to do that.  I can count marine infantry, but I can barely tell a rowboat from a galley, much less assess their capabilities in combat.  We’re going to need an expert in that,” he predicted.

“We’ll get one,” I promised.  “The fleets are going to have to be dealt with.  They’re the reason the council is able to hold Farise.  But they have different allegiances, from what I understand.  Or none at all.”

“The key is to find a way to get rid of all the corsairs,” he continued, nodding.  “That means seizing their ships, destroying them, or sending them away.  Your mandate was to eliminate them from using Farise as a base, and those are the only three ways to get that outcome.”  He stopped himself for a moment, thought about something, and the looked at me slyly.  “You know, there is one way we could handle this quickly and cheaply,” he suggested.  “And it’s well within our capabilities.  We could just torch the entire fleet in the harbor, while they’re at their winter anchorage.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” I admitted with a chuckle.  But he was right.  According to our intelligence, the Calafel docks were packed with ships as their crews took a break from raiding for the season.  Winter storms in the Shattered Sea are notoriously brutal, which kept traffic light.  If we contrived to assault those raiders, burn them to their waterlines or some such, then the issue of the pirate fleet was done. 

“It wouldn’t be that hard,” Mavone continued, encouragingly.  “Hells, it would be nothing compared to organizing to attack Olum Seheri and Darkfaller at the same time.  You could be back in Sevendor by Yule, job well done,” he proposed.

I sighed.  “That’s an appealing idea,” I agreed.  “But it wouldn’t keep another fleet from forming here in a few years.  The immediate threat would be gone, but the strategic threat would remain.”

“But that would satisfy your bargain with Rard,” he pointed out.

“Technically,” I agreed, reluctantly.  “But it seems a bit bloody handed.  How many of those ships are legitimate merchantmen?  How much is the fleet worth, and what will its loss entail?  At most, it would buy us a few years.  But before we know it Farise will be full of pirates again.”

“Or in Merwyn’s hands,” he agreed.

“You heard about that, did you?” I asked, surprised.  I shouldn’t have been.

“I’m your chief of intelligence,” he reminded me.  “I’d better know about it.  The last I heard Merwyn is assembling an armada at Nodara and plans to sail as soon as the winter storms break.  Fifty to seventy ships.  Tens of thousands of fighting men.  It’s not generally known, but it’s confirmed that they’re headed here.”

“So we have a deadline,” I sighed.  “And if we torch the fleet, then Farise will be defenseless and fall to Merwyn, which would be a catastrophe.”

“Would it?” Mavone asked.  “You know, the Farisian Campaign was a colossal waste of money.  The duchies didn’t get back a tenth of what they spent on it during the entire occupation.  Castal is deeply in debt over it to this day.  If Merwyn tries the same thing we’re essentially allowing them to do the same thing . . . only at greater cost due to the greater distance.”

“And then Rard would be after me to dislodge the Merwyni commerce raiders controlling Farise, and I have to do this all over again,” I predicted, a sick feeling in my stomach.  “That’s not a prospect I favor.  It would be cheaper to conquer the place now and defend it, than trying to attack it once its full of Merwyni.”

“So we’re back to the hard way,” he sighed.  “Very well.  We’re going to need some more assistance, then.  I’ve put together a preliminary list of questions we need answered, with the understanding that each one is going to breed new questions like Tal Alon.  I’m going to need men I can trust to answer them.”

We discussed the particulars late into the night.  Mavone’s insights on the military situation were valuable, and he understood the importance of the political and economic situation as well. 

Still, his solutions tended to involve military force.  I don’t fault him for that – he’s an expert warmage, and that’s how he thinks.  But I felt there were more creative and less violent ways to approach the problem.  Once we understood what the various groups in power were, who led them, and how they operated, I imagined that a better solution than flooding Farise with shock troops could be found.

Of course, I’ve been known to be wrong before.


Chapter Sixteen

A Bad Cup of Tea

The visitor will find the Farisians are fascinated with tea, elevating it to the level and status of social ritual.  As well they should: black and green varieties of the common herb are readily available at market, and the jungles and gardens of the natives provide plenty of local tisanes found nowhere else.  Spices from around the Shattered Sea give additional flavor, and the teas are often sweetened with sugar or a dollop of molasses.  The Farisians take their tea seriously, and there is no worse insult than implying a Farisian has made a bad cup of tea.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

The first week after we opened the practice was exhausting. 

Do not mistake me, I enjoyed the work.  It seemed pure, somehow, compared to all I had done in Sevendor and the Magelaw, on battlefields and in council chambers.  There was no subterfuge in it, no ulterior motives or hidden objectives.  I was simply selling magical services to people who needed them for coin.  All sorts of people, too – we had more than thirty visitors that first week as word spread and people began redeeming their tokens.  People from across Farise, from all walks of life.

My very first client was my neighbor, the Widow Renzi, an older woman from three houses over who had been watching the rehabilitation of the house with interest.  She was a well-off widow of a successful cooper, and she had a list of spells she wanted placed on her house, all standard residential magic. 

Of course, the commission was entirely an excuse for her to snoop, I let her indulge in it.  She squealed when she saw the wyvern skeleton in the entryway, cast a critical eye over my furniture and my taste in art, and examined my displayed credentials more closely than a Censor would have. 

But she seemed cautiously optimistic about having a new adept in the neighborhood, and she was willing to pay my rates to evaluate my practice for the good of the public.  As I flirted with her lightly throughout the conversation, I anticipated a good review after I promised to take care of it myself within the week.

Widow Renzi was just the first of a trickle of clients that came in that day.  By dusk we had seen four more, and took two more minor commissions.  They tended to be similar to the widow’s in scope and nature: common household spells, preservation spells, restoration spells, wardings against fire, pests, rodents and the like.  My fee structure was quite reasonable, compared to my fellows – I’d discussed that sort of thing extensively with Master Darriky while we had tea.  I kept them just on the high side, which gave me ample room to bargain and kept me competitive. 

The real draw to the practice, however, was the ice business.  By the end of the first week almost all of the tokens we’d distributed were redeemed, producing a continuous stream of customers at our cellar door.  Either Ruderal or Parru was usually on duty, which gave them an opportunity to talk with them and invite them to discuss their magical needs in more detail. 

Ruderal was not great at the job, but Parru excelled, producing nearly twice as many referrals to the main floor as Rudy. 

But the ice trade quickly became a focus of the practice, as word spread that pure ice could be purchased from the new Narasi wizard in Bluestem at a very reasonable price.  By our third day open we had sold nearly twenty blocks at two ounces of silver each. 

Asalon did his part.  At my request he secured the services of three donkey carts and their drivers, and delivered dozens of blocks of ice to the Fishmonger’s District for free, compliments of Mirkandar the Magnificent, Practical Adept of Bluestem.  They were suspicious, at first, but by the end of the week I had dozens of orders for more ice.  Asalon had to hire two more carts almost immediately. 

Part of the draw to the ice was the additional spells laid on the blocks.  It’s a simple spell of insulation that retards the melting process – we’d used one in Sevendor on a grand scale, to keep the snowpack from melting one year.  With irionite it’s as elementary as the freezing spell.  Without it, it requires a few moments and a fair bit of power to cast.

But I had commissioned a wand from Banamor that could cast the simple spell repeatedly, without the need for irionite to power it.  Activate the wand, tap the block, and the ice could withstand the Farisian heat for half a day before it would start melting.  That ensured that my customers could at least get the thing across town before it began to melt.  The added benefit, in addition to the reasonable price, made the ice business almost instantly profitable.

Soon, Mirkandar’s Magical Ice was being delivered to butchers, street vendors, taverns and inns all over the neighborhood and beyond.  That led to enough notoriety to drive several new clients to the practice.  Some wanted more permanent spells to keep the ice cold for longer.  Some wanted spells to shatter the blocks once they were ready to be used.  And just about everyone wanted more ice.  And ice tongs to move the blocks, which were unknown in Farise.

Asalon the Fair was shocked, when he went over the accounts at the end of the first week, and the orders placed for the next. 

“You made all this from just ice?” he asked, in disbelief. 

“I made nine big commissions, too,” I reminded him, tapping the much smaller side of the ledger.  “More than enough to keep me and Rudy busy next week.”

“You’d better do it yourself,” Asalon suggested, as he scanned the numbers on the page.  “Rudy will be busy making more ice.  A lot more ice.  In fact,” he said, shifting his eyes back to me, “Mirkandar, as your friend and trusted business advisor, you might want to consider forgetting about practicing magic and concentrate your efforts on the ice trade.  It’s far more profitable.”

“It’s still early in the practice, yet,” I countered.  “Things will pick up on the magic side of things.  I saw four more clients today, and will get at least one commission out of them.  Two, if I flirt with an old lady again.”

“Who knew that so many people would want ice?” he said, shaking his head in wonder, ignoring my professional success. 

“I did,” I replied, confidently.  “In case you hadn’t noticed, Farise is hot.  All the time.  Food spoils quickly here, and the best relief you can hope for is a rain shower that doesn’t pelt you with lightning, too.”

“You can always take half a day and go for a swim at the beach,” he reminded me.  “That’s nice and cool.”

“Or I could have ice,” I pointed out.  “Right here at home, in a glass of juice or tea, or beer, or wine or spirits . . . and suddenly it’s not quite as hot.”

“Then you are a brilliant man and we should arrange a marriage between our children,” Asalon joked.  “Just how much ice can you make?”  I could see his mind churning like a millwork, as he calculated sums in his head.

I shrugged.  “As much as we need.  I’m using pretty primitive equipment here, actually, compared to what I can acquire.  But I can acquire all we need, with almost no cost.”

“My friend, it’s like you found a way to sell air,” he sighed reverently, as he tore his eyes away from the ledger.  “After paying the drivers, you have well over two hundred ounces of silver, here.  For a single week!” he said in wonder.

It was a good beginning, I had to admit to myself. When I’d opened my spellmonger’s shop in Boval Vale, my first week’s take was four copper pennies, a dozen eggs and a mediocre pie.  Now my coffers were overflowing.  Indeed, I had generated so much loose coin from ice sales that I needed to make a trip to my banker.

I had established an account with a firm Asalon trusted, located over in Heron Hill, in a section of town near the river known casually as Parchment Plaza.  It was one of the oldest parts of Farise, pre-dating the construction of the Citadel and most of the palace district.  Some of those buildings had been built during the Colonial period.  I was not as familiar with them as I was the western side of town – patrolling the palace district was considered lighter, safer duty, and I was a mere low-ranking Spark.  But I enjoyed exploring the old district with Andrews’ memories of the colony in mind.

The street ran parallel to the river along the western side, elevated above the floodplain but still within sight of the river and bridges.  Along its length ran a cobbled road set within a wide plaza, a relic of design for when the place was served primarily by aircars.  It was officially known as Andromir Street, but everyone in Farise called it Parchment Plaza from the sheer amount of records the place used.  It had begun life in ancient times as a moderate commercial sector catering to tourists and locals, from Andrew’s memories of his brief stop here.  Since then it had become the heart of a thriving financial system that had survived for centuries.

From his perspective, the structures I saw were mere remnants of those early times.  Most had been re-purposed from their original designs, converted for more appropriate use when the technical world began breaking down. 

It was interesting to see ancient buildings originally created for mechanical work, for instance, be transformed into a counting house with residences on the upper floors, or a distinctive ancient restaurant architecture transformed into a prestigious townhouse.  Some of the additions were curious – new floors tacked onto buildings not designed for them, or old landing stages turned into grand patios or gardens. 

One in particular that caught my eye was an ancient, stately brick structure whose broad, curved façade included a wide oval-shaped window overlooking the river on the third floor.  Andrews’ memories allowed me to imagine how it had originally looked, with wide swaths of glass or plexi allowing some ancient executive or administrator a gorgeous view of the river.

But the original glazing was long gone.  In its place was a beautiful construction of stained glass. 

Ordinarily such things are reserved for temples, or the very wealthy.  But this one did not depict a god or a famed ancestor; it featured a tranquil, idyllic scene of the countryside with flowers, trees, a brightly lit sky, and tiny figures surrounding a central, almost circular tree.  It faded off into white clouds at the edges of the oval, one side darkened to represent the night’s sky including both moons and the Void, and there was a rainbow involved.  It was breathtaking in its beauty, a credit to the glazer’s art, and clearly centuries old.  I started to understand why we were instructed not to sack Heron Hill during the invasion.

The business was a counting house of some sort, I could see as I passed, and it attracted a steady stream of customers and messengers through its ornate wooden doors.  It was one of those places you can find in old seaport towns that have been there forever, regardless of who is in charge, because commerce never halts and someone has to keep track of it. 

But this one was particularly handsome.  A brass sign far more ornate than my own proclaimed it as Merinovan Brothers, Foreign Brokers & Agents.  Whatever they did there must have been important.  And lucrative.

My own banker was across the street from the handsome building, in a two-story sandstone fortress that was newer in construction but no less imposing than the counting house.  The House of Ovinray, Bankers and Trustees, had no windows, to speak of, and was guarded by a couple of burly fellows with falchions on their hips and spears in hand. 

I had to pass through two levels of clerks before I made my deposit, counting out each coin in front of the clerk who dutifully recorded the transaction before issuing me a receipt.  I added a significant amount of silver and a little gold to the week’s take, just to improve my accounts.  I had secured some Castali-area specie before I came to Farise to bolster my new identity, and the fact was noted by the clerk. 

It was odd, using a secular bank.  Back home almost all such functions are conducted by the temples, overseen by priests sworn to faithfully guard and account for their loans and deposits as a sacred duty.  Here, most banking was done by private houses dedicated to that task alone, with only their reputations guarding their client’s deposits.  It seemed riskier, somehow, with no guarantees your coin would be available for withdrawal if some disaster struck. 

Still, Asalon swore by House of Ovinray, and had used it for years.  So did many in the wealthier districts of town, I discovered.  It didn’t really matter, of course – the Spellmonger’s Hoard had become a by-word, in Sevendor, and my fortunes dwarfed the deposit I made with Ovinray. 

But it mattered to Mirkandar, I noted.  From the perspective of my alias, having no more assurance about a bank than the reputation of the banker fomented anxiety. 

My transaction done, I took a moment to explore the district more thoroughly.  As the commercial hub of a major port city most of the business being conducted regarded the arrival and departure of various ships.  It was interesting to just listen to the strange terms and unique nomenclature of the business of commercial shipping.  Every trade has its own language, and I realized very quickly that it was one I did not speak. 

Parchment Plaza seemed to be running fine, despite the chaos from the council a few streets over in the actual Palace District.  The city watch was present in abundance, and private guards warded every serious enterprise along its length.  Beggars, slaves, and street orphans were rigorously banned from the district, allowing the distinguished elite to conduct their business amongst the gardens and fountains in peace.  Transactions and agreements struck over in the Great Market and other exchanges were recorded, assessed, and taxed, here. 

But despite the serene hum of daily business, I picked up a tension in the voices of the merchants and officials of the district.  I overheard several conversations complaining about the lack of leadership from the Citadel, and worries about the future abounded.  Some market prices had flattened, while others had risen exponentially, due to the season and the political situation.  As objective as the commercial classes tried to be about it, there was no doubt that there was a sense of gloom about the situation.

It didn’t help that the Game of Whispers was well in play.  Much of the gossip I heard was about a legal advocate who mysteriously fell from a fourth-story window of a flat where he did not live the previous evening.  There was much speculation about who might have assisted him in his glorious flight and abrupt arrival into the flagstones below, and I made several mental notes as I wandered through the plaza.

Of course, then it started to rain, and I quickly found a tea shop.  One of the things you learn quickly in Farise is that just about any time is the right time for tea, especially during a rainstorm.

Farisians have an unusual sense of time, from a Narasi perspective.  While most of our villages and towns have temple bells or civic belltowers to toll the passage of time during the day and keep folk prompt on their errands, outside of Temple Street in town the bells chime but once a day, at noon.  Unlike we barbaric invaders, the civilized Farisians cut their day into four parts: Morning, Noontide, Afternoon, and Evening – and it wasn’t always precise when those periods began and ended.

A separate activity was usually devoted to each block, and no other activity was preferred until the period was finished.  A planter might devote his morning to his crops, but he would not meet with his landlord or his buyers until afternoon and not spend time with his family until evening.  Splitting the period between two pursuits was just not Farisian, for some reason.  Nor was assigning the same sort of work for consecutive periods, except in cases of economic necessity.  In Farise, only low-paid servants or slaves toiled at the same thing all day long.  It was a part of the Farisian character that seemed to demand this lazy approach to time.

Unfortunately for inter-cultural relations, that meant that there had been a lot of frustration and conflict during the occupation.   Negotiations during the morning would not be continued until the evening, or the following day.  Appointments with the occupation officials were frequently frustrated by people leaving at noon, or what they considered the mid-afternoon, or not arriving in what the Narasi considered a timely manner for appointments.

The heat and capricious weather were to blame, in part.  It was hard to plan anything when you didn’t know if it would be as hot as an oven outside or torrential rain.  Windstorms frequently blew up ahead of gales coming into the Sound from the sea, and could turn a twenty-minute walk into a hellish hour struggling along the road through a relentless tempest. 

That had also led, in my estimation, with the preoccupation nearly everyone in Farise had for tea as a social pastime.  When the wind was blowing or it was raining too hard to travel in, or the heat of the day was unbearable, most Farisians had a tendency to hunker down in one of their cool brick or stone or mud dwellings and put a kettle on to wait out the event.  Teas from across the world were available here, as were native varieties as refreshing as anything from the Shattered Isles, and grew so plentifully in the wild that everyone could make tea, regardless of economic condition. 

Farisian tea was a surprisingly democratic cultural institution, cutting across class and station.  Tea shops abounded across the city, from quaint little places in affluent areas to tiny stalls at intersections to individual cart vendors who would erect a small canopy and shelter his customers from the rain.  Merchant prince and mendicant alike could afford to indulge in the affordable luxury, with most adding raw sugar or a dollop of honey to the beverage if they had the means.  Even slave gangs on heavy labor were accorded the privilege at least twice a day. 

After the tea was poured, for the next twenty to thirty minutes was an opportunity for gossip, news, and general complaining about spouses, in-laws, children, or whatever faction was in power in the city.  Business conversation was discouraged during tea, although general pleasantries involving prices and profits could be discussed. 

But the very function of taking tea at any time of day, for any imagined justification, made getting anything done in Farise a chore, for those who were in charge.  It seemed maddening to the occupation forces that even in the middle of some important, vital project half the Farisian workforce was ready and willing to knock off and drink tea. 

The businessmen of the Parchment Plaza were not immune to this; despite their attention to detail and concern for timeliness; as soon as it started to rain seriously, they stopped what they were doing and retreated to one of a number of tea stalls or shops along the concourse.  I found a charming one with beaded curtains and an elegant brass lamp outside and quickly found a seat as the storm rolled in. 

In moments the proprietor had taken my order for black tea with hibiscus – grown locally – my current favorite.  There was a choice of honey, sugar, or a split of sugarcane, as well as limes and lemons.  Biscuits were extra, of course.  The prices were higher and the quality superior to most other places in the city, but the Farisian elite clung to the custom as rigorously as any carter on his way across town.

For my purposes, it was an excellent opportunity to sit back quietly and listen to gossip, news, and idle speculation.  I’m no master spy, but a man of intelligence can learn quite a bit from casually overhearing people talking socially.  It’s usually a pretty random selection of folk who claim refuge in a tea shop during a shower, but in this district the quality and importance of the information you could glean was much improved.

I was startled out of my eavesdropping a few moments later, however, when I unexpectedly saw someone I knew across the shop: Darriky, the mage.

“What are you doing on this side of the river?” I asked him, as I waved him over to take a seat at my table after he gave the proprietor his order.

“Work,” he answered, with a sigh.  “One of my better clients wanted to improve the preservation spells on his shop.  A scribe.  That’s a lot of parchment.  I’ve been at it for two days, now.”

“Boring work,” I nodded, sympathetically.  “That’s the sort of thing I came to Farise to escape.”

“You find ice exciting?” he asked, raising his eyebrows as he sipped.  “I’ve heard about your new enterprise.  Quite clever.  How is it going?”

“Very profitable,” I admitted.  “It might just be the novelty, but it’s selling rather well.  More than enough to sustain a practice, I think,” I said, with genuine relief.  “Not that I’m above doing the simple, boring enchantments – you should see my appointment book.  But I won’t have to worry about how to pay the grocer every week.  That reminds me . . . what official documentation do I need to practice in Farise?  Registrations, licenses, permits, that sort of thing?”

Darriky laughed and shook his head.  “Gods only know, Mirkandar.  Back when I was an apprentice, before the invasion, there was an official license to practice granted by the Doge.  During the occupation, they tried to mandate a registration but few complied and there was no enforcement.  Stupid Narasi!  No offense meant,” he added, casually.

“No, no, there are idiots in every nation.  No doubt we exported a few to Farise.”

“At least they tried.  But now?” he asked, in frustration.  “This circus of a council that pretends to rule us does nothing like that.  Oh, there are offices, but there are few officials, and the ones who remain have little power to enforce any regulation.  The moment they try, they invite attack from some other faction of the council.  So nothing gets done,” he said with a toss of his hand.  “My advice?  See who shows up to demand a bribe, and only deal with them.  Otherwise . . . I wouldn’t worry about it.”

“That does seem a bit unorganized,” I observed. 

“That’s how it is for everyone, right now,” he complained.  “My client today?  He works at the palace, for the judicial courts.  Only there hasn’t been any court case held in two years – no judges.  There’s no one to appoint them.  The last one appointed by the Doge died during the occupation.  The council said they would get around to it, but they’ve just put in a few magistrates for minor things and done nothing to fix the problem because they’re too busy arguing about who should be in charge.”

“So nobody is,” I observed.  “Should I be worried?”

“No more than anyone else,” he shrugged.  “Let them cut each other’s throats.  The rest of us will carry on as usual.  Eventually, someone will emerge as a leader and we can contend with that when it happens.  But until then, nothing is being done.  Most of the ships at port in Calafel haven’t paid their dock fees in a year or more, but no one dares try to collect.  That was how they used to fund the city, but now any coin that does come in ends up in the purses of the scoundrels collecting it.  That can’t go on for much longer,” he predicted, ominously.

“You skirt dangerously close to politics, my friend,” I warned.  “That’s not a place for a mage to dabble in.”

Darriky laughed.  “Perhaps in Castal.  In Farise the magi always dabble with politics.  Not me, as a rule, but there are plenty of adepts who have ambitions of power.  But that doesn’t stop me from having an opinion.”

“My friend Asalon the Fair agrees with you,” I murmured.  “The merchant who sold me my house,” I explained.

“Aye, I know Asalon,” he chuckled.  “It’s said he can get you almost anything, for a price.  Yes, he’s got his fingers in many pots of porridge.  He’d likely be pissed about the current state of things.  Bad for business, all the way around.”

“Except for ice,” I countered.  “That seems to be doing well.  But I do take your meaning.  It’s hard to make plans when you don’t know what the rules are.”

“What I’m most worried about is what happens when it really comes to blows,” Darriky considered.  “Eventually someone is going to stab the wrong fellow and the knives will truly come out.  It’s happened before.  It’s one thing if they keep their fights in the palace district, but what happens when it spills out into the rest of the city?” he asked, frowning.

“I assure you, I’ll probably be staying at home with a bottle of brandy and wait until it’s over.  I am not political.”

“That doesn’t mean you won’t become involved,” Darriky sighed.  “These things have a way of drawing you into them whether you’re political or not.  My father was a scholar.  He opposed the Doge’s policies, but kept it to himself. But he was framed and imprisoned by the authorities because it made it easier for Grigor to appoint a crony as his replacement.  He died in prison a month before the invasion.”

“That’s terrible!” I said, sympathetically.  “Believe me, I have no such ambitions.”

“Then let us hope you can avoid – hey!” Darriky said, suddenly, interrupting himself. 

The look of alarm in his eyes triggered something in me – I had let my guard down in the tea shop, and when I saw his demeanor change I whirled, ready to conjure a blade or wand.

But there was no attack.  Instead, an older man sitting at the table behind us suddenly collapsed, his face hitting the table and spilling the wide cup of tea in front of him, his eyes wide with surprise . . . and then undeniably dead.  His lips were blue, I noted.

“What in seven hells?” I asked, surprised.  “Is he well?”

“Apart from being dead,” Darriky said, casually.  “The gentleman apparently had a bad cup of tea.  Don’t move,” he urged, “until the City Watch gets here.  Otherwise there might be questions.  Do you know the man?”

“I’ve never seen him before,” I admitted, as the proprietor realized that one of her clients was dead in the middle of her shop.  She screamed, and looked like she was about to faint.  There was a murmur that ran through the crowded shop, and a few got to their feet to investigate. 

“I’ve seen him before,” Darriky informed me, quietly.  “From a distance, at least.  He’s a trader, specializing in slaves.  Despicable trade,” he added with a curl of his lip.  “But he’s one of the ones supporting that Alshari Count who’s living at the palace.”

“There’s an Alshari count here?” I asked, feigning surprise.

“Well, I don’t think he’s a count anymore.  But he goes by Count Cingaran.  He’s one of the rebels that held Alshar during the occupation.  He came here with the pirates and gangs three years ago, after that stupid prince of yours commandeered the defensive boats.  Hell of a scandal, that was.  He wants to be named Doge of Farise.  He’s an idiot, too.  Stupid Narasi!  No offense,” he repeated, as one of the customers volunteered to summon the Watch and dove through the curtain into the rain-swept streets.

“None taken,” I assured him.  “I had no idea.  And that man supported Count Cingaran?”

“A lot of slavers do,” Darriky agreed with a sigh.  “He has delusions of ruling in Farise as a base to re-take Alshar and reimpose slavery.  So the slavers tend to support him.  The problem is, they can’t sell their human stock in Alshar anymore, and so they’ve tried to unload all of their slaves here – and there just aren’t enough buyers.  You can buy a man cheaper than a team of donkeys, now.  And who can compete with that?”

“Repugnant,” I agreed.  “So you think this man died of natural causes?”

“In Farise?” Darriky snorted, as speculation and gossip began among the patrons about the nature of the unexpected death.  “Not likely.  Not many die of natural causes, here, not when they dabble in politics.  Poison, I’d wager,” he said, studying the man and perhaps using magesight.  “Yes, definitely poison.”

“So who would poison a slaver?” I asked, curiously.

“Oh, no doubt he had no end of enemies – that trade attracts them.  It takes a certain kind of bastard to coldly buy and sell human beings.  But in this case, I’d say it’s one of Pratt’s people,” he suggested.  “He wants to be Doge, too.”

“Pratt?  As in Orril Pratt?” I asked, feigning more confusion.  Mirkandar was a novice at Farisian politics, after all.

“His nephew, or some relation,” Darriky informed me, dismissively.  “He’s a cocky little bastard, from what I hear, and he has Talent, but he’s more pirate than adept.  He says he wants to re-found the Magocracy, like his uncle.  He has a fleet, or at least a squadron of ships.  He has men.  He has irionite,” he added, his eyes narrowing.  “And allies, especially among the old aristocracy. 

“But Pratt would use poison.  I’ve heard he likes potions.  He probably had someone dose his tea in the middle of the day as a warning.  They do that sort of thing.”

I stared at my cup suspiciously.  Darriky laughed.  “Don’t worry, Mirkandar, when someone is poisoned in Farise, it’s for very specific reasons.  It was probably that girl I saw in here earlier,” he added.  “She was too young to have business in the Parchment Plaza.  Maybe someone’s mistress, maybe someone’s sister, but that’s who I think did it.”  He sounded certain in his pronouncement.

“I didn’t even see a girl,” I confessed, as I studied the murder scene.  “You say this sort of thing happens often?”

“It’s the Game of Whispers, my friend,” he said with a resigned sigh.  “It’s played with daggers, when swords fall silent.  And poison.  And by sudden falls from high buildings.  And a hundred other ways you can remove your opposition to what you desire . . . or strike in retribution against those who’ve wronged you.  It’s a game of the elite, and the rest of us are just pawns in it.  Look!  The rain is letting up,” he observed, calmly.

“That’s just as well,” I decided, glancing at our freshly deceased neighbor.  “I don’t think I want another cup of tea.”


Chapter Seventeen

Porsago, The Bread Of Farise

One cannot discuss the Matter of Farise without mentioning their staple foodstuff, porsago.  Oft considered the bread of the Farisians – and many in islands of the Shattered Sea – this wholesome but humble little tuber is the backbone of the Farisian table.  It is ubiquitous in their diet and symbolic of the plentiful flavors that Farise has to offer the discriminating traveler.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles
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After the first week, things at the practice began to settle down into a routine.  I would keep office hours either in the morning or afternoon to interview new clients, and the other portion of my day I would go out into Farise and complete the work I’d been commissioned.  It was the kind of work that I hadn’t done since Boval Vale: simple, helpful, useful magic that actually made a difference to people’s daily lives and livelihoods.

For the most part, the spells were simple.  Residential cases usually revolved around wardings and protections, with the occasional preservation spell or anti-fungal enchantment – in the wet climate of Farise, mold and mildew were persistent problems.  Lost pet spells were an infrequent but always adventurous commission.  Usually I could show up at a home or flat, sit through the inevitable cup of tea, get an understanding of what kind of spell my client wanted, cast it, collect payment, and be gone within a half an hour. 

I admit, on a lot of these cases I conjured and used one of the small peas of irionite I was making now, just to hurry the process.  There’s no real way you can track whether or not you’ve irionite to power a spell, the way you can discern a particular spell signature, so as long as no other magi were around I felt safe indulging.  Besides, wardings are dull.

My commercial clients were more demanding, but more interesting.  Often they did not even know what kind of spell they needed, they just had a problem, or an idea, or saw an opportunity that they thought a wizard – sorry, a Practical Adept – could help with. 

For those clients, hydrophobic spells were most popular.  The regular rains made keeping anything dry problematic by normal means, but I had a whole range of enchantments that would encourage water to find a better way down hill.   When you have a warehouse full of dry goods that sort of thing is important. 

Dowsing for incipient sinkholes was also popular, as a number of them had opened up unexpectedly of late, including a crater ten yards wide that had suddenly swallowed a block of flats in the Porsago District in the middle of the night.  And spells against algae growing in the cisterns that provided most of the water for the people of Farise were almost ubiquitous.  That was as much of a problem as mold on your building’s walls.

But the work was very fulfilling.  Helping people solve problems always feels good, and there were a lot of situations where a little applied thaumaturgy could make a big difference.  It also gave me chance to introduce Ruderal to the life of a normal mage, not the adventurous life he was used to.  In retrospect I wished I had spent more time on such regular applications of our craft with my previous apprentices.  Perhaps they would have made something of themselves instead of becoming noblemen.

Ruderal took to the work well enough; he quietly listened to my conversations with the clients, the friendly banter and rote responses I had developed to answer questions and allay concerns.  I patiently explained to him the process of casting those common spells, including tips to ensure that the enchantment was constructed and laid down properly.  He was a lot more shy with the clients than I was, of course – Rudy is an introvert – but when he did he usually find something interesting and valuable to say to them.  It helps when you can stare into someone’s soul and learn what they’re really most concerned about.

That got Rudy labelled a “nice young man” early on in his career as a Practical Adept.  There are worse professional courses, I suppose.  Before the second week was done he had already gotten two invitations to meet eligible young Farisian girls that our clients thought he might like, and one actual proposal of marriage to a terribly homely girl in the Cooper’s District.  I knew it bothered the boy, but Ruderal – nay, Rudimon, now – was just so polite, so quiet that he attracted plenty of attention, much to his dismay.

Occasionally we’d bring along Parru, to give him some good field experience.  The Farisian lad was actually quite skilled at his spellcraft, for someone without the benefits of irionite, and those spells he wasn’t familiar with he learned quickly.  He had a lot more ambition than Ruderal did, and he had a clever mind that sometimes saw things that Rudy and I missed.  While he was not officially my apprentice, I like to think I gave him an excellent introduction to commercial magic.

The truth is, I needed the help.  Thanks to the ice trade I was getting more inquiries for service than I’d anticipated, and by the end of the second week of business I was sending one of the boys out to handle the more routine cases while I specialized on the more complicated enchantments.  Often I could only see one or two clients during the day, depending on how far away from the shop it was and the weather.  That was enough to sustain a single mage in practice, but as the number of clients rose it became clear I would have to delegate some of the simpler work.

The field work wasn’t always actually in the field.  I had plenty of new clients who wanted personal enchantments to enhance their lives or repair problems they faced.  While not always lucrative, these clients were important for my reputation.  Curing a taverner’s habitual bad breath, for instance, improved his business and led to further commissions. 

Casting temporary glamours on girls seeking courters was a frequent request, though I drew the line at selling actual aphrodisiacs.  There were several quasi-medical issues I helped people with, from crooked teeth to poor eyesight to problematic acne to the removal of warts.  Nothing builds a client’s loyalty like improving their personal lives.

I took almost all of those calls at the shop, in my office.   Most Practical Adepts have what are known as “clinic hours” – though there is often nothing medical involved – where your clients come to you for service and consultation.  I held my clinics twice a week at the shop, two days before market day and one day after.  I also saw anyone who showed up, while most of my competitors screened their clinic clients rigorously to keep their time from being wasted.  Indeed, many of my colleagues hated doing clinics in favor of more field work. 

I actually enjoyed the discussions I had during my clinic hours.  I got to meet a wide range of people from across Farise, some of whom spent the entire day walking across town to seek me out.  I did my best to accommodate them, and rarely charged for my services until I had actually cast a spell, which helped my professional reputation immensely – even if it put a dent in my ledger.

But after two solid weeks of work, I celebrated with a little party on my patio at the end of the week.  I invited several local clients, Asalon the Fair and some of his business associates, Darriky, and some of my neighbors for wine, brandy, and spirits at the practice after the work day.  A small gathering to talk shop, and extremely casual, these little parties were an essential part of the trade that I had perhaps missed out on in the wilderness of Boval Vale. 

It also gave me the opportunity to introduce Mavone (who was calling himself Mavoros, the Imperialized version of his name) to everyone as an associate I’d met in Castal.  He kept his Gilmoran accent and mannerisms and even accentuated them – Gilmorans have a well-deserved reputation for graciousness that is appreciated even in Farise.  Indeed, along with the Remerans and the Wenshari the Farisians consider Gilmorans to be almost civilized. 

By coincidence, that party also marked the arrival of Iyugi in Farise. 

My half-breed magical spy had only been to Farise a handful of times in the past, but he had an excellent command of the local accent and customs because that’s just the kind of footwizard Iyugi is.  He had prospered greatly since I had granted him a witchstone, but that had not diminished his desire to ferret out secrets across the Five Duchies and beyond.  So when I had summoned him for special duty, he had leapt at the opportunity to help based solely on the fact that I gave him some of his most interesting missions.

In person, Iyugi is a distinctive and imposing figure, and he was an immediate hit with my guests.  Iyugi never looks like he fits in with any social group, of course – his style of dress and mannerisms are designed to make him an outsider.  He sported garments and accessories from half a dozen different cultures, and knew more languages than I did.  But his adept conversation and intriguing insights made him popular no matter where he went, from pirate’s den to formal court functions.  Iyugi was just Iyugi, and he wasn’t likely to change for any circumstance.

“So what service can I provide for you, Master Mirkandar?” he asked when we were briefly alone on the patio.  He had picked up on my alias instantly, and didn’t have to be reminded of my new name more than once.  When it comes to subtlety, no mage has it in more abundance.

“Mavoros will have specifics, but in general we need your help identifying the powers who control Farise,” I explained to him in a low voice. 

“You wish to court them?” he asked, surprised. 

“I wish to overthrow them, if possible,” I answered.  “Mavoros has already done a good job identifying the military elements involved in such an enterprise.  But I need someone to learn the secrets of the powers that truly control the province . . . secrets I can exploit to dismantle them.”

Iyugi seemed unconcerned of the scope of that task.  In general, he isn’t interested in generalities but specifics.  He didn’t object to nature of the mission, he merely nodded.

“I’ve heard there is a council ruling the city,” he ventured.

“Ruling might be an overstatement.  The various factions on the council seem to be more interested in keeping the other factions from ruling.  There is a distinct lack of legitimacy underlying their authority, and the people are starting to tire of their antics.”

“A fertile ground upon which to cast your seed,” he said, sagely.  “Every man has secrets, Mirkandar.  And every secret can lead to his undoing.”

“Exactly so,” I agreed.  “Which is why I knew you would be invaluable to this enterprise.  I need you to tell me exactly how I can overthrow any man who stands against me, when I move.  I trust you can learn what motivates my future opponents – what they fear, what they desire, what they are hiding – and suggest ways to use that information as leverage.”

Iyugi gave me a rare but impressive grin, displaying his wide, bright teeth.  “I shall be happy to do so, Master Mirkandar.  Shall I take quarters in the city?”

“We have room here at the shop, for the moment,” I informed him.  “Ruderal will get you set up.  He’ll also issue you coin for expenses.   I’ll be paying you for this myself, out of my own purse.  And discretion is, of course, absolutely required, although I’ve never suspected you told any secret you were entrusted with.”

“This is an intriguing commission,” he acknowledged, his grin disappearing back into his usually stoic expression.  “Farise has always been a fascination of mine.  Such history, such culture, such beautiful women.  The libraries here are priceless.  Founded by Archmage Andregran before he ascended to the throne.  He was assigned here as an administrator, in his youth.” 

“I didn’t realize you are a scholar of history,” I said, surprised.  Iyugi cultivated a particular look in his manner of dress.  He always looks a little like he’s considering the merits of cannibalism.  I knew he was intelligent, of course.  He was proficient in Imperial Magic, as well as being an adept footwizard, and both of those require intelligence.  He was certainly literate.  But he sounded more formally educated than I’d suspected.

“I like to read,” he dismissed.  “A man who does not know history turns his back on wisdom.  It helps to know it, if you want to learn secrets.  Farise is filled with ancient texts and institutions that trace their roots to Perwyn.  I’ve been here before, both before and after the Narasi came.  It was a pity that your people invaded.  It is a tragedy what has happened since.”

“So you approve of my mission?” I asked, cautiously.  I knew Iyugi would do as I asked out of a sense of obligation and duty.  That had been our bargain when I granted him his witchstone.  But knowing how he felt about what I was doing – whatever I was doing – was important for me to know.  I didn’t want anyone working on this unless they were committed to . . . whatever I was doing.

He gave me a long and thoughtful stonefaced stare, the kind that makes you wonder if you inadvertently said something insulting to the wizard.  It’s meant to be unnerving, but I’ve dealt with all sorts of colorful characters in my profession and I wasn’t about to be intimidated.

Finally, Iyugi sighed and looked down.  “History teaches us that nothing is forever.  Wisdom teaches us that what was will never be again.  Farise was once great.  Now it is rotting.  I would see it prosper once again.”  It was the closest I’d ever heard to an aspiration from Iyugi.

“That’s my intention,” I agreed.  “But how I get there is open to question.  Thank you for helping me.”

“A word of advice?” Iyugi suggested.  “Tread carefully, my friend.  Nothing in Farise is what it seems.  The magic here is strong, but it is wild.  There are forces at play you may not suspect.  And danger and death lurk in places where you will not expect them.”

“I understand the dangers . . . and the opportunity,” I replied quietly to his purposefully enigmatic warning.  “In truth, there may never be as good an opportunity as this to save and preserve Farise.  But I may have to burn it to the ground in the process.”

“Let us hope it does not come to that, my friend,” he said, clasping me firmly on the shoulder.  I wasn’t certain if the gesture was meant to be reassuring or threatening – likely a little of both.  Iyugi has a flair for the dramatic. 

“That’s a grim fellow,” Darriky commented, nodding toward Iyugi, when I rejoined the local magi a little later.  Iyugi and Mavone were talking quietly in a corner of the patio garden, ignoring the sprinkling of rain we were getting.  “What cursed ship did you find him on?  He looks like he could eat a baby.”

“I met Iyugi back in Castal,” I chuckled.  “Don’t worry, he’s harmless.  He looks a little exotic, but it’s part of his professional persona.  He’s a footwizard, and a damn good one.  I had all sorts of unusual associates back then – Mavoros, for instance.”

“Oh, I like the Gilmoran,” Darriky agreed.  “Exceptionally polite, for a Narasi.  One of those noble drifters we get down here all the time.  But the footwizard?  That will get you talked about, Mirkandar,” he warned.  “Especially by that Tirza crowd.  They’re stuffy about magi who aren’t their social equals.”

“The business requires that I cultivate such connections,” I shrugged.  “I’m already a Narasi.  They’ll never accept me as one of their own,” I pointed out.

“Yes, they say you aren’t a Farisian until you’ve lived here four generations,” he agreed, reluctantly.  “Well, if nothing else you’ll get a reputation for throwing interesting parties,” he conceded, refilling his wine.  “Most of the parties in Tirza are boring as hell.”

“Then I have accomplished my purpose,” I smiled.  “Indeed, I have a number of unusual friends who will no doubt look me up, if they’re in town.  In my experience a good adept thrives on his ability to cultivate such resources.  So, what do your fellows think of me?” I asked, nodding toward the two other magi who Darriky had brought at my encouragement. 

Femeru and Lentilus were their names, and they practiced together in the River District.  They were friends of Darriky from apprenticeship.  We had exchanged pleasantries and talked shop for a bit when they first arrived, but they were exploring the shop in earnest now that they had a couple of drinks in them.

“Favorable,” Darriky revealed.  “The shop is impressive, for where it is.  They thought the magelights were a nice touch.  I’m sure they’re examining the thaumaturgical architecture of the place by now – they’re just nosy that way.”

“They’re just checking out the competition,” I corrected with a smile.  “Perfectly understandable.  Believe me, I cleaned up all the necromantic sacrificial victims before guests arrived.  I’m not offended.  I’d end up doing the same thing at their practices.”

“A bad professional habit,” Darriky agreed, smiling as he shook his head.  “But you do learn something about a man, examining the spells he’s cast.  And you’ve done a remarkable lot of them here, in the short time you’ve been here.”  There was a note of suspicion in his voice.

“I brought a lot of enchantments from Castal,” I admitted, a little guilt in my voice.  “They can speed things up a bit.  And I put a lot of hours in getting things just right.  I’m still not finished, nor am I happy with it yet.”

“No adept is,” Darriky nodded.  “I’m constantly changing the spells on my shop.  I’ve practiced ten years, and they still aren’t right.”

“Well, I’m glad I made a good impression,” I sighed.  “I think I’ve gotten the practice off to a good start.  If I eat porsago, it won’t be because I have to.”

“What more could you ask for?” he said with a shrug.  “Say, didn’t you say that you were a thaumaturge?”

“I’ve done a bit,” I agreed.  “I’ve read a lot.  Kind of a specialty of mine.  Why, do you need a thaumaturge?”  The science of magic was a difficult discipline that most Practical Adepts only dabbled with.  While there is a certain respect associated with the art, due to its difficulty, it was rarely a lucrative pursuit outside of the academic realm.

“Me?  No.  I just wanted to be certain, before I mentioned your name to a few friends of mine over on the other side of the river,” he said, casually.  Too casually, I realized.  “I have a few friends – colleagues – who might be interested in meeting you.  I think they’d find your shop . . . interesting.”

“Of course,” I agreed, just as casually.  “I’m always open to meeting professional colleagues.  Especially if they have an interest in thaumaturgy.”

“Oh, these are very academic fellows,” he assured me.  “They’ve studied for years.  Not particularly interesting themselves, usually, but they have exceptionally good wine at their parties.  Not that this is bad,” he said, looking at his cup.

“Asalon got me a deal on the case.  I’m not doing well enough yet for the good stuff, yet,” I said, defensively.

“I’m not a snob,” he said with a smile.  “But my friends are.  They only occasionally venture across the river to go slumming here at the beach, or look for bargains at the Great Market, but that’s about it.  But I think they’d make the trip to see your wyvern skeleton, alone.  It’s a magnificent centerpiece.  And I’m certain they’d like to discuss some thaumaturgic matters with you.”

“Just let me know when,” I agreed.  “Mirkandar House is always open.”

I didn’t think much of it, at the time, but later I realized that there might be an ulterior purpose in Darriky’s suggestion.  It seemed innocent enough – the introduction of a newcomer to the ancient houses of magic in Farise.  But then Iyugi’s words haunted my ears: “Nothing in Farise is what it seems.” 

That seemed fateful, somehow.

***

Iyugi began work at once, at first closely collaborating with Mavone as they began to gather detailed information on their targets.  I tried to leave them alone to concentrate on their work.  They knew what they were doing.

Besides, I was having too much fun being a Practical Adept. 

I was making my own notes of course, and every couple of days Mavone and I would meet and exchange information we had gathered.  He was putting together a fairly detailed list of our objectives and beginning to assembled dossiers.  We had the information from the Garden Society, of course, and that was helpful, but Mavone and Iyugi were far more detailed in their observations.  The stacks of parchment in Mavone’s office grew like winter wheat.  But they were no where near ready to be harvested.  Until they were, I was free to be Mirkandar without restraint. 

On slow days, I’d go out to drum up business by visiting various markets around the city.  For a population of its size, Farise was replete with markets, most of which had been there for centuries.  Indeed, they had been the most popular thing to loot, during the invasion, and I took my share as we overtook the city.  I’m not ashamed of that.  After marching through hundreds of miles of mountain and jungle, I had rationalized that the universe owed me a couple of prizes for simply being alive. 

The market I’d first come to, back then, was the Mercer’s Market, where the Porsago, the Mercer’s and the Porter’s districts all came together with the driest corner of the aptly-named Cesshaven district.  It was one of Farise’s poorer markets, but I had looted it with abandon as soon as we had penetrated the city that far.  I don’t even remember what I took, but once the people fled from the market it was free for the taking. 

Going back to that market was a little hard, I admit.  There was some guilt I felt in my maturity that had escaped me in my youth.  The market had long been restored, of course, and stacks of fruit and porsago, baskets of nuts and rice were all neatly displayed, just as they had been during the invasion.  Nor was it a market where the magi traditionally tried to cultivate clients.  The folk of those districts are poor, living on daily wages as laborers, competing with the economics of slavery.  They have no money for spells that would improve their lives.  There are a few less-Talented magi who practice there for what meager payment their magic could elicit, and they tended to guard their territory viciously.  

But I went, nonetheless, rationalizing the trip as a means to announce my practice.  It was a little disconcerting to be back there, but not nearly as disturbing as some other places in the city were to me.  I had been a thief here in violation of closely held beliefs about honesty that had been beaten into me since childhood.  But by that time I had also killed a man in battle, so a little looting seemed a minor consideration.

The place hadn’t changed much, but then I don’t suppose markets really change at all.  I was amazed that so many people who were clearly so desperately poor were cheerfully shopping on market day, bargaining and gossiping despite the dysfunction of their rulers.  As long as they had their tea, their cheap wine or spirits, and porsago they were content.  And as the Street of Rare Pleasures, a well-known and gloriously seedy neighborhood of brothels and wineshops, was close at hand, they seemed to have all their needs taken care of.

For the record, most of the pleasures available for purchase there weren’t particularly rare, though there were notable exceptions.  Or so I’ve heard.

It was the porsago that allowed them to survive at all, I reflected, as I passed a cart loaded with the humble, grayish white root vegetable from some farm in the swamps north of town.  Without porsago, life for them would be unbearable.  Without porsago, Farise would have been impossible.

Porsago was well known as the Bread of the Farisians, according to venerable scholars who brought the first reports of the root to the Five Duchies.  Though the larger, more valuable specimens come from much further south, especially among the various islands in the Shattered Sea, Farise grows the smaller variety in abundance.  It’s a root vegetable, a natavia species that was cultivated extensively in the subtropical region. 

It thrives in briny water, has a quick growing cycle, prefers a sandy soil, and can be grown in shade or full sun.  The greens are tasty and nutritious and often used in salads.  It has a long, slender three-lobed white flower that blossoms when it is ripe for harvest.  And it grows like a weed in Farise if you give it just the slightest bit of fertilizer.

The texture of the root is somewhat like that of a bean or nut.  It is barely palatable fresh, but once it is dried and cured properly it can be rehydrated and cooked in a variety of ways.  Indeed, it can be stored for years without rotting.  That makes it a favorite emergency food for southern Castal and Alshar, where it is used to prepare for sieges.  But in Farise, it is a staple. 

A porsago root the size of your two fists can be grown in a couple of months in a clay pot, if necessary.  It branches out naturally and roots itself, so you can harvest one part of the plant while the other continues to grow.  Properly prepared and peeled, porsago contains far more protein than bread and a goodly amount of starchy carbohydrates.  And it has other wholesome nutrients lurking in its unassuming flesh.  It will keep a man alive and working all day. 

Once rehydrated, it can be sliced like bread and grilled, cut into strips and fried, cooked into a mush like porridge for children and the elderly, it can be boiled until it’s bloated and covered with fruit and sugar, it can be sliced thin and lightly grilled and filled with meat, fish, vegetables and mushrooms, it can be toasted over a fire and used as a trencher, it can be boiled, dried, and nibbled on throughout the day.  It is added to stews, stir-frys, and puddings as a filler.  There’s even a kind of ship’s biscuit Farise is famous for using about half mushed porsago that yields a slightly more edible version of hardtack.

It can be powdered and reconstituted into a kind of paste or dough, then fried in hot oil, or shaved into chips that can be baked or grilled.  Street vendors use it fresh or dried as a base for their grilled skewers of fish or pork or baked vegetables.  It can be baked whole, cut into wedges and covered in a variety of sauces.  Sliced thinly enough, it can be blanched or baked on a stone before being wrapped around meat or vegetables like a scroll.  It can even be sweetened with honey, sugar, ginger, or cinnamon for a more engaging presentation. 

But it’s not bread, despite what the venerable sages of old might say.  As the son of a baker I reject that it’s anything at all like bread.

Indeed, it doesn’t taste much like anything at all.  If there is a flavor to porsago, it’s a mild mixture of bean and potato.  Add enough salt to it and you might taste it more clearly, but I dare say it’s hard to identify it as “porsago flavored”.  It is a subsistence food, easily grown, easily stored, and easily prepared.  And it was the fuel that kept most of Farise going on a daily basis. 

Just about every tenement has a scrap of garden that can grow porsago, and there are scores of farmsteads just outside of the city who grow it as a staple.  You can find it in the market cheap no matter what the economic conditions look like.  Even beggars can afford it, and housewives regularly offer their porsago peelings to the mendicants that seemed to infest every neighborhood.  It is the favorite food to feed slave gangs in the plantations and orchards of the provinces.  Without it, the poor would starve and Farise would be undone.

It was a simple observation, one taken for granted by the powers across the river.  But it was also their salvation.  With porsago, the population might get unruly, but they wouldn’t rebel.  Without porsago, all of Farise would be in chaos in three days time.  It was something I’d discussed with Loiko Venaran in my preparations.  He pointed out that besieging the city of Farise was nearly impossible, as even most poor families had a store of porsago that could last months – while they grew more porsago.  The besiegers would run out of provision long before the Farisians did.

That was in stark contrast to the grain-cultivating regions of the Five Duchies.  Wheat requires a huge investment in labor and a fairly complex processing before it yields even one pound of flour.  It requires cooperation in a village, peaceful times and cooperative weather in order to bring it to harvest.  Interfere with any portion of that and you risk famine.

Farise has never known famine, thanks to porsago.  Any idiot with a pot of dirt can grow it on a windowsill and eat it in three months.  If you have a pot to piss in, you can grow porsago in it.  Twelve rods of garden can produce more than four hundred porsago bulbs, enough to feed one man for a year.  And that garden can be replanted up to four times in a year. 

While that gave the Farisian poor some security that Castali peasants never enjoyed, it also affected their politics.  As poor as most of Farise was, they were not dependent on a central authority to ensure that there was food in the markets.  That made them more independent-minded than a Narasi peasant and far more resistant to coercion from authority. 

Porsago, I realized, was the reasons that Farisians persisted in being Farisians. 

That point was driven home while I was at the market when a troop of soldiers stopped there during their patrol of the district.

It was a squad of eight infantrymen, all dressed in bits of Alshari armor and carrying spears, swords, and maces.  Their pale faces were covered in sweat as they came to a halt and doffed their heavy steel helmets.  Most Farisian fighting men don’t wear more than an iron cap even in the heat of battle, but these poor fellows were burdened with full helmets and gambesons that baked in the tropical sun.

They were led by two men on horses, which attracted sneering contempt from the market crowd.  To the Farisians horses were symbols of foreign conquest and Narasi arrogance, and I could start to appreciate that ire.  The beasts were huge, compared to the relatively smaller draft animals the locals used, and they required a lot of space. 

More, once the officers dismounted the two horses greedily consumed most of the water in the communal trough, then shit all over the market cobbles.  That was perfectly normal behavior for a guard patrol, and Narasi peasants wouldn’t have thought twice about it.  But to the Farisians it was a breach of market etiquette that underscored the arrogance of the Alshari.

I was startled by their arrival – not their presence, but the effect it had on me.  Smelling the special oil that soldiers used for their weapons, the stink of leather armor in the sun, the grunts and complaints and oaths of the tired soldiers all took me back to the invasion, quite unexpectedly.  Only then I had been the object of the market crowd’s suspicion. 

Part of my mind assessed them on their technical merits: they were sloppy and arrogant.  They did not post a guard at the main entrances to the market, and every one of the infantry stripped off their helmets and some their armor, as they greedily sought the fountain at the center of the market and pushed aside locals for access.  They were not watching the rooftops and windows in this exposed place.  Their officers were talking amongst themselves and barely paying attention.  Their lack of vigilance invited disaster.

But I was not in charge, and those sloppy Alshari were not my responsibility, I told myself as my palms got sweaty.  The other part of my mind was growing anxious at the sight of them, as they roamed the stalls or drank from the fountain or took a leak in the public privy.  They weren’t looking for trouble, they were taking a break. 

That’s when the bad things happened, I remembered from patrol.  The insurgents rarely hit you when you were on the move and alert, but when you were stopped and relaxed, that was when they had their best shot.

It was odd, too, to consider the matter from the perspective of a local.  Minalan knew full well the danger the men were in. 

But Mirkandar, recent resident of Farise, saw the occupiers as unwanted and unhelpful symbols of an unjust government.  They did not keep the peace – the armies of midnight roamed the streets unchallenged – and they did not enforce any real laws.  But they were quick to react to any slight, which could lead to a beating, fines, or imprisonment.  Or worse. 

The Alshari exiles had few consequences for their actions, and they knew it.  If they killed a man while out on patrol they might have to fill out a report but likely they wouldn’t.  There would be no disciplinary action, I knew, no justice for the family affected.  Especially not in the poor Porsago District.

The officers certainly would cover up such an incident.  The two of them were young Alshari, either knights or noblemen who had been on the wrong side of a civil war and were living in exile.  They had no real interest in Farise save how they could exploit their occupation.  They chattered away in Narasi as they surveyed the crowds and gossiped about palace intrigues and romantic conquests. 

I used to be them, I realized.  I had been that object of resentment to these people, a foreigner more concerned with my own skin and the arrival of payday than what the regime I represented had done to the town.  I was told I had come here to help, but that mostly meant killing people when it was necessary. 

From a civilian perspective, the Alshari occupiers were an unpleasant reminder that they were not in charge of their own destiny, that parasitical forces from beyond the shoals were leaching off of the people to ensure their continued power over them.  The same might have been true if the old Doge had remained in charge, but he hadn’t.  The guards were pale-skinned, talked funny, and poked fun at the natives in a rude and condescending way.

It was hard not to dislike them as a matter of course.

Just as I had convinced myself that my part in the war was over, and I had nothing to fear from a bunch of smelly, sweaty Alshari mercenaries, a commotion began.  I couldn’t tell where it originated, but within moments there were raised voices, then shouts, then a scream.

The Alshari officers moved to investigate, swearing effusively that their peace had been broken and their break interrupted.  The senior of the two began shouting orders and several of his men began to respond.  But no one was left to guard the horses, I noted, as I watched in fascination.  Idiots.

As if I had summoned misfortune, I saw someone stroll over to the saddle of one of the horses – a woman, hiding her face behind a parasol.  While I watched she quickly ransacked the saddlebag until she found something she wanted.  Then she quickly withdrew.

This was a trap, I realized.  The commotion was a distraction, designed to get the officers away from the horses to facilitate the robbery.  And while the officers sorted out the conflict fairly quickly, by the time they returned whatever it was that had been of value had been stolen.

The senior knight was clearly not happy about the situation, and he complained bitterly as he finally returned to his mount.  The moment he turned to his subordinate and was about to give the order to leave, a crossbow bolt sprouted from his breastbone.  While his stunned lieutenant stared at it, a second one took him through the forehead.

It really was an ambush.  And I was caught in the middle of it.


Chapter Eighteen

Ambush!

It’s remarkable how friendly and warm the people of Farise are to visitors to their exotic land.  Famed for their hospitality and generous nature, the Farisians welcome strangers with the same sense of graciousness they have for their countrymen.  
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I didn’t freeze.  I was grateful for that.

The attack was swift and seemed to come from all directions.  The crossbowmen were on the roofs nearby, and took cover the moment their shots landed.  By the time the infantrymen noticed, the archers had reloaded and were able to make another two shots.  I didn’t take any chances.  I found a cart of porsago, ironically enough, and concealed myself.

It took a major effort of will not to whip out Twilight and Avalanche and lay waste to everything.  I credit Mirkandar for that – my devotion to my alias paid off, and I reasoned that there was no reason to do that sort of thing unless my life was truly endangered.  Oh, I had enough battle enchantments and weapons concealed about myself to ensure my safety, but the moment I did it would be obvious that the Spellmonger was in Farise.  That was not what I needed. 

Instead, I watched from the relative safety of the cart.  I had been the target of plenty of ambushes during the occupation, and this one seemed to be going off beautifully. I had some professional respect for that. The insurgents had taken them by surprise and attacked them from two different directions.

Three, I amended, as I witnessed two unassuming fellows appear from the crowd, calmly slit the throats of two gawking Alshari mercenaries, and then disappear.  That put half the squad down and had eliminated the leadership.  The remaining soldiers were angry, scared, and unable to react. 

They tried, of course.  One valiant Alshari soldier pulled one of his wounded fellows behind a sack of rice and stood over him with his sword drawn.  That attracted a third salvo from the rooftops, but both shots missed as the man boldly rolled to the side, shielding his comrade.  One of the other Alshari lobbed his spear against the snipers, but it fell short. 

And then it all stopped.  The snipers withdrew, the cutthroats in the crowd fled, and whatever the objective of the ambush was, it was accomplished.  Six occupiers down, one item stolen, and no civilian casualties.  Whoever had carried out the attack knew their business.

“Ishi’s tits!” I swore, as I rose from a crouch.  There were other oaths being spoken in a number of languages as the rest of the market came out of hiding.  The remaining Alshari soldiers were shouting angrily, brandishing their swords and spears, ready to attack anyone who came near to them.  I recognized the panicked look in their eyes.  It wouldn’t take much to send them over the edge, I realized, and the likelihood of innocent people getting hurt was great.

“Who did it?” I asked no one in particular, as I surveyed the chaotic scene.  I wasn’t expecting an answer, but a Farisian merchant nearby snorted derisively.

“Contramara,” he muttered, shaking his head.  “And I was having a good day, too.  Now they’ll close the market for the day.”

It was hard to sympathize with the man while there were men dead and dying nearby, but then this sort of thing was happening with enough frequency to produce complacency, not alarm, at the violence.

“Markorus, take the Captain’s horse and go summon reinforcements!” the young corporal barked to his fellows in Narasi.  “”Pull the wounded over here,” he added, as his eyes scanned the rooftops for further threats.  “No one comes within twenty feet of them until we get help!  Those bastards will be back!”

“It’s over,” I called to him, in Narasi.  “They’ve left, already.  Get your men removed quickly, or you’ll invite more opportunistic attention,” I advised.

“You’re Narasi?” he asked, surprised.  I suppose I was blending into the population after so many weeks here, which was gratifying.

“Get your wounded out of here,” I repeated, calmly but firmly.  “Commandeer a cart, pull back to your headquarters.  There’s nothing you can do further, here, and the longer you linger the more you’ll be a target for others.”

Then I walked away at a brisk pace.  This wasn’t my responsibility, Mirkandar reminded Minalan.  Those weren’t my men, this wasn’t my fight.  I was a civilian, not a warrior.  A bystander, not a participant.  I didn’t need to get involved.

By the time I made it to the main thoroughfare I was shaking like a leaf in a storm.  It had only been a minor skirmish, I reminded myself.  I had commanded battles with tens of thousands, against the most fearsome foes man had ever faced.  But a sixty second ambush in a crappy marketplace had turned me into a wreck.

Don’t ask me to explain the logic of it.  Even my ancient memories weren’t helpful.  Most of them had suffered trauma of one sort or another, and they had dealt with the consequences in their own ways.  I tried to concentrate on that to overcome my reaction to the scene and was somewhat successful.  By the time I made it back to the Bluestem district, I had largely recovered.

Of course I reported the incident to Mavone, as soon as I returned to the practice.  He was collecting every scrap of information he could find on the situation in the city, and an ambush by the Contramara was significant.

“They really haven’t been active in the streets much, from what I can tell,” he admitted, when I was done with my report.  “At least, not until recently.  That poisoning you witnessed?  That was likely them, but they were doing it as if it was someone else, in order to sow discontent in the council, I believe.  But my sources say it was them.”

“Sources?” I blinked.  “You have sources, already?  You’ve only been here for a few weeks!  I’m still trying to get the accent right!”

“I did a little intelligence work here, back during the invasion,” he admitted.  “Nothing impressive, but I have a few old contacts I renewed once I was back.  They’re the ones who told me about the Contramara.  Apparently they are involved with the leadership crisis up at the Citadel.”

“Of course they are,” I sighed.  “What is their angle?”

“Unknown, yet,” he conceded, apologetically.  “But this report helps.  It agrees with one that Iyugi made about them.  They’re upset with some cult for supporting the exiles’ bid for leadership.  They crossed some line or something, and Iyugi believes that they are planning something.  But it’s all a bit vague at the moment.”

“From what I understand, if the Contramara is involved then things are getting serious.”

“They don’t usually intervene unless they are,” he agreed.  “As shadowy, underground organizations go, they’re pretty consistent.  They don’t tend to get involved in petty vendettas or bickering between great houses.  They only appear when there is a true danger to Farise.  That follows the original doctrine of their charter.”

“They have a charter?” I asked, surprised. 

“Of a sort.  It’s not generally the sort of thing that is taught or written about in open texts, but at the end of the Later Magocracy, when Vore had fallen to our ancestors, the last Archmage established certain contingencies if, gods forbid, the barbarians actually succeeded in their conquest.”

“That was foresightful of him,” I chuckled.

“Imperial Intelligence established secret regional councils designed to continue the fight underground.  There was an Imperial mandate, secret orders, and a template for organization, succession, even funding.  That’s one of the reasons the Censorate of Magic was created by Kamaklavan, to fight against that effort.  They took different forms and changed over time, but the Contramara claims its legitimacy from those documents.”

“So they’re actually a legacy of the Imperial Magocracy,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief.  “Mavone, it’s been over four hundred years since the Conquest.  How are they still around?”

“Good doctrine,” he shrugged.  “I’ve heard the original instructions were quite specific – elegant, even.  I’d love to get my hands on them, one day. 

“But the legend says that the Archmage specifically delegated certain authorities under his imperial sovereignty to re-establish the Magocracy.  It was a last-ditch effort, of course, but it was designed to preserve the government and civilization of the empire during a time of duress.  That’s the legend that fuels the Restorationist faction in the Citadel.  They believe that they have the legal and moral authority to re-constitute the Imperial Magocracy, based on those documents.”

“Interesting,” I nodded.  “So, when the last Archmage died, the Privy Council escaped to Remere and became the Order of the Secret Tower under the new regime.”

“And cocked things up in the process,” agreed Mavone.  “In Merwyn it was called the Third Star Conspiracy, and it was repressed brutally by the Censorate for two hundred years until it was crushed or went completely underground.  In Cormeer it became the Surveyors and Cartographer’s Guild, and stayed relatively quiet for centuries.  In Alshar the effort became known as the Shadow Council.  In Castal it became an academic organization known as the Castali Classical Historical Society—”

“I’ve heard of them!” I snapped.  “Back in Inarion Academy, they used to do presentations and lectures on our great Imperial heritage!”

“They were recruiting drives,” corrected Mavone with a smile.  “The Historical Society is not terribly active, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have some resources.  In any case, in Farise the imperial mandate co-opted the Contramara, the insurgency organization that was already established to fight the Sea Lords when they ruled the place.  It was almost an afterthought – Imperial Intelligence didn’t think that the Narasi barbarians would ever make it past Merwyn’s frontiers.  But the mandate extended to all Imperial provinces, so Farise got it, too.”

“That’s why those bastards were so committed,” I realized.  “They were loyal to the Magocracy, not just pissed off about the invasion!”

“More or less,” conceded Mavone.  “I’d love to see their indoctrination procedure.  In any case, the Contramara believe that they possess a legal mandate to act in Farise in a way that none of the other factions can claim.  Once they decide to act then most of the other clandestine organizations tend to back down.  They’re kind of an arbiter between them, at need, and no one wants to piss them off.”

“But the Alshari exiles and the pirates don’t understand that,” I reasoned.

“Not a bit,” nodded Mavone.  “They have their own secret organizations and hidden powers and obscure legends that motivate them.  I think that the Contramara were waiting to see what evolved after they overthrew the occupation forces, and after three years they’re tired of it.  Someone needs to be in charge of Farise, and the Contramara want a say in who it is.”

“So do I,” I reminded him.  “But that explains a few things.  Have you identified who is running the Contramara?”

“Are you serious?” he asked me, deadpan.  “That’s the impossible question.  The occupation tried to figure that out for fifteen years with no success.  It’s like peeling an onion with infinite layers.  As I said, their original doctrine was sophisticated and elegant.  No one knows who controls the Contramara – even the Contramara don’t know.  That’s its strength.  And that is what we have to fight against.

“But I can’t do that without more manpower,” he continued.  “As brilliant as Iyugi is, I’m going to need a lot more people to do this properly, Min – especially with a deadline.  I’ve got a good start on this but if you want it done, I need more help.  Skilled help,” he emphasized.

“I’ll get it to you,” I promised.  I paused a moment.  “What do you think our chances are, at this point?”

Mavone heaved a big sigh before he answered.  “Honestly?  We face a disorganized mob of organized criminals and merchant interests who don’t know what in five hells they are doing.  There’s no centralized power, no actual authority, and no legitimacy to the gangs in the Citadel.  Ideally, we should be able to figure this out and wrap it up in a couple of days, if the conditions are right.

“But the conditions aren’t right, yet.  As of now, it appears that the Alshari exiles hold a slightly dominant position, but are running out of resources and succumbing to internal strife.  There’s a faction that wants to declare Count Cingaran as the Duke of Farise, in the Narasi style, and rule the place as an independent monarchy.  Another faction wants that as well, but with Merwyni backing to ensure that independence.  Both want to harass the Alshari commercial fleets in revenge for Anguin’s return. 

“The pirates are even worse in their divisions, because there are several kinds of pirates.  The merchant houses are also divided, but want trade to normalize soon and are looking for any expedient solution.  The local nobles and magi are still bickering about things that happened during the Magocracy.  It’s a mess, Minalan, and we should be able to take advantage of it.  So I’d say our chances now are at about forty percent.”

“All that, and we’re only at forty percent?” I asked, concerned.

“Forty percent isn’t nothing,” he argued, putting his hands on his head as he expounded.  “That’s based on the obstacles and opposition we face at the moment.  If we want to raise that chance, it will rely on the organization we build and the opportunities we are presented – and our willingness to risk action, when the time comes.  And that all depends upon what constitutes a successful outcome,” he added.  “What do you want to establish as a victory, here?”

“That’s a good question,” I agreed.  “Let me think about it and I’ll let you know.  But I’ll get you more people,” I promised.  “Anything you need.  But let’s get this done quickly.  I’ve witnessed two assassinations this week.  Witnessed, not participated in. Farise is becoming a hazard if I randomly came across two different assassinations in different parts of the town.”

“It’s quite a coincidence,” he agreed.  “But then, you’re the Spellmonger.  Normal rules of probability don’t apply to a man who chats with gods and kings and alien powers.  Even your alias, however convincing, can’t disguise who you truly are,” he reminded me.

He was right, I knew.  As much fun as it was to play at being Mirkandar, I was still Minalan the Spellmonger, inside.  At this point in my career I should have been used to incredibly unlikely things happening to me for no good reason, because I was starting to understand the larger picture of reality, and that had changed me. 

I could run from my memories as Minalan and the chorus of ancient spirits that ran roughshod through my mind, but the universe at large didn’t have to pay any attention to that. I could change my name and shave my beard and pretend to be someone else, but that didn’t matter to the cosmic powers who had taken an interest in me. 

I found that was depressing, somehow. 

***

I spent the rest of the evening in my study, largely using my witchstone to reach out to fellows I thought would be useful to our efforts, now that we had our cover established.  There were three that I thought would be most useful, under the circumstances. 

The first was Atopol, the Cat of Enultramar.  The young thief was a master in his craft and had proven it over and over.  Indeed, any one of House Furtius would have been helpful, but Atopol was young, unattached, and allegedly bored since the Battle of Olum Seheri.  His sister had married his best friend and there hadn’t been a mission worthy of his indulgence since the war stopped and the honeymoon started.

I reached him easily enough, explained the situation to him, and secured his cooperation.  Indeed, he seemed eager and intrigued to participate.  I think he was just looking for a new challenge.  I wasn’t precisely certain how I would use his considerable talents, both magical and larcenous, but putting such a powerful piece on the board seemed only natural.

The second was Lorcus.  The mad Remeran was a warmage, of course, but he had an uncanny ability to examine complex situations and come up with unorthodox solutions.  If anyone could determine just where the current power structure was weakest and how to exploit it, Lorcus could.  He was reluctant, having just had his first child, but the temptation of such an audacious commission was just too much for his resolve.  It helped that he was my vassal.  I don’t like taking advantage of my position as feudal overlord, but I’m not above it.

Last among my choices was a non-mage.  Sort of.

Jannik the Rysh was brilliant at this sort of thing.  He had worked with Mavone and Astyral and Azar for years behind enemy lines in the Penumbra, and his ability to infiltrate and observe was unparalleled.  He had a keen eye for detail others might miss, and the native intelligence to use that information to draw accurate conclusions. 

It took a few hours to arrange a discussion with Jannik, of course – he wasn’t a true mage and I could not speak with him mind-to-mind.  But when the Spellmonger wants something done, it happens.  In this case it involved Azar sending Rustallo to the Fair Vale through the Ways and sticking a magic Mirror in his face.

“I don’t see how I can be much help,” he complained, when I explained the situation.  His face looked bleary in the surface of the make-shift speculum I fashioned out of a wide, flat bowl made out of some dark tropical wood.  It had been left over from the previous owner, and served the purpose well.  Not the normal bleary, from an improper arcane connection, but the kind of bleary you get from staying up drinking all night.  Or all day.

“What do you mean?” I challenged.  “You’re perfect for this.  And it’s just your sort of thing,” I encouraged.

“But I’m so busy, right now,” he protested, weakly.  “Anguin has commissioned a Yule performance in Falas and Vorone, I’m booked solid in Vanador next month, I’m working on cracking a Gilmoran spy ring—”

“Gilmoran?” I asked, surprised.  “How?  We own a third of Gilmora!”

“It’s the other two thirds who think they can challenge that,” he sighed.  “Don’t worry, they’re complete amateurs and I know everything they do before they do it.  But it takes time to run a proper counter-intelligence operation.”

“And a proper insurgency,” I replied.  “And it would be a lot easier to get it done if I had one of my best people here to help.  Mavone says he needs you,” I lied. 

“But Minalan, to pick up and leave for Farise just as I’m getting to my busy season—"

“It’s always your busy season,” I countered.  “And I don’t believe you lack the manpower.”

Jannik groaned, but I had him there.  Since his exposure to the second Snowstone Effect, he had developed a unique magical Talent I’d never heard of before: the ability to create perfect copies of himself.

They were technically multi-dimensional thought-forms imbued with Jannik’s memories, thoughts, and personality – and his near-magical musical talents.  The copies were indistinguishable from Jannik, himself, and when they died or re-absorbed they transmitted those memories to the bard.

Taren had done a thorough examination of the sport Talent Jannik manifested – it was fascinating, from a thaumaturgical perspective.  He had established that Jannik could manifest as many as six copies of himself at once, and they would persist indefinitely until slain or he re-absorbed them.  As far as I knew, he had at least two copies helping out with his many tasks.

“Minalan, do you have any idea how difficult it is to pull an entire human being out of your ass?” he complained.  “It’s not as easy as it sounds.  It’s akin to giving birth,” he said, philosophically.  “It makes me wax maternal, which is not a natural state for me.  I feel responsible for each of them, those noble fellows.  I experience each death, too – did you know?  And now you want me to send one of me to a godsdamn warzone?” he asked, indignantly.

“It’s not a warzone – yet,” I corrected.  “It’s just a city in the middle of chaos, uncertainty, and sudden, unexpected death.  A warzone is a lot more predictable.”

“That is not convincing,” he sniffed. 

“How cold is it today?” I asked, changing tactics.  The Wilderlands’ autumn is as cold as winter in central Castal. 

“Minalan!” he said, warningly.  I could see the flicker of flames in the background that kept the cold at bay.

“It’s warm here,” I said, encouragingly.  “Hot, even.  I’m barely wearing anything, and I’m too hot.”

“That’s not fair, Minalan—!” Jannik protested, weakly.

“Jannik, have you tried Farisian food?  Or, better yet, Farisian drinks?  Wine, brandy and spirits from all over the world.  Wineshops and taverns on every street corner.”

“That could describe a lot of places,” he grumbled.

“None of them have the music that’s here,” I pointed out, after a moment’s thought.  “Have you heard the Farisian music, Jannik?  The sensual sounds of the Shattered Isles, the deep drums of Unstara, the relentless, hypnotic rhythms of the natives, here?” I said, persuasively.  “There’s nothing like it, back in Vanador.”

“Gods damn you, Minalan,” he sighed.  “All right, you’ve convinced me.  I’ll help you in your damnfool quest – but only because you’re a close and personal friend, and I have an insatiable curiosity.  Not so much of a friend that I’ll do it for free—”

“I wouldn’t expect you to,” I assured him.

“But I’ll lend you one of my fellows for this tropical excursion, I suppose.  Just try to get him back in one piece.  It’s easier when I re-absorb them than when they die,” he revealed.

Somehow, I found that depressing, too.

***

“Three more people?” Ruderal asked in surprise.  “That’s going to get crowded,” he predicted.  I had told him to prepare quarters for the new guests I was expecting over breakfast the next morning: a savory porsago pudding fried in oil and topped with sugar and fresh fruit.  It was delicious.  Lomanca knew her business.

“It might,” I agreed, “but we need them.  I suppose we will have to establish some sort of residence elsewhere, if we bring in too many at once.  But we need their help,” I repeated.

“Oh, I understand, Master,” he soothed.  “I’m just pointing out potential problems.  We could probably take up to six more, if they’re comfortable sharing rooms.  Any more than that and we’ll be splitting at the seams.”

“Talk to Mavone and look into finding a place for the future,” I sighed in agreement.  “Because there likely will be more.  Work through Asalon if you need to.  He can charge it to my personal account.”

“Speaking of which, you need to make another deposit soon,” he reminded me.  “There’s over seven hundred silver in the cash box.  I start to get nervous when it’s just lying around like that.  It attracts thieves,” he warned.

“We’re about to have one of the best thieves in the world as our guest, and there’s a couple of trained warmagi around.  I’m not worried about thieves,” I assured him. 

“I’m not worried about having the money stolen, I’m worried about getting robbed.  The ice trade is cash-only,” he reminded me.  “People are going to realize that you’re bringing in a lot of coin.  That’s likely to attract attention on its own.  I just worry,” he admitted.

“Don’t.  I’ll make a deposit, soon.  I’ve got a job over in the River District, anyway, tomorrow afternoon.  You can join me, if you like.”

“Tomorrow afternoon?” he asked, suddenly blushing.  “I have to decline, Master.  I have other plans.”

“Other plans?” I asked, surprised.

“A date,” he admitted, with a shy grin.  “That girl in the Great Market?  She finally redeemed her token, yesterday, and we got to talking, and . . .”

“And she’s really pretty,” I nodded.  “All right.  Where are you taking her?”

“We’re meeting at the Bridge Market, across the river.  She says she knows a good Alshari style pastry shop.  I miss pastries,” he said, wistfully, as he stared at his porsago.

“Well.  I suppose you deserve an afternoon off.  Good luck,” I said, sincerely.  Ruderal had rarely voiced an interest in girls in my presence – he wasn’t the hound dog that Tyndal was, nor even had Rondal’s eagerness for female companionship.  But that was back in Sevendor and Vanador where he was well known, and any relationship he entertained was fraught with social problems.

Here, he was just some adept’s apprentice in a new and exotic land.  He had no history he didn’t make up and he was only here temporarily.  That seemed to relax him enough to consider the idea.  Being surrounded by scantily clad dusky maidens certainly helped.

“She’s an odd one,” he confided, shyly.  “She’s terribly friendly, and I know part of that is her wanting something, but she seems like a pretty genuine girl.  And she has friends, when Cat gets here,” he added, slyly. 

“It sounds like a fun time,” I agreed.  “I got into my share of trouble here, in my youth.  “’Beware the dusky maidens of Farise’ is a saying for a reason,” I assured him.  “Proceed cautiously.  Some of my mates didn’t, back then, and they came home with daggers in their kidneys.”

“She lacks murderous intent, in regards to me,” he chuckled.  “So far, at least.  She seems to just want to have fun.”

“They all do, at that age,” I sighed, wistfully.  The girls I knew in Farise certainly did, even with an evil occupier.  I suddenly realized how much I missed Alya.  “Don’t let it rattle you.  You’re young.  You have coin in your purse.  Go out and have a good time,” I urged.

He wasn’t a member of the occupation, after all, I reasoned.  There wasn’t any reason he should be in danger in a public place.  No more than I had been at Mercer’s Market.  We were both merely residents of Farise, like anyone else.

But nothing is as it seems in Farise, as Iyugi is want to say. 


Chapter Nineteen

A Legacy of Whimsy

The great wonder of visiting Farise is the delightful uses to which the enchanter’s art has been employed.  While not as advanced as in Perwyn, perhaps, the local arcane academy has produced an impressive number of talented enchanters who have expressed their abilities in some very entertaining ways.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

One of the problems with doing commercial magic in Farise is the remnants of enchantments from the past. 

That’s not a problem in most of the duchies, I imagine.  Except for along the coast, towns where magic was practiced to any great extent back during the Late Magocracy were scarce and relatively new.  The Conquest and the Bans of Magic discouraged elaborate spells for centuries, and most of the enchantments that were laid were fairly temporary affairs.  But not in Farise.  Here, there had been a continuous legacy of spells that were laid over each other, year after year, some going back centuries. 

A lot of my work as a Practical Adept was maintenance on existing enchantments that were starting to fail.  Without a lot of power or careful attention to detail, most spells will degrade over time.  It might be slow or it might be sudden, depending on how the spell was constructed, but they can and do fail.  The enchantment that discourages rot in the lemons in your warehouse, for instance, could suddenly reverse and putrefy every one in its area of effect.  That was one of my first cases. 

When that happens, you call in a Practical Adept to make it right.  And as an adept, contending with somebody else’s work – someone who is likely long dead and lamentably unable to advise you – is a lot like untangling a hopelessly gnarled ball of string.  In the dark.  With your toes.

In most cases it wasn’t that bad, thanks to the standardization implied by the Imperial Magic system.  The runes and staves hadn’t changed in any meaningful way since the Early Magocracy.  The basic spell elements were almost always pretty easy to figure out, once you got into it.  And while there were different styles that had evolved over the centuries, most of these were easy to figure out.

But then there were problem cases, clients whose enchantments had been constructed so far in the past and amended so many times that it was almost impossible to figure out where the issue was.  Or enchantments that had been augmented using non-Imperial Magic methods and symbols – those were a nightmare.  And there were plenty of novel spells in Farise.  Often I would have to reconstruct the spell entirely, which takes time and energy and a higher rate than a mere repair. 

To be honest, if I didn’t have secret access to irionite and my specialized tools I would have passed up such jobs.  But I was trying to establish a reputation for myself as a professional, so I did my best with the tangled nests of thaumaturgical instruments that littered Farise. 

There were plenty of times I ended up sending the client and his family or his workers away “for their own safety” while I worked.  That was an excuse to banish prying eyes from the premises for an hour or so while I pulled Insight out of a hoxter and laid into the problem properly.  The baculus and its suite of analytical spells made short work of most of those problem cases.  It’s helpful when you can neatly break down your observations based on every possible element of the spell.  You discover more bodges that way – that’s the technical term for a failing enchantment.  Bodge work is the bread and butter of the Practical Adept.

I learned a few things along the way.  So many layers of thaumaturgic architecture involved older methods of pushing around energy and intention that I hadn’t encountered before.  There were spells left over from eras where high standards of professional workmanship were clearly in play, and others from times when people got sloppy.  And the creative ways some of those long-dead adepts had to deal with even earlier eras of repair were often ingenious. 

It was the fourth week of the practice when I was approached by a fat little Farisian who wanted my help with a whole suite of such enchantments over in the Soundside District.

As its name implies, Soundside lies on the coast of the Farisian Sound, and is the only place within Farise that has a sandy beach.  It’s actually a very wide, very long stretch of almost pure white sand that has attracted bathers for centuries.  It’s bisected by a single stretch of rocky promontory where the road from town ends.  A series of taverns, shops, and flop houses sprang up along its periphery, catering to everyone with coin to spend. 

Soundside was popular with everyone in Farise, but by long custom the northern side tended to attract the poor from west of the river while the amenities on the southern side tended to be far more expensive and luxurious, to cater to the wealthier crowd from east of the river.  Nude bathing is the standard on both beaches, however, so it’s difficult to determine just who is wealthy and who is destitute.  I think that’s part of its romantic charm.

My client was named Baris, and he ran a quaint little hostel near the center of Soundside’s main thoroughfare.  It had been there for centuries, and in his family for decades, and it enjoyed somewhat of a reputation as both a cheap place for the rich to stay or a ritzy place for the poor to stay.  That had led to many intrigues and misunderstandings over the years, and Baris was full of stories about them. 

Baris’ place was known as The Fountain, because it had a massive stone fountain from the Early Magocracy set in the middle of his courtyard.  I recall seeing it during the occupation and being intrigued.  It was huge, almost twenty feet across, and provided a relaxing place for guests to wash off the day’s sand at the beach and cool off in some fresh water.  It was almost a full story high and pumped water through a wide collection of specialized valves to produce amazing effects.  Most of that was powered by magic, though, and that had become a problem.

Over the centuries the mechanism, both mechanical and arcane, had been endlessly tampered with to produce different effects.  Mostly these were just different ways to artfully squirt water into the air.  But at different points through history various magi had taken a hand in using the impressive base enchantments – the initial decuman, in technical terms -- that kept the fountain perpetually running to accomplish other novel magical tasks.

These were designed as magical entertainments -- philoxenic spells -- to make the water taste like wine, for instance, or to add a glamour to whomever bathed in it to make them slightly more attractive.  Other spells would compel someone to sing their words for ten or fifteen minutes, or speak them in rhyme.  Simple novelties that wizards like to break out at boring parties.  The valves of the actual fountain determined the nature of the charm that would be cast on the water, so it was pretty random just what might happen at any given time.

No doubt those were intriguing and fascinating amusements to the guests, when they were first cast.  Some of the spells, like the water-tastes-like-wine spell, were deactivated, when it started affecting wine sales – but not removed, as it was tied too extensively to the lacis of the fountain.  That led to it becoming a latent divigation, adversely affecting other spells.  Others, like the spell that would curl your hair for a day, fell out of favor when straight hair returned to fashion in the Palace District – but was, once again, never properly deonerated.

Overall, the magical fountain was a unique draw along the strip of shops catering to the tourists, and had become a favored destination for newlyweds and clandestine affairs for centuries.  But when those enchantments went wrong, or divigated – which was a regular occurrence – the results ranged from the inconvenient to the catastrophic.  The whole thing became dwaible.  That was bad for business.

Effects might be brief or far more long-lived than ever intended.  The glamour spell, for instance, could go dwaible unexpectedly and render any bathers as either obscenely ugly or irresistibly attractive for weeks.  That had caused a few problems, Baris assured me.  Another problematic spell shorn the hair off of any bathers – all of it – when they were affected.  That was a mirablia no one wanted.

Practical Adepts and enchanters refer to these misfunctions as “futzes”, and they’re just part of the business.  A single rune in a chord degrades, and suddenly a key component of the spell loses power.  Or a connective relay glyph fades during a full moon for the traditional No Good Godsdamned Reason and suddenly you’re singing your words for a week or ordering your breakfast in rhyming couplets.  That can be awkward.

While it was rare for the effects to be permanent or fatal, they caused no end of headache to Baris.  Indeed, he bragged that he’d been to every mage in town, and none of them could fix the ancient enchantments on his precious fountain.  Dismantle them, sure, for a price – but then he’d lose half of the value of his magnificent magic fountain.

“And seeing as how you style yourself ‘magnificent’ yourself,” he concluded, “if you can put it right I dare say you’d be the greatest adept in Farise,” he challenged, good naturedly.

“That all depends on precisely what you want, Master Baris,” I assured him in my office.  “I can probably regulate some of the effects, but it sounds like others could stand to be removed entirely. Deflocculation is expensive and time consuming. Or I could remove them all and start from scratch – but as you no doubt know a full midification like that would be terribly expensive.”

“No, no, try to fix them,” he agreed.  “I wouldn’t mind a bit of a tweak, while you’re at it.  Haven’t had anything really new in the fountain for years,” he admitted, wistfully.  “It would be something to have something new for people to talk about, these days.”

“I cannot disagree, Master Baris,” I said, confidently.  “I’ll come by in the morning and see what we’re working with.  I’ll bring my apprentice, if you don’t mind.”

“Bring the bloody Archmage, if you can,” he chuckled.  “You might need him!”

When we stood before the fountain in front of The Fountain the next day, and began to peer at the thing with magesight, Ruderal and I were horrified.  It was the most complicated, archaic mess of arcane madness I think I’ve ever seen. 

The original enchantment was extremely strong, tying into the powerful elemental energy in the area to fuel it.  It was an impressive example of a raisorial spell, drawing on the innate power of the waves and the winds.  That power went into an elegant refrangible hub that diverted, and controlled it into a dozen demulscent directions, depending on the spell.  That was determined by an ancient but elegant pandation enchantment affixed to the top of the fountain in a bonce of thaumaturgical glass.  It was classic in construction and no signs of achronyxation, a credit to its caster and his craft.  Another one defined the area of effect – its barton-- as the pool, and artfully constrained the limits of spells cast therein .  The bersetrix enchantment that regulated the flow of power remained flawless after centuries.  The blendure resulting from its regulation was exquisite, allowing eutectic enchantments to use arcane power in many varieties..

But after that, things got complicated.  It was one big valgus, like a garden choked with weeds both living and dead.

There were remnants of hundreds of other spells in the monstrosity, conditional charms and thaumaturgical modifiers that, in places, were brilliant uses of the strong elemental power. In other places they were poorly thought out, unartfully cast spells spliced into the existing architecture in a haphazard way.  Newer spells modified older ones in various ways, or changed when and how they would activate based on different conditions, and many of those had degraded into uselessness or failed outright.  It was a walgus of epic scale.

“Master . . . what in seven hells is that?” Ruderal asked in an uncomfortable whisper as he .

“A legacy of whimsy left for us to puzzle out,” I answered, as the full implications of the task began to occur to us both.  “It’s a kind of magical art. Philoxenic enchantment, like the singing mushrooms in Vanador, only older.  It’s so ugly, it’s beautiful.  Too beautiful to destroy.  We have to fix it.”

“We’ll be here for weeks,” he protested.  “Months!”

“Not if I can put my full creative power behind it,” I reminded him, in a murmur.  “Insight can make short work of this.  It’s the best famulus ever made.  That’s what he’s built for.  Once we start flyping it out, we’ll know how to fix it.”

“If you say so, Master,” he said, doubtfully.

I explained to Baris what I’d need: the courtyard cleared of all, due to the volatile nature of the magic I’d need to employ.  He reluctantly agreed, and seemed as doubtful as Rudy was.  But it was the slow season, and he was only at half vacancy as it was.

The next day saw us at begin.  I had Rudy hoist a couple of tarpaulins up over the entrance to the courtyard to obscure our work, and once we were assured of privacy I conjured Insight to my hand and got to work. 

It was not easy, of course, but Insight made flyping – identifying problem areas of the constellation of enchantments – much simpler, and that was half the challenge of diagnosing.  Once I knew what a charm was, I could decide to deonerate it or repair it, and even change some of its blephelarations – its conditions for activation.  And by using irionite and snowstone I had the power necessary to work fast.

By luncheon I had deonerated the problematic enchantments from the fountain and was considering what to augment it with.  It was an interesting challenge – the innkeeper wanted novelty, of course, and his business catered to young lovers.  I drew inspiration from my own days here at the beach in my youth and contemplated what to add as I smoked a pipe and enjoyed my lunch – chicken, fruit, and rice, all heavily spiced, on a grilled porsago slice, courtesy of Baris.

“You should go take a walk on the beach,” I suggested to Ruderal.  “It will be a little while before I start the midification.  I want to fashion the perfect enchantments for our client.”

“I’ve seen beaches before, Master.  Remember where I grew up,” he reminded me.  “I was considering a nap.”

“Soundside is the only decent beach in Farise, until you get to the mouth of the Sound,” I informed him.  “And the girls bathe naked, here.  It’s the custom.”

“Well, I haven’t seen this particular beach,” he conceded, with a shy grin, as he stood up.  “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to take a look.”

“Pass out some ice tokens while you’re out there,” I called after him.  We might as well harness his innocent lechery for the sake of the business, I reasoned.

And that inspired me.  The beach at Soundside was all about innocent lechery, for both sexes.  It was a common place for all of Farise to congregate, shed their clothes and their inhibitions, and enjoy themselves.  It had been unofficially off-limits to both sides, during the occupation, a kind of neutral territory like the Great Market or Temple Street. 

Once, right after the invasion, some idiot in command had tried to close the beach.  There had been a couple of riots over that.  Soundside beach was a place where a man, regardless of his station, can enjoy a cheap drink, an inexpensive meal, and an endless parade of feminine beauty.  For the women it’s an endless buffet of muscular men swimming and sunning at leisure, men whom they might not otherwise meet in polite society.

And where there is innocent lechery, there is inevitably romance.  I’d met a few girls here myself, back then.  Most were curious about what a Narasi was like when they weren’t screaming orders at them.  Some just liked the way I looked.  Farisian maidens are far more open about their preferences than their sisters in the Five Duchies, and they had a reputation for being forward.  I may have taken advantage of that.

Before Rudy had returned I had contrived more than a dozen different spells that I thought would complement the existing ones.  I had my apprentice write them down as I used Insight to cast them, weaving them into the existing architecture. 

Some were just fun – like the “naughty elemental”.  It took a bit of creativity, but now when the green moon was in the sky, the fountain would produce a boaoation, a small elemental to consort with the guests, sending unexpected jets of water at them.  It only lasted an hour or so, but would reconjure itself after three or four hours. 

Similar to that was the light show I cast on the fountain; the fulgent enchantments could change the colors of the water through the spectrum during the night while it produced a permanent rainbow during the day. 

Others were more ingenious, like the chime that would sound if someone urinated in the pool – hirration spells are fun.  I augmented the glamour spells to increase the time and intensity of their effect, and added a complimentary spell that would encourage flirtatious behavior. 

I kept the singing and poetry spells – I liked that effect – but added others to encourage dancing, good manners, and a desire to bestow compliments.  I tucked in one that would compel the target to lie with every word, and another that mandated they be utterly truthful, just to keep things interesting.  The curly-haired spell was damaged and had to go, but I did add one that would add an unearthly sheen to your hair if it triggered while you were in the pool.  And there was an old spell that accelerated ovulation in women by a few days – that one I kept, too.  Ishi loves her surprises.

One by one I detailed all the spells I felt would contribute to a satisfying, romantic evening for the guests.  It wasn’t my best work, of course, but I felt inspired and wanted to express myself in magic, for some reason.  Perhaps to bring a little more hope to this hopeless place.  Or just indulge my artistic side on something other than a powerful weapon or cunning interspatial device.

Ruderal, surprisingly, had a couple of unique suggestions: a spell to make you believe your naked, and another to make you think everyone else was naked, to be triggered by which way the wind was blowing.  I added them with a chuckle.  Never underestimate the power of innocent lechery. 

I finished by launching a series of visual magical and sonic effects, with Ruderal’s help.  He was surprisingly good at photomancy, and managed to cast several impressive cantrips without the aid of his witchstone.  The display shook the tarps and walls and windows of The Fountain, and filled the neighborhood with sparks and lights for an eventful ten minutes.

“Always give the customer something to look at,” I advised my apprentice.  “Otherwise they don’t think you did anything.”

“Isn’t that deceitful, Master?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“Not at all.  You’re giving the customer what he wants.  Throwing in a couple of harmless cantrips is part of the service.  I wouldn’t call it deceitful any more than brushing a loaf of bread with egg is deceitful.  It’s part of the presentation,” I reasoned, as I tucked Insight back into its hoxter and regarded the fountain. 

The enchantment base was stable, and the thaumaturgical architecture was working far more efficiently.  I’d taken the opportunity to thoroughly clean the exterior of the fountain with magic until it gleamed as if it was new.  The water was now crystal clear and the sand at the bottom gleamed invitingly in the sun.  I was proud of my work.  It was the thaumaturgical equivalent of finger painting, compared to what I was used to, but it had been fun.

Surprisingly, it was also professionally validating.  Baris was overjoyed at the result and was happy to pay my fee.  The refurbished fountain drew a lot more customers to his hostel, and the innkeeper was always willing to credit Mirkandar the Magnificent with its restoration.  Indeed, it became somewhat of a sensation for a season or two, alluring even the elite to investigate it. 

Darriky was the first to mention it, when he stopped by on his way home from a job.  A thunder storm was rolling in, and I was happy to grant him refuge and a cup of tea.

“I hear you took a stab at Baris’ Fountain of Doom,” he chuckled, as I poured the tea on my front patio.  “I should have warned you about that one.  It’s legendary among the adepts in town.  Bodge work at a staggering scale.  Baris has had everyone take a crack at it.  It’s hopeless,” he pronounced, shaking his head.

“It wasn’t that bad,” I countered.  “It took a little figuring out, but knowing thaumaturgy helped. Once I flyped it properly, it wasn’t that bad.  In fact, it was quite breathtaking,” I added with a shrug.

“Breathtaking?  Nightmare-inducing, is more like!” Darriky insisted.  “Everyone knows how completely hopeless it is, once they get into it.  The original spells on that thing were cast centuries ago.  Back when they were really practicing enchantment.  It’s a relic,” he said, shaking his head.

“It’s an antique,” I argued.  “It just needed a little polishing.  By all means, go by and see what I did to it.  I even gave it a little shine.”

“I will,” he said, clearly not believing me.  “But if you managed to make it work at all, Mirkandar, you’ll have impressed three generations of adepts.”  He studied me for a moment, then sighed.  “You know, I had a chance to take a look at one of your enchantments the other day.  Over in the River District.  I was doing a warding next to a shop you evidently serviced a few weeks ago.  The loganimity on the thing was impressive.  I’ve never seen better.  And not a feazing to be found.  You do good work,” he said, solemnly.  “Really good work.”  It was a professional acknowledgement I was pleased to get. 

“In fact, some friends of mine over in Tirza are having a kind of party in a few weeks, and I’d like you to go.  Fellow adepts, but the kind who have families that have practiced for generations and have mansions and investments and mistresses.  I think they’d be very interested in meeting you.  It could be good for your career.”

“Of course,” I smiled.  “Just let me know when.  But . . . you think they’d take to a barbarian Narasi mage?” I asked, wryly.

“Professional competence conveys its own status,” he argued.  “You do good work.  Half of those sots can’t cast a magelight without three days of preparation.  Hells, they think I’m impressive, sometimes.  Being Narasi just makes you a little exotic.  Oh, they’ll still treat you like a trained monkey, but don’t take it personally.  They do that with everyone.”

“I’m familiar with the type,” I chuckled.  “I saw a bunch of Remeran adepts at the Conclave once.  They treated the rest of us like we had shit on our boots.  They can trace their lineage to three different Archmagi, but ask them to cast anything more complicated than an inventory spell and they freeze.”

“Speaking of freezing, I noticed how much ice has been appearing in the local markets.  I pass your carts all the time, now.  Congratulations,” he said with a tip of his head.  “I had no idea frigorific enchantment would be so popular.”

“I let Asalon handle most of the business end once I set it up, and my apprentice does most of the actual spellwork,” I dismissed.  “Asalon understands the city’s needs more than I do.  But we’re moving about a hundred blocks a day, now.  We’re looking for a larger building so we can expand.”

“Well, it’s caught the attention of one of those Tirza adepts,” he warned me.  “House Obray, a fellow named Jamanus.  He’s not happy.  He might be at the party.  I thought you would want to know.”

I shrugged dismissively.  “That does not bother me.  I look forward to it.  If he has something to say for overcharging his customers, I’m happy to hear it.”

“It’s more about ‘unfair business practices’, but I’m certain you’ll work it out.  Dear gods, that’s getting bad,” he noted, as the storm picked up.  A brilliant cascade of lightning lit up the eastern horizon as the thick black clouds rolled in.  The wind started to pick up a bit, ringing the chimes on the patio like a madman.  A deep, thunderous boom shook the windows as the thunderclap hit. 

“Shall we go inside?” I suggested, glancing uneasily at the storm.  “If you’d like, you can stay for dinner.  We’re having pork, tonight.”

***

The next day I was preparing my schedule when Mavone reached me, mind-to-mind.

I generally discouraged use of irionite in Farise because I didn’t want to attract attention for such powers.  But I had yielded to the temptation myself, when I could get away with it, and I had kept a succession of pea-sized witchstones with me on most of my calls.  I could banish them into a hoxter in an instant, I rationalized, and I needed to inspect them before I sent them into service. 

Mavone, of course, is a subtle bastard and was able to keep his stone in hand and use it only for emergencies.  Which was why his contact concerned me at once.

Min, he began, where are you?

Still at the practice, but I’m about to head out.  I have a job over in High Bridge.  Another bodge job.  Why?  What’s going on?

If you can make it to the Bridge Market in the next half hour, I have something to show you.  I need your opinion, he revealed.

This sounds terribly mysterious, I pointed out.

That’s because there’s a mystery involved, he agreed.  Move, soldier!

I sighed, but I moved.  Mavone was not one of my fellows who sought my attention without cause – and if he wanted me to see something, I probably needed to see it.  I packed my bag and grabbed my hat and staff and hustled off to greet my day.

It doesn’t take long to go from Bluestem to the river, and the Bridge Market is right on the other side.  I credit the foresight of Farise’s builders, who had mandated wide streets that allowed plenty of room for both commerce and travel.  Compared to the cramped streets of Castabriel or Vorone, foot travel was quite easy.  In twenty minutes or so I was crossing the bridge, and I found Mavone at the market just under his deadline.

It wasn’t hard to find him. The Bridge Market is one of the smallest in Farise, and specializes in more exotic luxuries than either the Clerk’s Market to the south or the Cooper’s Market across the bridge.  It’s close enough to Heron Hill and the Palace District to attract an affluent crowd in search of high-end goods, as well as service the needs of the local neighborhood with staples.  Compared to the Mercer’s Market, it was the epitome of elegance and class.  No one was going to attempt an ambush here.

Mavone was standing near a stall in a non-descript tunic in the sort of way spies have of looking like they belong even when they aren’t doing anything.  I don’t think he was even using magic to help him. 

“So what’s so important?” I asked, as I joined him.

“I was chasing down a lead this morning when I saw something – someone – and . . . well, you’ll see,” he said.  I was unaccustomed to see Mavone at a loss for words.  “He came up the south road and went into that shop,” he said, nodding subtly across the square.  It was a distinguished looking brick building only three stories high, with broad, spacious windows facing the square.  It was as thin as the other such shops in the market, but it had a series of balconies and ornate ironwork that indicated its importance.

“What kind of shop?” I asked, curious.

“I don’t know,” Mavone confessed.  “The sign says ‘Andalon & Madejen’, but there’s no indication of what they do.  It’s some sort of office.”

“And why am I here again?” I asked, a little irritated. 

“Bide,” he instructed me.  “He went in just before I contacted you.  I expect that he’ll—there!  There he is!” he said, his lips curling into a smile as a man exited the shop.

He was a large man, and decidedly not a Farisian.  His skin was tanned, but far more pale underneath than a native’s.  He was an older man whose once-dark hair was mostly silver, and fell in ungainly clumps across his shoulders.  He wore a threadbare linen robe that was stained and dirty across the hem and a battered straw hat favored by day laborers and fishermen, pulled low over his eyes.  He could have been any destitute barfly from any rum shop in Farise, to my eye, but he shuffled with confidence out of the building that belied his apparent status.

“Does he look familiar?” Mavone prodded.

I sighed, and searched my memory.  I knew hundreds of people, after all – thousands, really.  If you added all the people my ancient memories remembered, it stretched into the tens of thousands or more. 

“Not off the top of my head.  He’s an old man.  A foreigner.  He’s big.  What am I missing?”

“It’s what he’s missing,” Mavone said, as we followed the shuffling figure with our eyes across the square.  He was headed south again.  “His right eye.  Did you not notice?”

I blinked, and then used magesight to view the man once again.  Not only did it reveal the lack of an eye – artfully concealed with the broad brim of his hat – but it showed the presence of several spells about his person.  “He’s a mage,” I observed.

“He’s not just a mage, Min,” Mavone insisted.  “He’s a warmage.  A one-eyed warmage.  And he’s about the right age, too,” he said, pursing his lips in thought.

“A one eyed warmage . . .” I said, shaking my head.  There were plenty of one-eyed warmagi, after all.  It was a dangerous profession, and people got hurt.  I knew plenty of old veteran Sparks who . . .

And then the force of my realization hit me like a slap in the face, and I stared again at him through magesight.  Once the suggestion was in my mind, the recognition of his features was instant.  It had been years since I’d seen him, but Mavone was right.  I was not mistaken. 

We were spying on a legend.  The man who had trained us both in warmagic. 

“Durgan Jole!” I whispered in wonder.  The most legendary warmage in the world was in Farise, dressed like a bum, for some reason.

I found myself intrigued.


Chapter Twenty

A Not Unanticipated Visitor
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Durgan Jole.  The very name still brings me shivers.

There are a lot of famous warmagi, of course, and a lot more who are infamous.  In a profession that depends on reputation, blatant self-promotion was something most of us indulged in.  Azar had even bribed minstrels to sing his praises before.  I wasn’t above a bit of bragging, myself.

But you can tell which warmagi are truly noteworthy when you ask their colleagues’ opinions, after their boasting was done.  When asked to evaluate the skills and suggest the highest quality in their craft, you can figure out who everyone in the business truly respects.  Loiko Vanaran is usually mentioned, for good reason.  He was famous even before he got irionite.  One or two others might come up, too.  I might even manage an honorable mention in some circles after Olum Seheri.

But Durgan Jole is accounted by all as the greatest living master of our craft.  There were too many old-timers who spoke of him reverently after a lifetime of experience to dismiss the wizard’s abilities.  He was Wenshari, for one thing, and Wenshar had contributed more than its share of highly skilled warmagi to the craft.  Wenshari warmagi are highly sought as mercenaries based on that legacy.  And Durgan Jole was one reason for that reputation. 

He had fought the Merwyni.  He had fought the Remerans.  He fought the Castali.  He had fought his fellow Wenshari.  Legend says he fought the Valley Folk.  He had fought on land and at sea, distinguishing himself in both realms.  He had escaped certain death hundreds of times.  He had ended sieges of more than a year in hours.  He had slain gods alone knew how many men in his career with magic, stealth, and stratagem.  No one knows how he lost his eye, but it was said he saw more with his left eye than a man with four could see.

Duke Rard of Castal had called him out of retirement and hired him to teach the craft of the warmage to a couple of hundred young idiots to be proper Sparks at the War College of Relan Cor.  Mavone and I had been among their number. 

I recalled Master Durgan strutting and screaming at us while we learned the techniques and tactics of warmagic.  But he was masterful, living up to every element of his reputation, and more.  Hearing him expound on the intricacies of the profession with the confidence of authority was an essential part of the training that kept me alive in the war.  He could cite thousands of examples, or relate his personal experience, in ways that punctuated every vital lesson.  It was as if Duin, Himself, had deigned to lecture us on the art of warmagic.

Actually, having heard Duin speak in person, in all candor Durgan was better.

He was a physically imposing man, and back then he had a mane of black curly hair that was merely streaked with gray under his helmet.  The years had not been kind to him since then.

But that was him.  I was certain of it, now. 

“He’s really let himself go,” Mavone said, sympathetically.  “Poor old sod.”

“What do you think he’s doing here?” I asked, still amazed.  “I haven’t seen him since Relan Cor.  Or even heard of him,” I admitted. 

“Me, neither.  I figured he’d be off in some country estate in Wenshar, spending the coin he got for training us on wine and whores.  That’s what I would have done,” Mavone suggested. 

“Farise is warmer than Wenshar,” I pointed out.  “And his coin would go further here, when it comes to wine and whores.”

“But don’t you think that it’s interesting that he’s still here?” Mavone asked.  “I don’t think he was part of the actual invasion, if memory serves.  He just trained us.  And then sent us on the long march to die.”

“To be fair it was other people that sent us,” I reminded him.  “He’s not responsible for that.  In fact I’d be dead a dozen times over if I hadn’t listened to him.”

“Me, too,” Mavone admitted, grudgingly.  “But it can’t be a coincidence that he’s here.  Not with everything else going on.”

“Farise is a complicated place,” I reasoned.  “And nothing is ever what it seems.  Sure, there might be a reason he’s here.  But there’s no guarantee that his presence is involved in any way with the council over at the Citadel who’s mismanaging this city into the dirt.”

“I don’t know,” Mavone said, doubtfully, “he taught me a fair bit about military intelligence.  With all the intrigue going on, it’s hard to see a man with that kind of experience strut through the market and . . . meet a maiden?” he asked, surprised.  Indeed, a young girl had approached Durgan, and quickly held up her parasol to obscure their conversation.  It was quick, but they departed the square together at a brisk pace – toward the north.

“Cheap wine and whores,” Mavone nodded.  “I take your point.  And a high class whore, in this neighborhood,” he conceded.  “So what do we do about it?”

“Just note it in our files,” I instructed him.  “If he is involved, it’s good to know the players.  If he isn’t, then we steer clear of him.”

“I don’t fancy the idea of trying to take him on,” Mavone nodded, solemnly.  “Have you seen him fight?  I saw him spar, at Relan Cor.  Against four men.  It was like trying to fight lighting,” he assured.  “Better than Azar or Terleman.  Without irionite.”

“I know.  And if Durgan Jole decided to retire to Farise, I’m going to leave him alone unless I have a reason not to.  He had a temper, if I recall.”

That was an understatement.  I remember him thundering at his own non-commissioned officers at the mess hall one night over what was apparently a minor issue.  In the span of a minute he had turned a squad of tough, war-hardened Ancients and corporals into a sullen bunch of children.  Whatever the issue was, it was fixed, I’d always figured.

“But find out what you can about him without alerting him,” I added.  “If he is involved, I want to know about it.”

***

I spent the rest of the day on calls, thinking about the old coot who used to be a legend.  Would I end up like that? I wondered.  A muttering drunk mistaken for a madman, living in solitude on the fringes of society?  That happened to a wizard more than we liked to admit.  Sometimes a mage’s rajira would start to fade with age, and those who lived that long survived with a marginal existence as a hedgemage or footwizard or outright beggar.  Until their minds truly started to go.  Better to die in battle, perhaps. 

But all thought of Durgan Jole evaporated when I returned to the practice near twilight.  I had a visitor waiting for me in my study, I was informed by Ruderal.  A visitor in a black and white checkered cloak.

It was not an unanticipated event.  I knew that the Censorate remnant in Farise would eventually investigate me, as a new mage in town.  I wasn’t certain what pretext they would use, but I’d gotten to know a few Censors over the years.  Fellows like Landrik and Hartarian had a keen sense of curiosity that the order had cultivated into a relentless sense of duty.  I expected no less of the Censorate in Farise. 

It took me a moment to shift from being Minalan and contemplating Durgan Jole’s presence here and the persona of Mirkandar, honest Practical Adept to the public.  The last thing I wanted to do was talk to a Censor.  But after a moment marshalling my resources, I plastered a smile on my face, pushed my pebble of irionite into its hoxter, and became Mirkandar the Magnificent.

The man in my study was not tall of stature, but he was imposing in his demeanor.  A Narasi, of course, likely Gilmoran or Castali if I had to guess.  He had the bearing of a knight, and the placid expression of a bureaucrat.  He was armed, his mageblade slung over his shoulder, but he wore no armor under his cloak.  There was a warwand at his belt, I could see, and a satchel slung over his shoulder.

“What a surprise!” I said, trying to sound surprised, as I took off my hat and leaned my staff against the wall.  “A visit from the Censorate.  Can I be of service, Officer?” I asked, politely.

“I am Captain Stefan, of the Farisian Commandary of the Royal Censorate of Magic,” he introduced himself with a perfunctory bow.  “You are Mirkandar . . . the Magnificent?” he asked, skeptically, as he looked me up and down. 

“More or less,” I agreed, as I took a seat and invited him to do the same.  “Practical Adept, in practice.  Certified in Castal,” I proclaimed, proudly.

“So I hear,” he said, dryly.  “You don’t mind if I take a look at your charter, do you?”

“Well of course,” I said, rising and going to fetch it.  I had all of my official credentials in a special wooden box, while a shorter, more ornate version was framed and hung in my other office. 

I presented the carefully-written scroll to the Censor with all due ceremony.  It was utterly authentic – the parchment was real vellum, not the ordinary sort, and the signatures were those of the officials who would have signed Mirkandar’s fictitious certification at the time – all save Dunselen’s.  It was the work of one of Master Hance’s kin, and I was assured it was as reliable a document as anyone could ask.  For good measure I had put it into a temporal acceleration field to age it appropriately.  There was no way I knew of to determine it was anything but genuine.

“Who is Murtimurus?” he asked, confused, as he read the thing.

“I am,” I assured him.  “Or, at least, I was.  Mirkandar the Magnificent is my professional name,” I reminded him, confidently, as he unrolled it and inspected the document.  “Originally I was called Murtimurus, due to an unfortunately-named ancestor and a misguided mother,” I explained. 

“Yes, that would be unfortunate,” he agreed, handing the documents back to me.

“It’s nearly as bad as a colleague I once knew named Garkesku – no, really!  The moment I had the opportunity to change it, I did.  You’ll note the official recognition of that change,” I said, pointing to the addendum penned at the bottom of the sheet.  “It cost a penny or two, but who would want to take their trade to a mage named Murtimurus?  I ask you!  When I completed my apprenticeship with Master Ramilan, I went to Renden and started calling myself Mirkandar – after that scholar in the Later Magocracy, the one who perfected the apparent mass spells, remember?” I asked.  I wasn’t babbling – Mirkandar just talks faster than I do.

“Mirkandar of Renden,” the Censor nodded, clearly annoyed by my professional pride.  “Of Castal.  Only, this isn’t Castal,” he pointed out, as he rolled the scroll back up.  “This is Farise.  Why the change?”

“I relocated for business purposes,” I offered, retrieving the scroll and replacing it carefully in the casket.  “To be candid, the number of High Magi – that is, those wizards wielding irionite – have been absolutely ruining normal trade for us regular fellows,” I complained.  Then I paused and looked at him.  “I have heard that the Censorate holds witchstones like that, here in Farise,” I commented.

Captain Stefan snorted.  “Aye we do, for all the good it does us.  The Commander keeps them in a chest in the armory and only withdraws and issues them at need,” he said, a note of disgust in his voice.  “Meanwhile, that idiot Pratt struts around with his like it’s a new nameday gift.”

“Well, all of the truly lucrative work went to the High Magi, while the rest of us were consigned with the dregs.  Oh, I don’t fault my clients, but there comes a point where a professional sees which direction the wind is blowing and realizes that his future prospects are limited – unless he makes a change,” I explained.

“I’m certain that there are more magi in Farise than in . . . Renden?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“Yes, yes, but they’re far behind the times, when it comes to thaumaturgy and enchantment.  Oh, no, I’m not denigrating their work.  Far from it.  But if the witchstones and snowstone have had any influence, it has been all of this new work on enchantment.”

“Enchantment,” Captain Stefan repeated, skeptically.  He was not the chatty sort, I realized. 

“Everything from powerful wands useful in agriculture to magical chamberpots that clean themselves,” I explained.  “It really is exciting.  I think I’ve learned more about enchantment in the last three years than in all my time as an apprentice.  I really think I have a competitive advantage, when it comes to the old, established firms on the other side of town,” I said with just a little too much enthusiasm. 

“That would explain the . . . ice,” he said with a hiss.  “You’ve been enchanting it and selling it on the open market?” he asked.

I shrugged.  “Is it illegal to do so?  I was informed several adepts in town offered such services.  I merely use Icestones – a natural frigiforous enchantment.  They were expensive, but they’ve almost paid for themselves.  Another few weeks and I will have turned a tidy profit.  After that, there’s endless opportunities with ice,” I said, babbling a bit. 

“Unless someone decides you’re too much of a threat and sticks a dagger in you,” the Censor shrugged.  “This is Farise.  That sort of thing happens all the time.”

“Then I shall move nimbly, Captain,” I promised, just a little too dramatically.  “I am aware of the dangers here.  There was a poisoning in a teashop I was in the other day,” I reported, distastefully.  “Right at the next table, too!  But I am not here to supplant anyone – merely to augment their resources as a benefit to their clients.  To make a proper living, with real competitors to challenge me.”

The Censor gave me a long, searching look before deciding something in his head.  “So, you’re a thaumaturge?  Familiar with the latest thaumaturgical techniques?” he asked, casually changing the subject.

“I’ve been to three Magic Fairs in Sevendor,” I said, proudly, “and even attended the Conclave in Castabriel a few years ago.  Before the . . . the recent troubles,” I added, my expression changing.

“Didn’t they have a war or something?” he asked, curiously.

“A war of horrors and misery,” I agreed with a sigh.  “Dark forces out of the West took control of Castle Darkfaller – and then made attempts on the Ducal Capital itself.  I thought the dragon attack a few years ago was bad.  I saw one of those dead spiders that attacked this time – as large as a small boat,” I assured him, letting undisguised disgust drip from my voice.  “And it stank like the rotting corpse of a demon.”

“Nasty business, that,” he agreed, though he didn’t seem to be affected by the thought.  “Considering you’re a mage of experience with such things, then, perhaps you could help the Censorate out with something.  A case,” he said, digging around in a pouch.  “You hear about the strange lightning strike over in Heron Hill?” he asked, as he studied my response.

“Heron Hill?” I asked, surprised.  “No, but I’m recently arrived.  I haven’t really found a good conduit for gossip or news yet,” I said, apologetically.  “A lightning strike?  I thought those were common in Farise?”

“Every other bloody day, it seems like,” Stefan agreed.  “All the towers and spires on Heron Hill and the Palace have proper lighting rods, of course.  That usually takes the brunt of a strike.  Proper spellwork takes care of the rest.  Usually Heron Hill is the safest place to be during a storm.

“But three days ago, lighting struck a chapel – the Temple of Arabeth, actually,” he corrected himself.

“Never heard of it, I’m afraid,” I said, honestly.

“Me neither, until I came here,” he admitted.  “Local god.  Not even Imperial.  I don’t precisely know what he’s a god of, even – something esoteric.  But he’s got a healthy little chapel over in the posh districts, a dozen priests, a couple of hundred wealthy worshippers.”

“Sounds like a cult,” I suggested.

“Could be,” he agreed.  “We’re in Farise.  We have lots of cults, here.  It’s fashionable.  You get used to it.  But this place is also a well-known front for certain political factions,” he explained.  “That’s one thing that makes me suspicious of the lightning strike.  This is the other,” he said, unwrapping a small silk cloth. 

He presented the contents to me on the cloth.  It was a rock – or at least looked like a rock at first.  It was scorched, but there were shiny glimmers that peeked through the soot.

“What is that?” I asked, genuinely curious. 

“I was hoping you could tell me,” the Censor replied. “Perhaps use some of that new thaumaturgical knowledge of yours to identify it.  Already had a couple of the stuffy adepts uptown take a look, and they had no idea what it was or where it came from.”

“Why is it important?” I asked, eyeing the stone with caution.

“It was found at the scene,” he answered with a sigh.  “In fact, it was directly in the path of the lightning.  Blew the entire top two floors to splinters and started a fire.  Six people were killed,” he added, grimly. 

I looked up at him sharply.  “So you don’t think it was accidental?  A lightning strike?”

“This is Farise,” he shrugged.  “Weird shit like this happens all the time.”

I examined the piece more closely, using magesight to magnify my vision.  It did look familiar.  It clearly wasn’t stone, I could see, but some sort of crystal.  It seemed familiar.  There was, indeed, spellwork enwrapped in the piece too.  Nothing complicated, I could tell.  But it was definitely enchanted, like a bonce of thaumaturgical glass. 

If I could have manifested Insight, my thaumaturgical baculus, I could have told him what it was in a moment.  But I did not want to use hoxter pockets around a Royal Censor.  Only the Spellmonger’s bouleuterions and the workshops of Korbal could produce those, and it would have required an unlikely explanation.  The one in my staff I could explain – I had the receipt for it.  But conjuring Insight, one of the most complicated thaumaturgical staves ever created would confirm any suspicions the man might have.

Then I realized why the piece looked familiar, and I realized what it was.

“It’s glass,” I finally offered.  “But not ordinary glass.   It’s been tempered at a very high temperature, far higher than most glassblowers can manage.  Fascinating!”

“How high?” the Censor asked, curiously.

“Tens of thousands of degrees,” I said, as I studied the piece even more carefully.  “Indeed, I don’t know of any force, natural or arcane, that could sustain that level of heat in a furnace long enough to melt sand into glass without melting everything around it,” I admitted.  “Of course, lightning could.  That’s it!” I snapped.  “This is a fulgurite!”

“A . . . what?” the man asked in confusion.

“A fulgurite,” I answered, proudly.  “I’ve read about them.  Glass formed when lightning strikes the ground or some other medium rich in silica.   Usually there are other contaminants in the matrix, too.  The intense heat, electrical current, and pressure instantly melts it, usually burning away the impurities.  When it cools, it turns into . . . this,” I proposed.

“Fulgurite,” he muttered, as he jotted down a note on a leaf of parchment with a charcoal pencil.  “That is interesting.  So something in that temple got struck by lightning and it turned into this . . . fulgurite?”

“That appears to be the case,” I said, frowning a little.  “Of course, that’s just one theory.  We just don’t know enough about it.  I suppose I could do a deeper study, if I had access to the specimen, but it would take some time.” 

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he grunted, folding the stone back up in its cloth and replacing it in his pouch.  “It was an unusual enough occurrence to get some people on Heron Hill nervous – people with connections to the palace.  Magi, in particular.  None of them trust anyone else up there to investigate it properly, so they got Count Cingaran to get us to do it,” he said, miserably. 

“It would seem such an inquiry would be well within your abilities,” I pointed out, diplomatically.  “The Censorate has always been rigorous in its investigative pursuits.”

He gave a mirthless chuckle.  “Perhaps we did, once.  But the odds and ends of the Order that ended up in Farise are just remnants.  Warmagi, mostly, and a couple of administrators.  There are only a few of us from investigations left, and there’s no thaumaturges to speak of.  And we have no workshop or laboratory space.  We barely get paid,” he added, disgustedly.

“Sad days for the Order,” I nodded, sympathetically.  “Why did you end up here, if you don’t mind me asking?  I’ve always had a lot of respect for you fellows, and this seems like an odd place for you to be.”

“I backed the wrong side in a civil war,” Captain Stefan admitted with a sigh.  “We worked for Vichetral, that Alshari count who tried to seize the ducal throne.  When he was overthrown, we had to get out of Falas or face the Orphan Duke’s wrath.  I ended up here.  Now I have no where else to go.  It seemed like a good idea, at the time,” he said, bitterly.

“I hope things get better for you,” I said, sincerely, as he re-fastened his cloak against the rain.  “Would . . . would a contribution to the Censorate’s educational fund be in order?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

Captain Stefan gave me a sharp stare.  “I am not soliciting a bribe, Master Mirkandar.  I have not yet fallen that far.  I am still a servant of the king – not that rascal in Castal, you know, but the ancient king.  Kamaklavan.  I follow the Bans and I follow the Order, and if fate and the gods brought me here to do . . . whatever it is I’m doing, I must imagine there is a purpose beyond shaking down honest magi for bribes.”

“I appreciate your candor, Captain,” I said with a bow.  “Let me show you out.”

I waited until Captain Stefan was far down the street before I was tempted to exhale.

It wasn’t that I was afraid of the Censorate.  I’d faced them down before, and without irionite or powerful enchantments they’re no better or worse in a fight than any other warmage.  I could likely handle most of them in a tussle without irionite.

But getting in a brawl with the Censorate would have exposed my operation here.  Of all the potential foes we faced in Farise, I was the most wary of the Censorate.  Unlike the other factions, they’re disciplined, observant, insightful, and absolutely ruthless.  They are idealists and fanatics, and the remnant in Farise was the most radical of all.  I did not want to attract their attention if I did not have to.

I knew they would come by, too.  I had been prepared with a lengthy and detailed explanation for any and all of the enchantments in the house, from the magelights out front to the ice making operation in the cellar.  And he had not inquired about a single one.  It gave me a great sense of accomplishment to pass as Mirkandar the Magnificent under the nose of a Royal Censor. 

That was a relief.  I had escaped scrutiny, and that gave me a certain amount of leeway when it came to our operations, now.  The foundations were laid, I knew, and it was time to proceed with the next portion of the plan. 

That would involve something I was longing to do anyway: return to Sevendor for a visit.  Somehow Captain Stefan’s scant inspection had given me permission to take leave of Farise and go back home for a few days to prepare the next step.  That would mean a few days with Alya and the children, too, something I was aching for. 

I was homesick, I realized, an all too familiar feeling associated with Farise.  I’d spent many a night in this humid hell wishing devoutly to see friends and family during the long march and the occupation, wishing I knew the magic that could propel me back home.

Now I did know that magic.  And I was damned sure going to use it.  I’d earned it.


Intermission II

Sevendor was cold, when I returned, and the hour was late.  That was not unexpected, and I had sent word ahead to ensure my valet would have appropriate clothes awaiting me when I reappeared in the castle.  There was a cold wind blowing over the ramparts of our private apartment.  The contrast with Farise’s heat and humidity was startling, and my nose start running immediately.

Alya was awaiting me, smiling brightly.  After almost two months apart I embraced her warmly, and for a long time.  I had returned to my constant.

“You’re beautiful!” I assured her, after an appropriate amount of kissing. 

“You’re . . . tan!” she observed, looking into my face and holding up one of my hands.  “And skinny!”

“Well, the sun shines pretty brightly there when it’s not pouring rain.  And I have to walk everywhere,” I complained, “so I get more exercise.  I do eat a lot more fruit,” I added, as I started getting lost in her eyes.  “Are the children awake?” I asked.

“Not at this hour.  Thankfully.  As soon as I learned you were coming, I made certain they would go to bed early.  I’ve missed you so much!” she murmured, as she exceeded the appropriate amount of kissing.  I didn’t mind.  “I didn’t think I would.  You’ve been away before – to war, even.  But this last few months have been unbearable!” she assured me.

“You have no idea,” I muttered, as I began to pull her to our bedchamber.

“My lord husband!” she giggled.  “Do you not want a glass of wine?  A morsel?” she asked, almost mockingly.

“Perhaps both.  But the wine I desire and the morsel I crave are not in the buttery.  Come,” I instructed her, as I pulled on her hand.

And she did.

Alya and I have had several reunions over the years, oft in the wake of some dangerous battlefield stratagem or some horrific foe.  All have been passionate.  But there was something about this return that seemed more ardent than those. 

Perhaps it was Alya coping with being a mother of a baby again.  Perhaps it was the contortions I’d put my emotions through, returning to Farise.  But regardless, there was a sweet desperation in our lovemaking that night, as if it might be our last.  I needed her, in a primal way.  And she needed me.

It wasn’t the dusky maidens of Farise that was my inspiration, it was – I fear – my own loneliness in Farise.  I had constructed Mirkandar to be a façade for my fears, but in the stark and cold reality of early winter in Sevendor, Mirkandar the Magnificent melted away as a farce.  In a world full of deception and lies my wife was the only real thing, and I reveled in that refuge appropriately. 

“How have you fared, in Farise?” she asked, when the first pass at our passion was spent. 

“Well,” I admitted.  “I am accepted by the locals.  Even the Censorate.  Ruderal is doing well there.  I’m learning about just who is in power.  The next phase will require a lot of observation,” I said, apologetically. 

“Better observation than combat,” she murmured into my ear.  “I like knowing you aren’t looking for trouble, this time.  It’s soothing.  Of course, trouble usually finds you anyway,” she pointed out.

“I’m not looking for it – yet,” I promised.  “Indeed, I’ve contrived to make myself as harmless and unassuming as possible.  If things work out the way I’d like, no one will even know I was there.”

“I don’t believe that one bit,” Alya chuckled, as she rubbed my chest.  “You couldn’t sneak through the halls of the gods without needing to take a piss in a corner, somewhere, just to say you did.”

“But my ego isn’t invested in this mission,” I protested. 

“Your ego is invested in everything you do,” she countered.  “Don’t worry, no one knows you’re there.  I’ve told everyone you’re exploring ancient ruins in Alshar.  It’s completely plausible.  You have a reputation for enjoying ancient history.  Everyone thinks you’re indulging in your hobbies after the war like a gentleman should.”

“I probably do need to drop by Palomar on my way back,” I conceded.  “I left Gareth there in charge of everything.  But everyone thinks I’m running the exploration.  I feel a little bad about that.”

“Don’t!” she urged, her eyes wide.  “When Dara found out he was working on such an important project with you, it made her half-mad!  She’s already got a baron dogging her heels, and Sir Festaran.  But when she heard Gareth was entrusted with something like that, she . . . she reacted,” she confided.

“How?” I asked, bewildered.  Why would Gareth’s new position cause Dara any problems?

“Because you didn’t ask her, you asked him, and she was so twisted up about it she went to Alshar and confronted him.  It . . . didn’t go well.”

“He’s far more qualified for this work.  But I would guess that it’s his impending nuptials with Nattia that are more motivating for Dara, poor girl,” I suggested.  “That’s what is really driving her mad.”

“She will figure it out,” Alya shrugged.  “I just thought you would like to know.  Now,” she said, pushing herself up on one arm, “does my lord husband want to get a few hours of sleep before he meets with his loyal ministers and advisors?  Or does he—”

“I really don’t think you need to finish that sentence,” I advised her, as I pushed myself into a position above her.  “I can sleep in Farise.  In the heat.  And the humidity, alone,” I assured, as I kissed her neck aggressively. 

“Alone?  With all those dusky maidens around?” she challenged, returning my kisses hotly.

“Never noticed them,” I promised. 

We didn’t talk much, after that.

***

The children were overjoyed to see me after such a long absence, and Alya and I spent most of the next day with them in their nursery.  I was amazed at how much little Vanamin had grown in such a short time.  Minalyan regaled me with tales of his swordplay classes and Ismina interrogated me about what I was doing in Alshar – while letting me know she knew I was actually in Farise and I had not fooled her one bit.  The way she questioned me reminded me uncannily of her mother.

But that evening I had scheduled a small, unofficial council meeting to check on the state of things in my absence.  Sire Cei, Banamor, Pentandra and Taren joined me for wine after a private dinner.  I was surprised at how bland the otherwise excellent meal was and realized that I felt it needed more cumin.

As anticipated, the barony was running as smoothly as I could ask – and far better under Sire Cei’s guidance than I could have managed.  Revenues were up, expenses were down, and the castle was nearly complete.  Sevendor Academy was open now with its first class of pupils. 

Banamor’s report was just as positive and confirmed my confidence in the men I’d put in charge of my interests in my absence.  The Magic Fair had been the largest ever, despite my absence, and revenues from nearly every quarter were up.  There was talk about Robinwing starting a second Magic Fair during the springtime, and we debated the benefits and demerits of encouraging the affair.  In the end I decided that even if it cut into our business, the advantages to the magical community were more important. 

“We might as well,” Pentandra agreed.  “Sevendor’s fair has gotten so large that the smaller merchants are getting pushed aside.  The Fair is more about the enchanters and the academics than it is the common mage.  If Robinwing focused on the needs of the footwizards and hedgewitches of the world, we could specialize a bit more.”

“We make an awful lot of coin from those small vendors,” Banamor said with a frown.

“They won’t stop coming to Sevendor just because Robinwing provides them an additional market for their wares,” Sire Cei suggested.  “And it occurs to me that you have not considered the profits in representing Sevendor at such a convention, both financial and strategic.  A man likes to look over his opponent’s tilting yard to see what strength might be plied against him on the list field.”

“You have a point,” Banamor sighed.  “It might be nice to go to a fair where I wasn’t in charge of everything.  A good opportunity for promotion, too, I suppose.  It’s bad enough that anyone can go through the portal to Vanador to buy at their market.”

I was confused.  “But don’t you have strong interests in Vanador’s market?” I asked.

“Oh, yes, and we’re making coin by the fistful,” Banamor agreed.  “But prices and margins are higher in Sevendor.  I’ve slipped over there myself to take advantage of the prices, from time to time,” he admitted.

“Then you won’t mind picking up the things on this list and sending them to me, will you?” I asked, sliding a slip of parchment over to him.  “I need them for my special project.  Bill it to my account.”

Banamor glanced over the list, then did a doubletake.  “What do you need a score of ice tongs for?” he asked, suspiciously.

“Because ice is heavy and slippery,” I answered.  “Just get them.  And go ahead and order the stone from the Karshak for another small portal,” I instructed. 

Banamor frowned.  “That’s going to be expensive, Min,” he advised.  “And it’s going to take some time.  We’ve exhausted their stocks and they have to quarry more.”

“Spend the money.  I’m going to need an easier way to get back and forth from Farise without the Ways if I’m going to pull this off.”

“You’d better do it quickly,” Pentandra agreed.  “Word is that Merwyn is serious about an adventure in Farise.  They’ve been planning this since the occupation failed.  Their armada will sail with the spring tides.  Duke Andrestal wants to install one of his idiot sons as the governor.  Even in the middle of a civil war, they want it badly.”

“What’s the purpose of taking Farise if we’re just going to lose it again?” Banamor asked.  He was generally suspicious of my Farisian mission, and I think he resented it despite the opportunities that might arise. 

“A fair point,” Sire Cei agreed.  “If you cannot defend what you hold, then it isn’t yours.  Have you considered that, my lord?” 

“One step at a time,” I said, raising my hand.  “I’ve infiltrated the place.  At this point I need to observe, before I act.  But I have given some thought to that.  I’ll likely give it more, as things progress.  But I understand the urgency,” I assured them, especially Pentandra.  For the Sevendori this was a harmless adventure in foreign lands.  For Penny it was a vital part of her portfolio and essential for Alshar’s economic health.

I dismissed them, after thanking them for their efforts to keep things running in my absence.  Sire Cei and Banamor left direct.  Pentandra lingered.

“There is . . . something else,” she said, as she rolled up the notes she had made.  “Something I thought you might want to know.  Lilastien is missing.”

“What?” I asked, sharply.

“She’s missing.  She’s not at Henga Hospital and she’s not at the Tower of Refuge.  She hasn’t been seen in weeks, according to Ithalia.  She can’t or won’t respond mind-to-mind.  She’s tried to locate her with Alka Alon magic, to no avail.  She’s starting to get worried, especially after the theft at Anas Yartharel.  She suspects the Nemovorti.”

“That would violate our agreement,” I pointed out.

“I know,” Pentandra nodded, “but the Nemovorti and the Enshadowed are not united.  It might be one of the factions that are emerging, not Korbal’s doing.  And I don’t think Sheruel is capable of something as sophisticated as a kidnapping or an assassination.  But it is concerning.”

It was.  Lilastien was one of the few people in the world I could depend upon to understand what I was going through.  The memories of seven ancient beings still swam in her head.  She also had a knowledge of the Colonial world, advanced medical and scientific lore, and she was a valuable bit of leverage against the Alka Alon Council.  She was among my most important counsellors. 

But she had survived on Callidore for over a thousand years without my oversight, and I was loathe to interfere with her.  After our last conversation, I knew that she had been trying to finish up some work before the inspector arrived.  Still, wandering off without at least informing her granddaughter about her plans wasn’t like her.

“I don’t like the sound of that,” I admitted.  “The last time we spoke, she was acting a little erratically – more so than usual.  She might just be off working on one of her special projects.”

“Or she might be held prisoner in some dungeon, somewhere,” Pentandra countered.  “I’m concerned,” she repeated.

“I am, too.  Make some inquiries,” I suggested, “and I’ll have Mavone do the same.  I’ll try to locate her with the Magolith while I’m here,” I promised.  “You don’t think the Council is involved, do you?”

“Possibly,” she conceded.  “But if they wanted her imprisoned they’d just try to revoke her parole and send her back to the Tower of Refuge.  Of course, she might have individual enemies on the council that might take action – she and Ladas don’t get along, and even Letharan isn’t terribly fond of her.  But I can’t imagine that they’d do anything that drastic on their own.  The Alka Alon don’t seem to practice the Game of Whispers.  I’ll get the Emissaries to ask around.  Onranion, too,” she decided.  But then her manner changed.  “So . . . how is the Farisian mission really going?” she asked, thoughtfully.

“It’s progressing,” I assured her, reluctant to reveal too much to her.  She was obligated to report back to Rardine, after all, so I was careful about what I said.  “I’m bringing in the first of my agents, now that I’m established, and we should have a much better idea of who’s in charge and how to defeat them shortly.  At least, that’s my hope.” 

“And how are you reacting to being back in Farise?” she asked, pointedly.

“It’s . . . strange,” I admitted.  “The Game of Whispers is raging, there are gangs in the streets, murders and surprise attacks happen daily.  But it’s not all bad.  After contending with disturbing memories of other people for the last year, now I get to enjoy some of my own.  It’s been a refreshing change.”

“I get concerned when I don’t hear from you for that long,” she confessed.  “I know that I can get in touch with you if I need to, but I know you’re working.  I don’t want to disturb you unnecessarily.  But I worry.”

“I do appreciate the consideration,” I told her, sincerely.  “It’s been a challenge, trying to balance being both Minalan the Spellmonger and Mirkandar the Magnificent, Practical Adept.” 

She looked at me, her eyes wide.  “’Mirkandar’?’” she asked, horrified.  “You took the name ‘Mirkandar’?  I’m related to him!  He was a complete prick!”

“That’s what Planus said.  But I always respected his role as a reformer, and it’s a classical reference that’s too obscure for most people to understand,” I explained.  “In any case, I’m enjoying the work.  It’s a lot like being a spellmonger again.”

“And how did that work out?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow.  “Just don’t forget why you’re down there.  It’s not to build a magical practice – which is about the most boring sounding job in the world.  It’s to conquer Farise.”

I wanted to change the subject – Pentandra was the one most invested in my success there, and I didn’t want the additional pressure.  There was a reason why I’d avoided talking with Pentandra mind-to-mind while I was in Farise. 

“Anything important happening in royal politics?” I asked, as she prepared to depart.

“Just the dowry negotiations between Anguin and that young Alshari count his sister has decided to marry,” she shrugged.  “Grendine has an extravagant Yule court planned, Rard’s planning a royal tournament for the spring, a bunch of people are pregnant again, and no one has mysteriously fallen out of a window in a while.  It’s actually been blissfully quiet for a change.  Please don’t mess that up, Minalan,” she pleaded. 

“It’s not me, it’s the rest of the universe,” I insisted with a shrug.  “I just work here.”


Part Three:

Observation


Chapter Twenty-One

A Cenacle of Spies

Any good practicing adept, whether in residence at a firm or focused on practical applications of his art, knows the benefit of good observation before even attempting a spell in front of a client.  What are the local blains of power?   What is the obluctation of the site?  Is it conducive to the desired result?  Only by careful observation and study can the professional adept prepare himself properly before beginning a commission.

A Handbook for the Practicing Adept

Author Unknown

I stopped at Palomar Abbey on the way back to Farise.  I admit, I felt a little guilty about opening up such an important installation and then shoving the responsibility for its investigation on the shoulders of Gareth and Rolof.  But when I arrived I could tell they had made significant progress in my absence.

For one thing, there was a fully armored warmage on guard at the entrance of the underground complex, complete with a battle staff and a plasma rifle slung over his shoulder.  He saluted me smartly as I arrived.  I recalled him serving at Olum Seheri, and exchanged a bit of banter before he passed me within to see Gareth.

I found the nascent tekkamancer deep inside the complex, working in the command office with Getafix and the new host of the Starlight Lounge and Convention Center, a Constructed Intelligence named Oscar.

“I installed him about a week after you left,” Gareth informed me as I took a seat in his office.  “I need Getafix for my own work, and I’ll be leaving soon for the Kasari Rites, so I wanted to make sure there was something running the place in my absence.  It took a while,” he admitted, “but now Oscar has this entire place under control.  We’ve maximized power efficiency so that we should be good for years, now.  We’re using magelights where we can to conserve power.  Water and sewer are up and running.  And I have four students so far on consoles, learning about our auspicious colonial legacy,” he said, with a note of sarcasm in his voice. 

“You aren’t impressed with what they accomplished?” I asked, amused. 

“Oh, they did great and mighty things,” he conceded, “just not the great and mighty things that would help us much.  This place isn’t much better than the Cave of the Ancients – worse, in some ways.  Its biggest advantage is that I can teach entire groups of people here instead of just one at a time. 

“But there’s actually not a lot here, in physical artifacts.  The real treasure is in the records.”

“And what have you learned?” I asked with interest.

Gareth heaved a big sigh.  “Not a lot – yet.  But there have been a few things.  Such as . . . did you know that there was a big satellite receiver array in the northern  Farisian mountains?” he asked.  “It was called the New Arecibo Array, an entirely automatic radio telescope built into a crater there.  At least, construction was underway when this station received its last update.  It was supposed to have been run remotely from Palomar.”

“I suppose that is interesting,” I agreed.  Indeed, Tua Folauga’s memories were particularly intrigued.  A radio telescope was a rather crude instrument, compared to the sophisticated apparatus he had studied on, but it was an important first step toward viewing the cosmos.  “But how is it helpful?”

“If you want to find the New Horizon some day, you might need something like that,” he proposed.  “Not that we aren’t looking already.  You know that big device under the tarpaulins up in the abbey’s secret broom closet?  It was a back-up optical telescope.  Only sixty inches, but Rolof thinks he can get it working again.  Then we can start searching for where the Forsaken were entombed.  Also,” he continued, “we found some disturbing records from the last few months before the archive ends.  Only non-classified intelligence reports, unfortunately, but they were concerning enough.  Apparently Perwyn was at the brink of civil war in the last days before the Magocracy.”

“I was aware of that.  In fact, it’s a matter of history.  The colonial government was irredeemably corrupt, and the magi were the saviors of humanity, if I recall.”

“That’s not the way these reports read,” he countered, tapping a screen.  “According to this the magi were dangerous insurgents that posed a threat to the colony after the New Horizon was exiled and had to be dealt with.  There was concern that they were accruing political power, and the military were openly clashing with them.  Then . . . everything goes silent.”

“Well, I suppose we know who prevailed,” I chuckled. 

“That’s not how it looked from here,” Gareth said, firmly.  “According to this report from the Research & Intelligence Service the insurgents were thoroughly infiltrated and about to be contained.  They were talking about rounding them up as a threat to the colony.  It warns of several prominent individuals who might seek to flee Perwyn.  There are three other documents giving emergency orders, but they’re classified.  We’d need a military CI to open it.”  He tapped the screen where the creepy-looking eye logo of the RIS headed the report. 

“What’s keeping us from getting one?” I asked, curiously. 

“Finding an intact military base larger than this one,” he suggested.  “This was an outpost, small and on the frontier.  It was designed to be run by a single CIM3.  It has local information archives, but it wasn’t considered important enough to put a full data suite here.  Until we find one and create a functional CIM3, we’re just civilian guests making use of the facility in an emergency.”

“If you intend to retrieve the New Horizon, Count Minalan,” Getafix said in his creaky old voice, “you are going to have to seek such an installation.  It is almost certain that there is a military component to the retrieval process.  Without it, it may be impossible.”

“It is highly probable that several facilities have survived intact, under the mandate of the Continuity of Civilization and Species programs,” suggested Oscar, the newly-minted CI.  Gareth had chosen the voice of a mature man, perhaps a military man, to represent the machine.  “Military grade facilities were a high priority for the colony.”

“Most of those were in Perwyn,” I reminded the machines.  “They were lost along with the early colony.”

“Not lost,” Heeth said, sticking his head into the office and overhearing our conversation.  “They aren’t lost at all.  They evacuated.  Relatively intact, if the records are to be believed.”

“Evacuated?” I asked, intrigued.

“When the Perwyn emergency was declared, the emphasis was on the evacuation of the civilian population and certain industries to the mainland,” Heeth explained, as he leaned against the door.  “Merwyn, that is.  But the military – CalDefFor, or the Callidoran Defense Force, had pre-prepared facilities too – to the east.  When most of the civilian population was gone, the colony’s military looted what was left and headed for the sunrise.  They eventually founded the Ten Kingdoms, on the other side of the Shallow Sea,” he explained.  “At least, that’s what the records suggest.  A fascinating period,” he assured us.

“So if there is an intact military base, it might be there,” I nodded.  “A distant land across the sea we know very little about.”

“A more obtainable possibility could be found at the United Nations compound,” suggested Getafix.  “There was a considerable military base there to protect the delegation.”

“He means Unstara,” Heeth explained.  “The base was Campotbuden, on the northwestern side, according to the maps.  A small base, and there’s probably not much left of it, but we might find some ruins there.”

“I think an old naval base might be more promising,” Gareth said, shaking his head.  “There were several of them across the Shattered Sea, back during the Colonial Period.  Farise had one for maritime search and rescue, as well as research.  But there were others that may have survived.  I’ll put together a list.”

“The CDF Navy didn’t enjoy the same status or expenditure that the Aerospace and Ground forces did, if I recall,” Heeth said, doubtfully. 

“How do you suddenly know so much about that?” I asked the arcanist.

“Minalan, you put me into a dungeon with an archive of an entire civilization,” Heeth snorted.  “I could spend the rest of my life here learning about our ancestors.  And that’s an appealing prospect,” he added.  “I’ve been studying everything I can, with Oscar’s guidance.  Not the technical stuff Gareth and Rolof have been learning, but the important stuff: the history, the culture, the minutia of life of those who brought us here.  I’ve picked up a lot,” he insisted.

“He’s not the only one, either,” Gareth nodded.  “I’ve got about a dozen people I think can be trained here.  Intelligent fellows, engineers and thaumaturges, even a couple of scholars.  They study in eight-hour shifts, sleep, eat, shower, and then study some more.”

“Study what?” I asked, with deep interest. 

“Whatever I need them to, usually – mostly tutorials adequate to introduce them to basic tools and maintenance procedures.  That requires explanations of things like fluid dynamics and electricity, sometimes, so it can be slow going.  But we’re having some success,” he reported, proudly.  “We’ve done enough basic maintenance on this facility to keep it operational at a reasonable level.  Rolof trained the guards on how to use the weaponry.  My next step is to try to get the satellite uplink repaired,” he frowned.  “Unfortunately, that seems to have been run through the New Arecibo Array by radio.  But it can’t connect, for some reason.”

“Well, I’m afraid I cannot spare the time to lead an expedition to the middle of the Farisian plateau,” I assured them.  “I’m trying to overthrow an illegitimate tyranny, at the moment.  My schedule is filled.”

Heeth and Gareth looked at each other.  “That may not be as difficult as you think,” Gareth finally said.  “Follow me.”

The slight young man led me and Heeth down to the lowest level of the station.  Magelights were hung throughout the great hanger, illuminating the vehicles still parked inside its cavernous expanse.  Gareth escorted us over to one of the little scout craft.  He touched a panel and it activated instantly.

“You got it working!” I said, pleased.  I could hear the subsidiary systems of the dart-like craft whine into action as they charged.

“Almost,” he corrected.  “The rings in the electrogravitic drive are empty – that’s pretty standard when a vehicle is in deep storage.  There’s a tank of mercury here, but I don’t think there’s enough to fill more than two of these,” he said, gesturing toward the ships.  “Maybe a couple of the robotic drones, but that’s about it.”

“Can’t we get more?” I asked, frowning.

“Red mercury isn’t something that’s easily obtained,” Gareth said, shaking his head.  “It requires an extensive nuclear facility to produce, unfortunately.  But what we have should keep a couple of these going for a few years, once they’re charged.  And they use kerosene as their propulsion fuel, and I can get that from Ormar.”

I looked back and forth from the two scout ships and the beloved hull of the Junebug command vehicle.  “Fix that one first,” I insisted, nodding toward the air car.  “If you can.  It’s more useful than this one.”

“The reconnaissance scouts are supposedly easier to fly, with a sufficient CI on board,” Gareth objected.  “Getafix says he has the flight training program for the scouts in his memory already.  But not for that thing,” he said, indicating the Junebug.  “That requires advanced training.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I assured him.  “I can fly it, if you can get it to fly.”

Gareth and Heeth both stared at me.  “Minalan, I don’t want to . . . well, this thing hasn’t flown in seven hundred years,” he reminded me, diplomatically.  “And it has a lot more hours of use on it than the scouts do.  It also takes more fuel.  I don’t think Alya wants to hear about how you died in a fatal aircraft crash because you thought you could fly.  She would be vexed.”

“I can fly it,” I repeated, ignoring his sarcasm.  “One of my ancient memories has hundreds of hours on one.  Just do your best to fix it, and we’ll give it a try.  It could come in handy.”

“Or it could be an incredible distraction to our other work,” Heeth suggested, cautiously.  “If you want to fly, you can use one of the giant hawks.”

“The Junebug will do things no giant hawk can do,” I said, shaking my head.  “It can handle a military or civilian payload.  It has range, it has speed, and it’s tough.  And it can seat up to four people.  Just . . . just see what you can do,” I said, trying to contain my excitement. 

The two scholars exchanged skeptical glances once again.

“You’re the Marshal Arcane,” Gareth shrugged.  “I’ll do what I can.”

“I still think it’s a distraction,” muttered Heeth.  “You need to be focusing on Farise,” he reminded me. 

“Speaking of Farise,” Gareth said, snapping his fingers as if he remembered something important, “I think there is someplace specific you should seek to explore while you’re there . . .”

***

Jannik and Atopol were waiting for me at the shitty little village of Varju that was the Waypoint for Farise.  The shadowthief was garbed as a Sea Lord nobleman, while Jannik had dressed for the climate.  Farise’s climate, not the cold, windswept mountain village he had been waiting for me in for almost an hour.

The natives had taken them both in and served them hot tea – they were getting used to the strange wizards who appeared and disappeared with regularity, but Planus had long ago bribed them into friendly hospitality because he’s Remeran and that’s what they do.  Jannik was sipping a steaming bowl of tea while he glowered under a borrowed cloak. 

Of course he endured the delay with his accustomed grace.

“I can’t believe you kept us waiting here this long!” he fumed, after I had materialized.  “We’ve been here over an hour!  Dress for the heat, you said.  So I did.  But there’s no godsdamn heat in this place!”

“I tried to explain to him that this is just a transitional point, but—” Atopol began.

“But he persisted in being a complaining pain in the arse,” I finished.  “Thank you for indulging me.  Things ran a little longer at Starlight than I thought.  But we can go ahead and get underway,” I promised, as I began the spell.

“Wait!” Jannik said, leaping to his feet.  “I know I agreed to do this – and by ‘I’, I mean the real me, no one ever asked me – but what exactly do you want me to do?  I think it’s important to know these things before proceeding into a potentially dangerous situation.”

“I need you to establish who and where the power centers in the city are, who backs them, what forces they have at their disposal, who they are loyal to, and how they can best be subverted,” I explained, patiently. 

“All right.  I can do that.  And so why is Atopol here?” Jannik asked, suspiciously.  “Don’t mistake me, I like the lad, but . . .”

“He’s going to steal things for me,” I detailed.

“It’s kind of what I do,” he nodded with a shrug. 

“And probably do a little spying,” I added.  “We’re going to need someone who can get into places they aren’t supposed to, I think.  Just like we’re going to need someone who can spend an evening in a tavern and learn everything there is to know about how the city runs.  That’s where you come in.”

“Oh.  Well, I guess that is kind of what I do,” Jannik admitted.  “You don’t need a specialist on Farisian whores, do you?  Because I can double up . . .”

  “No, but I will need a naval advisor,” I said, mostly to myself.  To my surprise, Atopol perked up.

“I can get my cousin Jordi for that,” he suggested.  “He’s captain of a freighter in the Great Bay.  He’s half Sea Lord, and grew up on a boat – he knows plenty about ships,” the thief assured, confidently.

“Warships?” I asked, not wanting to risk an amateur in this mission.

“Warships, cargo ships, fishing boats, dinghies, barques, longboats, galleons, sloops – Jordi knows it all.  He’s been at sea since he was nine.  And I’m sure he’d love to help, this time of year,” he proposed.

“Make it happen,” I agreed.  Atopol’s cousin might not be a grand admiral or a commodore or whatever the title of a naval expert was, but he clearly knew more than I did.  It was someplace to start.  “Any other objections?  Then let’s get out of this draft,” I said, shivering a bit myself.

The Waypoint spell only takes a few moments to cast, and we were soon emerging from the ether into the cellar of the new practice.  Jannik gave one final shiver before he began to relax.

“That’s better,” he said, rubbing his arms.  “Heat!”

“Just wait,” I chuckled.  “Welcome to the practice, gentlemen: Mirkandar the Magnificent, registered Practical Adept.  Let me show you around and then I take you to Mavone.  He’ll have your first assignments.”

I gave the two of them an abbreviated tour and outlined some of the local customs for them.  They both asked intelligent questions, and were impressed with what I’d made the old mansion into.  By the time we made it to the top of the house they were enthusiastic about the mission ahead of them.

Mavone was already holding forth with Ruderal, Parru, and Lorcus, who had apparently arrived earlier in the day.  A bottle was uncorked, I could see, and a general discussion erupted as we took seats and contemplated the future of Farise.  Most of that involved Mavone or I explaining the history and recent events in the town, as well as laying out the geography and major factions involved.  From there, we proceeding to argue about the best way to go about it.

“It helps to know what the job is,” Lorcus insisted.  “Rard wants the pirates gone, permanently.  That’s the easy one.  But what are the other conditions of victory, or can we just say we won and go home?”

“I thought we were putting the flag of Castalshar on the Citadel and reclaiming this place for the king,” Atopol commented, cautiously. 

“That’s one possibility,” I conceded, “but it’s not the only one I’ll entertain.  Mavone and I have discussed this a lot.  In addition to getting rid of the pirates, we need to – at a minimum – control the new government in some way to ensure that Farise doesn’t allure them back.  And that also means to keep it out of Merwyn’s hands,” I added.  “Having Duke Andrastal here would permit Merwyn to control shipping in the Shattered Sea.”

“Yeah, but then the pirates are their problem,” Lorcus pointed out. 

“No, the pirates would only raid those who weren’t flying Merwyni colors,” Atopol objected.  “Ships of Alshar, Castal and Remere.  Not to mention Merwyni privateers who would be happy to join the corsair fleet.”

“Pirates are everyone’s problem,” Mavone assured.  “There are a good many of them here, too.  This is the last real refuge they have, now that Enultramar is closed to them.  Come spring, they’ll be squeezed between Merwyn’s armada and whatever ships Alshar and Remere can provide.  They’ll abandon this place, rather than fight for it, I’d wager.”

“That’s one possibility,” agreed Ruderal.  “They aren’t the only faction defending Farise,” he reminded everyone.  “The magi here are a political force, don’t forget.  They’re allied with the smugglers of the Brotherhood of the Rat, right now—”

“The magi are allied with the Rats?” Atopol asked, in disbelief.  “How do you know that?”

“I watched a puppet show on market day,” Ruderal shrugged.  “Everyone knows that.  Anyway, Pratt the Rat is apparently the key to that side of things.  He’s the bridge between the gangsters and the old magi, since he’s the nephew of Orril Pratt.  I think he’d stay to fight for Farise, if he had to.  He’s that committed to becoming the new Doge.”

“Puppet show?” Atopol asked, skeptically.

“His rivals are Count Cingaran of Caramas, the leader of the Alshari exiles, and Commodore Sadikoas, late of the Alshari Navy,” Mavone continued.  “Both are unrepentant rebels who served the Council of Counts.  Both are wanted for high treason back in Alshar, and the rest of Castalshar.  I’m starting to suspect that Count Cingaran might be open to some sort of negotiated alliance with Merwyn – he’s that sort of scoundrel.  Opium fiend,” he revealed, distastefully.  “Apparently he got a taste for it back in Drexel, and he smokes it constantly.”

“What about this commodore?” asked Jannik, curiously.

“Sadikoas a Sea Lord from a discredited house, a pirate and a slaver,” Mavone reported.  “But his men are the ones who control access to the sound, so it would fall to them to defend it against Merwyn.  But Comodore Sadikoas is even more of a scoundrel than the Count, in my estimation, so he might well be bribed by the Merwyni to give them access to the Sound.”

“If the magi leave any of his men left,” Parru said, quietly.  “There was a storm last night.  Lightning struck three ships in Sadikoas’ fleet.  They burned to the waterline.”

“That’s . . . unfortunate,” Jannik said, frowning.

“That’s magic,” I countered.  “And sabotage.  Terrorism.  Someone is directing those lightning strikes.  The Censorate paid me a visit about them, last week.”

“It’s not impossible to direct lightning,” Lorcus pointed out.  “We do it in warmagic, occasionally.  Wenek has a whole suite of spells like that.”

“This isn’t magically-generated electricity, this is a natural bolt of lightning someone is directing,” I guessed.  “At least, that’s what it sounds like.  It’s a powerful enough bolt to produce fulgurite,” I said . . . and then had to explain what fulgurite was. 

“That is more powerful than a common warspell,” Lorcus conceded.  “But you did say there was some irionite around.”

“Some,” Parru agreed.  “Not a lot.  Half a dozen magi will admit to having a piece.  None of them want to reveal them, lest they attract rivals.  And the Censorate has them,” he added.

“Great!  The bloody Censorate again!” groaned Lorcus. 

“The last of the Black Censorate,” I corrected him.  “The very dregs of the Order.  They came with the Alshari exiles and they are not happy about it.  But that’s the last political alliance they have, so they’re stuck here – in a land where the Bans on Magic were unknown.”

“Any other factions we should know about?” Jannik asked, thoughtfully.

“Plenty.  But those are the two or three main ones.  The others shift alliances or oppose the others outright,” Mavone explained.  “Your job will be to observe and gather information on all of them, though.  Within a fortnight I want to know the name and position of everyone who goes to council, and who they represent.  It will take you a few days to get acclimated, but then I want you on the street, in the taverns, listening and watching everything that happens.”

“Keep the witchstones hidden,” I instructed them.  “Keep the advanced enchantments to a minimum.  Mavone will work with you on your aliases, and we’ll provide appropriate documents for you, should you need them.  Brush up on your Perwynese – the dialect they speak here takes some getting used to.  Report everything to Mavone as soon as you get in, or at least keep good notes in case something happens to you.”

“Like what?” Jannik asked, confused.

“Poisoning, ambush, defenestration, a dagger in the kidney, that sort of thing,” I warned.  “This is Farise.  Assassination is almost a game, here.  And certainly a tool of political power.  We’re in the middle of a power struggle, so there are a lot of bodies hitting the floor at the moment.”

“Well, that’s just lovely!” Jannik answered, disgusted.  

“Didn’t you work with the gurvani?” Ruderal asked, accusingly.

“They were civilized about such things, at least.  If they didn’t like you they’d challenge you to a fight and then club your brains out like a gentleman.  Assassination was really more of an Enshadowed tactic.”

“Things are different in Farise,” I reminded them.  “That’s how they fight, here.  Not with armies and lances but with daggers and poison.  And mobs and riots.  And deadly magic they use with impunity on their foes.  So keep your eyes open, and suspect everything.  Nothing in Farise is what it seems.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Love and Murder

Farise is an exotic land of passion and fury, chief amongst its alluring contrasts.  The storms that lay waste to the outer reaches of the province rage the day after the sublime breezes of the Farisian Sound lap gently at the bare feet of lovers on the sand.  The ferocious heat and humidity of the day’s sun give over to the soothing coolness of the breezy Farisian nights.  Farise is an intoxicating study in contrasts that elicits the strongest reactions from the most gentle traveler.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

My men got to work in earnest the next morning.

There was a lot of difference in style among my little cenacle of spies.  Mavone approached the mission methodically, painstakingly tracking down one detail after another as he haunted the Palace District and the adjacent neighborhoods day after day.  He would return at dusk to commit his observations to the big folio he was assembling, along with long lists of additional information we still required.

Iyugi was far more mysterious in his methods, sometimes disappearing for a few days at a time.  I didn’t really know where he was working on any particular day, and he rarely used mind-to-mind communication to confer with any of us.  But then he would come back to the practice, disappear into Mavone’s office, and produce twenty or thirty pages of notes on his findings.  Then he would sleep for a day and then repeat the process.

Lorcus just wandered around.  If there was any rhyme or reason to his meanderings, I wasn’t able to discover it.  He fully lived up to the stereotype of a Mad Remeran as he frequented the docks, the markets, the Street of Rare Pleasures, taverns and wineshops or anyplace else his feet took him.  His reports contained less detail and asked more questions than some of the others, but they were always important and insightful. 

Jannik began his work in the local taverns, of course, where he spent most of the first week just watching and listening.  He wanted to get a better understanding of the language and idiom, he insisted, and for a while we received almost no information from the bard.  But when he did start submitting notes and reports, they were packed with important details about particular individuals, the organizations they were affiliated with, their family, friends, and foes in public life, and often included obscure tidbits about their lives that were curious and fascinating. 

And Atopol was singular in his ability to give painstaking detail about a particular subject, particularly when it came to their homes and businesses.  He worked almost exclusively at night and entirely alone, but when he did relate what he’d discovered it was voluminous. 

All of that was in addition to the files we’d gotten from the Garden Society and the weeks of notes Ruderal and I had assembled.  We continued our efforts, of course, and added notes from Asalon and Parru as they shared their observations.  Indeed, we frequently conferred with the merchant and his nephew on particular points in order to gain context or provide detail to what we’d learned.

Every day Mavone would sift through the various reports, update his journals and charts, formulate additional questions that needed to be answered, and assigned the tasks to one of the others, if he did not chase it down himself.

Mavone was ideal for the job.  He had always been a good battlefield intelligence officer, but the same skills that allowed him to identify a gurvani ambush or determine the strength of an enemy stronghold were used to keep track of all the various Farisian factions and their centers of power.  He had an uncanny ability to assess the veracity of any given report and had methods of rating the importance of a particular item and its relation to other factors.

With that many astute spies working on the project at one time, we were getting loads of good information.  Soon, Mavone’s office walls were covered with large parchment sheets with the names and positions of each member of a faction included on it.  The communal magemap we shared for the effort detailed each important location, who lived or worked there, and what forces were nearby.  Mavone developed a timeline of recent events with notes on their effects and repercussions.  And a much-appended list of assassinations and victims of mysterious accidents sprawled across the back of his office door.

Every couple of days he would drag me into his lair and give me an update on our progress, and then ask me questions I couldn’t answer about people I didn’t know.  And after the first week he convened a meeting of about half of the spies – anyone who wasn’t out in the field – to help share information between them that they might find useful.

“Count Cingaran is decidedly the favorite for the leadership position, based on his charisma, his fleet, and his army,” Mavone lectured, as he stared at the parchment with ALSHARI EXILES scrawled across the top of it.  “He’s an addict, a drunkard, and sexual deviant, from what we know, but he’s very popular inside the Citadel.  Part of that popularity is how open-handed he is to his subordinates.  He maintains the fleet, keeping Commodore Sadikoas on his side, and he pays for and protects the Censorate, in addition to the four thousand troops he has in the city.”

“And he’s almost broke,” sneered Jannik.  “When he seized the city originally he did it under the auspices of taking over the occupation by force – only he didn’t have the financial support the kingdom was providing so he had to pay his troops himself.  He’s stretched the loot he brought from Alshar as long as he could, but his coffers are almost bare.  Another season and he won’t have enough to pay for his fleet and his army.  He’ll have to choose, or find some more coin somewhere.”

“He hasn’t found some way to procure funds locally?” I asked in surprise.  In my experience the Narasi nobility were always quick to seize whatever they could get their grubby hands on to line their pockets. 

“Well, the greatest source of revenue for the city has always been the docking fees that ships pay at Calafel,” Mavone related.  “But since he suspended those fees for his own ships – and, under pressure from Pratt, the Rat-affiliated pirates – those revenues are down by almost eighty percent, now.  After every petty official takes their cut, what’s left over is just enough to keep the docks running.  Well, maybe not quite enough,” he amended.  “Apparently the dockmasters are behind in their payments to their vendors, too.  There’s just not enough coming in for Count Cingaran to steal.”

“Well, isn’t that a shame?” Lorcus chuckled.  “Things are almost as bad for Pratt the Rat.  Apparently he arrived in Farise like a visiting prince, but over three years he’s squandered whatever treasure he had on keeping his position.  He’s resorting to borrowing funds from his local backers – magi and old aristocracy, mostly.  He’s trading on his association with his famous uncle,” he condemned.  “The problem is, most of the nobles who remember Orril Pratt don’t have a terribly high opinion of him.”

“Enough of them do so that they’ve kept Pratt in the Citadel,” Jannik pointed out.  “He’s got the Restorationists – for all that they’re worth – and he’s got some pragmatic senior magi who think he’s better than the damned Alshari.”

“He’s also got about a thousand Rats,” Ruderal reminded him.  “And a small navy.  There were two Rat killings yesterday in the Harbor District.”

“That’s where Pratt lives,” nodded Jannik.  “Aboard one of his wretched boats.  Horrible way to travel,” he said, shaking his head.  “I can’t imagine living on one.”

“Why would he live on a cramped old pirate ship when he could take his pick of mansions in the city?” Mavone asked, frowning.

“He’s scared,” Lorcus suggested.  “And he’s smart.  He’s got a fruity-looking galleon at Calafel, surrounded by his rogues, and he looks mighty untouchable when he’s aboard.  It’s like his portable castle.  And if things do go wrong, he’s already on his ship.”

“It’s kept ready to sail at a moment’s notice,” Jannik conceded.  “One of the mariners told me.”

“It’s the Venjanca,” Atopol supplied.  “Flagship of the Rat fleet.  A three-decked, three-masted warship with a forecastle outfitted for battle.  Crew of twenty, plus seventy corsairs.  Room for about sixty slaves.  But its in desperate need of maintenance,” he condemned.  “It’s got more barnacles on it than paint, at this point.”

I was surprised, but perhaps I shouldn’t have been.  Atopol had been going out at night disguised as a Sea Lord – one of those swaggering fellows who dominate maritime culture.  He was from Enultramar, too.  No doubt his sire had ensured he had some passing knowledge of seamanship.

“Whereas Count Cingaran is securely ensconced in the Palace District,” Mavone continued.  “He’s got a nice little mansion surrounded by his garrison, so he certainly feels safe.  He’s in a defensible position, he has adequate force to control the city, and if he gets into trouble he can call on the Censorate or his friend the Commodore to come rescue him.”

“As long as he can pay them,” Jannik reminded him.  “What happens when he can’t?”

“The Censorate would still respond, because they have no choice,” I predicted.  “They have no better allies in Farise, and there’s no place for them to go.”

“The Commodore is another matter,” Lorcus countered.  “He’s here because it’s the best deal he can get, for the moment.  He can’t go back to Alshar, or anywhere in the kingdom, lest he be arrested.  But not in Farise.  He doesn’t have to pay dock fees for his fleet, he’s got a friendly market, and he gets a cut of every cargo his ships bring in.  And since it’s usually one or two of his ships who are warding the entrance to the sound, he controls the security of all of Farise.  That’s some potent leverage in council.”

Mavone glanced at the charts on the walls for a moment.  “So what’s tying him to Count Cingaran?”

“Inertia, mostly,” Lorcus reported.  “He was Count Vichetral’s admiral, in the last days of the rebellion, apparently, and he agreed to help Cingaran retreat from the Great Bay with his men, a bunch of traitors destined for the gallows, and a few thousand infantry who didn’t know where they were going until they got here.  But I think his loyalty is circumstantial, not personal,” the Remeran suggested.  “He’s anticipating being the admiral for whatever power does emerge here, and for now he’s backing Cingaran.  But that could change, I’d wager.  The man is bribable.  He has extravagant tastes and boundless ambition.  A poor combination,” he condemned.

“That’s good to know,” Mavone nodded, making a note.  “Those seem to be the major factions represented at council, but there are still many smaller ones.  We—”

“What’s the criteria for ending up on this council, anyway?” Jannik interrupted.  “It seems as if they’ll let just anyone on it.”

“Anyone with power,” agreed Mavone.  “That’s part of the problem.  From what I understand, when Pratt, Sadikoas and Cingaran showed up and found Farise undefended, Cingaran deposed the Governor of the occupation and ostensibly took his place, while his troops ran the loyal occupation troops into the bush.  But then Pratt and some others made an appeal to the local nobility to threaten a rebellion, and Count Cingaran agreed to enter into a power-sharing arrangement as a transition to a more permanent government.  Of course, that hasn’t happened.  But to gain entry to the council you need at least two existing members to nominate you, and then it’s a majority vote.  In theory,” Mavone smiled.  “In practice, anyone who shows up and waves his prick around enough gets admitted.”

“Well, we are admirably well-equipped for that,” Jannik nodded.  “Continue.”

“That’s part of the problem: the council has no real legitimacy.  Count Cingaran is an usurper, and the local nobles haven’t been in charge in a generation.  But it’s all they have.  The loose structure has allowed dozens of smaller factions to intrude, pursuing a variety of interests, but without real authority nothing gets done.  In the meantime, bodies are piling up as the smaller factions try to move the larger ones.

“Chief among them are the Brotherhood of the Rat, or the large contingent who fled Alshar after Anguin’s restoration.  They have their own small flotilla of outright pirates and slavers at the southern end of Calafel, and they provide the street troops for Pratt.  But alongside them are the independent squadrons of independent pirates who are taking advantage of the chaos to find safe haven and see what opportunities arise. 

“There are several cults who are represented by fairly innocuous nobles or artisans, ostensibly standing for the guilds or specific commercial interests,” Mavone continued.  “The native Farisian criminal gangs are represented by a number of legitimate businessmen, or through the municipal workers’ representatives,” he said, sarcastically, “and even the university and the college of magi have delegates.  Each faction is pushing for as much power and authority as it can grab, and is willing to slit a few throats to do it.  Without a real justice system, there’s no consequence for it.”

“And then there’s the Contramara,” I added, mildly.

“And then there’s the Contramara,” Mavone agreed.  “They are the shadowy organization behind many of these other shadowy organizations.  They are, apparently, well-funded, well-informed, and willing to act decisively, under the right circumstances.  Other factions will often defer to the Contramara without a fight, or even become associates or auxiliaries if asked.  No one knows who the leaders are, no one knows what their objectives are, but everyone is afraid of them because they never go away.  They’ve been here for centuries and they likely will be here for centuries, and no one with any sense wants to piss them off.  They’re patient.  And they remember.”

“So which of them do we take on first?” Jannik asked.  “I mean, we have our pick of cutthroats and vengeful cults, which do we favor with our attention?”

There was a moment of silence as everyone chewed on that question.  But then Lorcus spoke.

“Gentlemen, I don’t think you’re looking at this properly,” he sighed.  “It’s not a matter of which ones we go after first.  Look at that list: it abounds with vile murderers and power-hungry scum willing to put a blade in your back if it gives them the slightest advantage or pleasure.  They will meet any opposition with a gloriously vile display of bloodshed and horror to establish just how poor an idea it is to cross them.”

“You’re making this sound so much more appealing, now,” Jannik said, shaking his head tiredly.

“You miss my point: with such a wealth of foul foes at our disposal, we ignore their potential as resources.  Why would we waste our time and efforts eliminating the competition when it’s clear that there are so many richly talented killers available?” he asked.  “You’ve got desperate exiles, revolutionaries, ancient houses with ancient grudges, thugs, bandits, gangsters – you’ve got outright pirates,” he pointed out.  “Corruption abounds.  Accountability slumbers.  Really, the only question is how to we get them to wipe each other out?”

Jannik sat upright.  “Well, I like the sound of that,” he admitted. 

“It has some merit,” I agreed.  “But we can’t just go arrange a few dozen casual assassinations and hope for the best,” I pointed out.  “It’s who must go that’s important.  And apart from a few of the obvious candidates, we don’t really know who that is.”

“Or who will take power when they’re gone,” Ruderal pointed out.  “Not unless you arrange for that, as well.”

“We need more information,” Mavone said, after a moment’s consideration. “A lot more.  This is a good start, but we need more details.  Finish your current assignments, but we’re going to shift our focus to the smaller factions this week.”

When most of the fellows had cleared out of the office, I took a few moments of Mavone’s time.

“This is going to take too long,” I complained.

“It’s going to take as long as it takes,” he countered.  “Especially when it becomes known that the Merwyni are on their way.  That will increase the pressure on everyone.  Not just us.  The difference is, we know they’re coming already, and no one else does.”

“Is that entirely true?” I asked.  “The Merwyni have intelligence assets here.  They have to be doing things to prepare the place for invasion.”

“That’s on my personal list to investigate this week,” Mavone agreed.  “I need you to work on infiltrating the magi – the old nobility.  They aren’t the most powerful faction, but they’re going to be decisive as to who ends up in power, eventually.  Pratt is wooing them, but they don’t like his association with the Brotherhood.  We need more information on who the real players are, the ones who steer the consensus of the community.  And who the rebels are within the magi.”

“I have a party upcoming where I can start to do that in earnest,” I informed him.  “I figured that the Contramara would be present in that social circle.  I might be able to make contact,” I proposed.

Mavone frowned.  “Why would you want to do that?  Min, we’re observing at this phase.  We’re not operating.  The Contramara has been very active lately, and that has me concerned.  It’s not just the frequency of their strikes but their methods.  An Alshari pastry shop was struck by lighting a few days ago over the river.  I favorite haunt of the Alshari exiles and, unsurprisingly, a cover for someone’s spy operation – I just haven’t figured out who, yet,” he admitted.

“Lightning?  Like the bolt that struck that cult?” I asked, curious.

“Exactly like that,” he agreed.  “It destroyed the entire place while it was filled with Alshari patrons waiting out the storm.  Seven people were killed, nine were hurt.  The place caught fire, and caught the two buildings on either side on fire.”

“They needed a better class of wards,” I suggested.

“It was a spell,” Mavone said, shaking his head.  “It ripped through their wards.  Someone cast it to attract lightning to that specific place, just like the cult.  And other places,” he said, suspiciously.  “I’m guessing it was the Contramara.  So let’s not antagonize them, shall we?  At least until we know more?”

“I take your point,” I sighed.  “I’ll remain innocuous Mirkandar the Magnificent and not ask too many dumb questions.  But that is worrisome.”

“It’s more than worrisome.  It means that the Contramara are taking real action, now.  They’re making a play for power, I would wager.  And they’re doing it in an unmistakable way.  Anyone they see as a threat is fair game.  That’s going to scare the smaller factions into getting out of their way,” he predicted.

“And leave the larger ones exposed.  While Merwyn is on the horizon,” I nodded.

“I thought you’d find it interesting that they discovered fulgurite at the site,” Mavone added.  “One of my sources in the City Watch tells me the Censorate was investigating.  But the lightning strike apparently created fulgurite again.”

“That is interesting,” I nodded.  Something bothered me about that.  Mavone might not want me to confront the Contramara yet, but I could do something about investigating the fulgurite.  “That’s very unusual, from what I understand.  Do you mind if I look into it?”

“It’s thaumaturgy, not espionage,” he shrugged.  “That’s well within your purview.  That’s why I mentioned it.”

I considered the implications of the lightning attacks as I descended the stairs – and caught Ruderal with a girl.

They weren’t doing anything untoward, of course.  But I paused on the stairs and observed for a few moments before I interrupted.  My apprentice was just giving her a brief tour of the office and public workshop, all very innocent.  She squealed at the sight of the wyvern skeleton above the door, her eyes got big at the number of jars and cannisters, the instruments and reagents stored neatly along the main alchemical workbench. 

She was pretty.  A Farisian girl with long hair and an attractively tied riorel of good quality.  Her face seemed familiar, somehow, and I tried to recall where I might have seen her – perhaps at the Fountain, I decided.  Or in a market.  She couldn’t have been more than fifteen, and had that giggly demeanor of a girl trying to impress a boy.  But she was pretty.

Ruderal was playing the role of the cocky apprentice to the hilt.  It was a departure from his normal introspective self, and it came as some relief to me to see him mature beyond his turbulent adolescence and embrace his adult life.  He was, after all, a man.  And eventually he would be his own man.

That time would be soon, I realized.  Ruderal had been my apprentice for years, and in terms of his thaumaturgical skills he was as advanced as any of my previous apprentices.  In some cases he excelled them dramatically.  He was nearly ready to take his examinations, I realized.  Indeed, Mirkandar could completely disappear and Rudy could run the practice by himself, at this point.

Certainly, he had plenty left to learn.  But after seeing three other apprentices to their own successful maturity, I felt I knew when the time came to consider advancing one.  This might be my last adventure with Ruderal as my apprentice, I realized.

“Master Mirkandar!” he called, as I continued my descent of the stairs.  “I was just locking up for the night and Lemari was outside, waiting for me.  She’s the girl I gave the ice token to, remember?” he asked, as he presented the maiden to me.  “She was just walking home and saw the magelights and . . .”

“It’s fine, Rudimon,” I said, stopping him from an awkward explanation.  “Show her the laboratory and then escort her home safely, before it gets too late.  Lemari, is it?” I asked, as the girl smiled shyly at me.  “It’s not generally safe for a young girl to be out alone at night.”

“Oh, I’m staying with my aunt over in North Hill, just past the market,” she assured.  “It’s not far at all.  And it’s not quite too late yet.  I just wanted to see the magelights,” she confessed, enthusiastically.  “I’ve never seen them before.  Rudimon saw me at the gates and invited me in.”

“Of course he did.  As long as you’re here, he may show you the workshop, but no more.  I don’t want our guests to be disturbed at this hour.  What do your people do, Lamari?” I asked.  That’s a rude question in the Duchies, for the most part, but in Farise it was a polite way of inquiring about someone’s background. 

“I’m an orphan, actually, living with my aunt,” she revealed, self-consciously.  “Her husband is a potter.  I don’t know who my father was.”

“No shame in that,” I assured her.  “Fortune places us where she will, it’s up to us to make the best of it.” 

As I studied her more closely, I noted that she wasn’t fully Farisian – there was a dose of Narasi in her background, I’d wager, based on the color of her hair.  The city was filled with children like that since the invasion and occupation.  Many were abandoned by their mothers or rejected by snobby native Farisians.  But Farise had seen so many foreign influences over the centuries that they were more accepting of those sorts of children among them.  In a generation they wouldn’t be distinguishable from the natives. 

“I was telling her about the Fountain job we did,” he said, proudly.  “We might go see it on my next day off.”

“That might be awhile,” I said, frowning.  “We’re adding more carts to the ice routes this week.  You’re going to have to devote more time to making that stock,” I warned.

“It’s not as hard as it sounds,” he dismissed.  “I’ll have time for a quick trip to Soundside.  We can get some lunch, see the fountain, maybe take a dip in the Sound, and be back for dinner.”

“Just make certain your work is done,” I said with a hint of growl in my voice.  Every apprentice likes to complain about what a hard-ass his master is, so I figured I’d give him the opportunity.  “And make certain the door is closed on the storage locker before you go to bed.”

“Of course, Master, I will,” he assured.  Then he paused.  “Do you mind if I show Lemari the ice production?  I can do a fresh run while I’m down there.”

I stifled a chuckle.  Inviting a girl into a dark, deserted old cellar to show her something interesting was a classic tactic for a boy seeking to seduce a maiden – I’d used it to great effect myself, in my youth. 

“Don’t linger,” I insisted.  “It’s only going to get later.”

“I’ll make certain she gets home safely, Master,” he assured.  “And I’ll lock up when I come in.”

“Good boy.  Make sure you leave a window open for the cat,” I reminded him.  Not that a locked window would have deterred Atopol returning from his nightly business, but it might annoy him.  Besides, I had a new job for my thief, now. I needed him to steal some fulgurite. 

“Good night!” I called form the top of the stairs.  I quietly withdrew, and let the boy impress the girl.  After all of the complicated, murderous, treacherous villains loose in Farise, it was nice to see a little honest youthful romance bloom.  I’d had my share of those myself, back in the occupation, including a couple of memorable girlfriends just as beautiful as young Lemari. 

I suppose Farise just lends itself to that: it’s the land of love and murder.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Sympathy For The Serpent

Farise is replete with strange and exotic religious beliefs, and the famous Street of Temples has houses of worship and meditation from all over the world.  All of the Imperial divinities are represented, of course, as are the Sea Lord pantheon, but there are also representatives of the animist cults of the local tribesmen and even shrines to the gods of the Narasi and Kasari savages of the far north.  Protected from interference by civic tradition, Farise allows all faiths and practices to flourish under the balmy skies of the subtropics.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

“Eternal life!” a loincloth-clad monk, his skin as tan as old leather, shouted into the street in Perwynese, startling me.  There was a long snake coiled across his shoulders.  The monk’s head was shaved and his teeth were fantastically crooked in his mouth, but there was no mistaking his earnest piety.  You could see it in his eyes, which burned bright with genuine religious enthusiasm. “Eternal life!” he repeated, dramatically.  “The serpent sheds its skin and is reborn!  Learn the serpent’s secrets and enjoy eternal life!”

While I appreciated the theological metaphor and its passionate delivery, I felt sorry for the snake, who didn’t look happy about being carried around through a crowd in an attempt to drum up a congregation.  I doubt that’s how he envisioned his life.

There were dozens of other clergy acting as barkers on the Street of Temples that day, inviting passersby to explore the esoteric meaning of life through the auspices of their particular religion.  They spoke several languages, and represented faiths both homegrown and imported, providing one of the most exotic mixtures of religions I’d ever seen in one place.

The Street of Temples in Farise is a fascinating place to visit and has been since ancient times.  Just about every town has a Street of Temples, or similarly named district in which the most popular and affluent divinities are honored with large, expensive buildings dedicated to their worship – and the welfare of their clergy.  Castabriel, Vorone, Wilderhall, and Falas all have their versions, reflecting the histories and relative importance of various religions and their importance to the people.  In the Duchies almost all of these temples are devoted to the various Narasi gods, with a sprinkling of leftover Imperial divinities scattered through. 

In Falas, Alshar’s capital, the deities of the Sea Lords are almost as prominent as those of my Narasi ancestors on their Street of Temples, and there are a few more Imperial gods represented, but the Narasi are still the dominant religion.

Not so in Farise.  The Narasi gods certainly have their temples, most built in the last fifteen years after the invasion, but the great edifices of spiritual practice in Farise were devoted to the ancient Imperial gods, first and foremost.  They are clustered on the southern end of the street, closest to the Palace District, and many have been here for centuries. 

The temple of Orvatas is prominent, featuring a soaring gilded spire that stretches toward the god’s domain in the sky.  Antir, the Imperial Sea God’s temple across the street is only slightly less grand, considering the important role that maritime commerce played in Farise’s history.  Ishi’s temple was predictably popular, of course, though Trygg’s seemed a little tired and underused.  The Sea Lords were well-represented, with temples to each of their six deities competing with the Imperial pantheon for attention and alms.

But there were also plenty of temples dedicated to foreign gods.  The wealthy Unstaran expatriates had built a lavish temple complex to their divinities centuries ago, and settlers and slaves from the Shattered Isles had established a dozen small shrines and chapels for their many, many gods. They were scattered between the larger and more well-established temples up and down the street. 

Several local divinities were likewise represented, from a shine to the river goddess of the Farisian River to local cognates of more well known fertility and craft gods.  I was amused to find the one modest chapel to Briga was nestled amongst more prominent local gods in the low-rent section of the street.  It was about the size of a privy.  I bought a candle from a vendor and burned it there, just to humor her.  The Flame that Burneth Bright was not so popular in hot and humid Farise.

  Most of the temples were reasonably well-attended and supported.  Piety has always been a measure of social status in a cosmopolitan society, and the wealthier patrons in Heron Hill, Tirza and the Palace District had donated fortunes to them over the years.  But despite the prosperity evident on the Street of Temples, the spiritual life of the Farisians was not, generally speaking, focused on the powerful gods.  Farise had a thriving culture of popular cults that seemed to attract the secret devotion of even those who publicly supported the major temples.

I was a little shocked by how cavalier the Farisians were about their spirituality.  As a good Narasi boy I had been indoctrinated into the cult of Briga due to my father’s vocation, and I had only visited other temples as needed for specific purposes.  Nor did I immerse myself in the mysticism that every temple offers those who are fascinated enough by it.  Once you actually meet the goddess, the allure of a direct spiritual connection fades, sadly. 

But in Farise it’s not uncommon for a resident to regularly attend two or three different temples every week.  There is little pressure by society to maintain any real loyalty from its citizens to a particular divinity; instead, there’s a general encouragement for a man to seek the spiritual answers he needs from whatever source is going to fulfill them.  A man’s religion is his own affair, in Farise.  Indeed, during the age of the Doges there was even a strongly-enforced law that kept the government from interfering in the ecclesiastic community in any way.

That led to the rise of dozens of different kinds of cults springing up to fulfill the spiritual needs the major temples were unable or unwilling to fulfill.                The beliefs and rituals of these cults were breathtakingly diverse, and as a result they tended to attract a number of worshippers who held more extreme beliefs. 

There was the serpent cult that arisen in the jungles but had attracted a following due to its promise of mystic enlightenment.  The temple featured a gateway shaped like a giant serpent’s mouth, which I found disconcerting.  There was a sect of devout ascetics called the Children of Damaru who maintained an austere temple filled with chanting, meditation, and incense.  They preached the sacred nature of poverty and provided a sacred means for the wealthy to get rid of their excess valuables. 

There was often a sexual element involved in the cults, I’d noticed.  The Hallowed Shrine of Corminder’s rites included a thrice daily public coupling between an initiate and a member of the clergy in their secluded sanctuary.  Drinks were half-price the day after Market day.  The Hall of Pain featured a series of rites involving flagellation and ritual beatings overseen by masked clergy.  I don’t really know what their doctrines are, and I don’t think I want to.  A cult of a local fertility divinity named Karoma featured blindfolded orgies in the temple sanctuary every time both moons were visible and full.  I never understood the symbolism of it, but it was immensely popular with a number of elderly widows. 

There were also plenty of secret cults who did not enjoy a presence on the Street of Temples, but whose sacred sites were scattered throughout the city.  Some of these were straightforward mystery religions promising eternal life, eternal youth, or mystic enlightenment.  They dabbled with radical theological concepts like monotheism or atheism, or indulged in drugs or alcohol, or professed dangerous ideologies, or dangled the prospect of spiritual advancement in exchange for money, obedience, or unspeakable rites.  No doubt you could find a cult willing to indulge in ritual cannibalism, human sacrifice or worse practices, if you delved deeply enough.

These underground institutions were immensely popular, especially with the jaded nobility of Farise who sought distraction from their troubles and worries.  Others became affiliated or initiated to access higher social strata, or to further political goals, or to discover the secrets of their rivals.  In my estimation few of those who indulged in such rites actually believed much of the theological dreck these cults were spouting.  Their participation was far more about fashion, social positioning, and notoriety than legitimate religious pursuit.

But, then, who am I to say what truly fulfills a man’s religious craving?   No doubt there are those who find as much spiritual nourishment in orgies and psychedelic drugs as a woman does in childbirth or my Dad does in baking a perfect loaf of bread.  My religious needs were modest.  I don’t assume that about everybody.

But I still felt sorry for the snake.

I rarely came to this district of the city unless I had a specific job here, which was uncommon.  Most of the wealthier temples already had contracts with established firms for their thaumaturgical needs, and the poorer temples could not afford such support.  But the party I was going to was two streets over, and the easiest way to get there from my side of the river was to cross at the Market Bridge to the Bridge Market and head south through Farise’s colorful stew of spirituality. 

I was a particularly attractive potential worshipper, as I walked through the late afternoon crowd.  I was dressed in a long, richly embroidered cotton robe with a satin collar, all dyed a rich purple.  It somewhat clashed with my hat – Mirkandar’s professional headgear was a new Four-Pointer with a modest brim, an elegant slender band, and a light blue cone that only crested eight inches above my head.  The three triangles were a darker blue.  I had chosen the colors to advertise the ice business, and they were handsome enough – but they clashed with the purple robe. 

I didn’t mind.  I was going to stand out as a Narasi wizard, regardless, and the hat and the staff I carried emphasized the point.  No one was going to comment on my attire when they were talking to a barbarian.

I met Darriky in front of the Chapel of Regrets, a corner temple of humble dimensions that was nonetheless as ornately decorated as Ishi’s temple – though using far different iconography.  It was a somber looking place, and while no ascetic barker was present out front, there was a sorrowful bell that rang every few minutes.

“What a somber place for a meeting,” I observed, as I joined the native adept.  “I can’t imagine seeking theological redress for my regrets.”

“You probably don’t have a lot of regrets, then,” Darriky chuckled.  “Count yourself lucky.  The priests here say they can transfer the spiritual burden of your regrets to a sacred pig, if you undertake the rite.  After the ceremony you can leave your regret with the pig and go about your life with a clear conscience.”

“That doesn’t seem terribly fair to the pig,” I pointed out.

“That’s why they eat the pig about twice a month,” Darriky revealed with a chuckle.  “They use a kind of sacred sauce to sanctify it.  That way their god takes on the regret.  Religion is weird.  But this place is on the way to the hall,” he said, indicating a small street that led east, away from the Street of Temples.  “My friend Alperrik is ostensibly celebrating his wife’s birthday, but it’s just an excuse for a party.”

“Who will be there?” I asked, reasonably enough. 

“Mostly magi – Practical Adepts from distinguished firms uptown, their rich relatives, some government officials.  There will be merchants, of course, and a couple of priests, advocates, maybe some courtesans.  Don’t worry, it’s a casual affair,” he said, encouragingly.  “Not much in the way of protocol or etiquette to observe, but do be careful with the politics.”

“But I’m not political,” I protested.

“But they won’t know that,” he reminded me.  “Half of these idiots think Count Cingaran should declare himself king, the other half want to elect a Doge the old way.  And then you have a few eccentric fellows – they get invited for entertainment value.  Alperrik is known for the kooks at his parties.”

“Would that include me?” I asked, self-consciously.

“Mirkandar the Magnificent?   The Narasi Ice Wizard of Bluestem?  Of course that includes you.  You were specifically invited.  Alperrik is curious about you, and so are his friends.  I’m improving my social status at your expense,” he informed me, cheerfully. 

I shrugged.  I would have done the same thing.  “And I’m Castali,” I emphasized.  “I’m not just Narasi.”

“These fellows will only see you as Narasi,” Darriky assured.  “They don’t care which damned province you came from, you’re just a pale-skinned barbarian conqueror.  It’s one of the more interesting things about you.  Don’t take it personally.  Most of them don’t mind.”

“I will endeavor to be entertaining and charming,” I pledged. 

“Exactly,” he agreed.  “That would be helpful.  Alperrik’s wife has a younger sister whom I’m interested in,” he revealed.  “I would like to stay in his good graces.”

A block past the Street of Temples the buildings changed from the sacred to the secular in nature, a mixture of commercial structures and residential flats.  Amongst them were a succession of guild halls, established religious auxiliaries, and the headquarters of professional associations.  It was a far more stately area than the Street of Temples, and a few streets beyond I could see the beginning of some of the more upscale residences of the district.

We finally came to the brightly-lit steps of the Syruper’s Guild, a handsome two-story hall with two impressive columns flanking the entrance.  The institutional artwork painted across the front depicted noble-looking Farisian workers boiling sugarcane and processing it into molasses.  But inside the main hall was filled with magi and their friends.  Two burly guards stood at the entrance to keep out the undesirables, each with a heavy falchion at their hip that seemed the favorite weapon of Farisian security, but they smiled and waved us through as we mounted the steps.

Inside was a somewhat shabby attempt at elegance and refinement.  Apparently the Syruper’s Guild wasn’t doing well enough to keep from renting out its hall, but the handsome old chandelier overhead spoke of more prosperous days.  Similarly, the furniture and decorations were older, scratched, and dented with long use. 

“It’s a popular place for weddings and graduations,” Darriky said, answering my unasked question as we surveyed the crowd that had gathered.  There was a three-piece band playing native instruments in the corner, and tables of food and drink set up.  About two score people in rich robes mingled under the old chandelier.  “The guild only uses it four or five times a year, these days.  But its convenient to Heron Hill and not too far from the river districts, so it makes a good place for a party where people might break things or throw up a lot.”

“Not the sort of affair you want to have in your stately home, then,” I nodded.

“Exactly.  So have at it,” he said, leading me over to the butler’s table, where two bored looking servants dispensed drinks of all manner and type.  In a moment we were both supplied with brandies in little battered silver cups.  “There’s our host,” Darriky murmured, once we were armed with liquor.  He nodded toward a tall, slender man of about forty, a Farisian with a grand-looking Imperial beard and mustache.  He had the most amazing eyebrows, too, like two fuzzy caterpillars wrestling for possession of his brow.

“Adept Darriky!  Darriky the Rogue!” the man said with extravagant enthusiasm.  “So nice of you to come!  Our adept beyond the river, actually working for a living!” he boomed. 

“Adeot Alperrik, you must meet my good friend, Mirkandar the Magnificent,” Darriky said, after clasping hands with our host, palm-to-palm, in the Imperial fashion.  “He comes to us from the duchies, and has set up a small practice near Bluestem Market.”

“Ah!  The famous Ice Wizard!” Alperrik chortled.  “We’ve heard a lot about you.  It’s a fine thing to wake up one morning and see ice, ice everywhere.  Butchers, fishmongers, even selling it in the markets like lard.  That got a lot of people talking,” he assured.  “So what’s your secret?” he asked, conspiratorially. 

“Icestones,” I shrugged.  “Natural frigiferous enchantments.  I just have a lot of them.  I let my apprentice handle ice production, if you want to know the truth.  I’m more interested in expanding my practice.”

“Icestones!  It was brilliant, just brilliant,” Alperrik insisted.  “We usually order ice from Jamanus, have for years.  But not at those prices!  He’s here, actually – you might want to avoid him,” he added in what he apparently considered a low voice.  “He’s feeling a bit touchy about it.  But all’s fair in the marketplace,” Alperrik declared.  “He can either lower his prices or find some damned Icestones, if he wants to compete.”

“Oh, I think there’s plenty of business in Farise for us all,” I said, demurely.  “I just found an opportunity, is all.”

“It’s too bad you didn’t bring any ice with you tonight,” Alperrik said, shaking his head.  “Impractical, I know, but I like it in my wine.  The whites, not the reds,” he assured me, as if it made the slightest difference. 

“Who says I didn’t?” I challenged, boldly. 

I had anticipated something like this.  One doesn’t make a reputation as the “ice wizard” unless you can produce ice upon request.  I had taken to keeping a block of the stuff in my staff’s lone hoxter, just for this sort of occasion.  I casually pointed it at the table containing the bottles and cups and whispered the mnemonic that opened the hoxter pocket.  A solid block of ice popped into existence. 

“Now you can have your wine chilled, courtesy of Mirkandar the Magnificent,” I said with a deep bow to the host.

That produced a chorus of cheers and gasps from the crowd.  Imperial magic had very little room for such conjurations in its system – even simple dimensional magic was considered theoretical thaumaturgy, not practical.  Since the hoxter stones were discovered the enchantment had become elementary in Sevendor and Vanador.  But it was virtually unknown in Farise.

“How the hell did you do that?” demanded Alperrik, his eyes wide and his mouth agape. 

“Just take a little water, purify it, reduce the temperature with a frigorific transformation—” I began.

“No, no, not the ice!  The . . . the whatever it is you did to make it appear!” he said, excitedly.

“Oh, my hoxter pocket,” I said, casually.  “All the Castali magi are mad for them, right now.  An interdimensional space in which non-living matter can be stored slightly out of phase with our physical reality.  Mine is rated at forty pounds of mass,” I said, proudly, brandishing my staff.  “Just one of the new enchantments coming out of Sevendor.  It cost a pretty penny, but it’s useful,” I admitted.  “Ice is heavy.”

“Useful?  It’s bloody amazing!” Alperrik insisted.  “An interdimensional space, you say?  How does it work?”

“Oh, I don’t understand the thaumaturgical process behind it, save for some basic theory.  I’m a bit of a thaumaturge, myself, but the spell requires a special artifact and a trained enchanter to cast.  And irionite,” I added, apologetically.

“That is amazing,” the adept repeated, regarding the staff with new respect.  “I heard you took a crack at the Fountain, too – and didn’t want to drown yourself in it afterwards.  I think all of us have taken a pass at that monstrosity over the years.  I didn’t think anyone could get it to work right.”

“My friend is extremely efficient,” Darriky bragged, proudly.  “He even has magelights enchanted over his door.  He throws around magic like rice at a wedding.  He’s been working for weeks, now, and I haven’t heard a single complaint.”

“Then you must stop it!” Alperrik said, with mock alarm.  “The last thing the rest of us need is honest competition!  What will that do for our profession?”

That brought a chorus of laughter from the partygoers who were listening in. 

“I’m just trying to make a living,” I assured him.  “But I can’t help but be magnificent.  It’s in my name,” I reminded him.

“So it is!” roared Alperrik, who had clearly had his fill of unchilled wine before we got here.  “Where’s Amia?  Wife!  Wife!  I know it’s your birthday, but you must meet my new friend Mirkandar!  The Magnificent!” he called.

After that, I was somewhat accepted by the other magi in the room.  Alperrik is the sort of mage who is self-important enough to set the social rules, I could see, and his provisional approval was as good as a royal commission.  Don’t mistake me, they still treated me like a trained monkey – but a trained monkey who could speak Old High Perwynese. 

I spent about two hours speaking and socializing with my more upscale professional peers, and I did my best to be charming without being obsequious.  Indeed, it was refreshing for once to be at a party and not be the most important man in the room (or among them).  Darriky accompanied me for much of that, and made a point to introduce me to several important adepts and their attendants.  Some of them looked bored as hell, but I managed to engage the interests of several . . . including the portly little adept known as Jamanus.

“I know who you are!” he said accusingly, a scowl on his lips.  “The new fellow in Bluestem.  The one that ruined the ice business!”

“I didn’t ruin it, I expanded it,” I argued.  “I increased supply and improved the market.  Prices inevitably drop, in that sort of situation.”

“You dropped them in the fucking sewer!” Jamanus said, angrily.  “I’ve been providing the ice for this side of town for years, and now you’re dumping it in Bluestem and Cooper’s, Porter’s, Mercer’s and even Porsago!  For a fraction of what I charge!  Why should people buy ice from me at a premium when they can send someone across the river to get it from you for a pittance?”

“Why, indeed?” Darriky asked, pointedly.  “I suppose you should have considered that.”

“Ice is a work of craft,” Jamanus insisted, angrily.  “It takes me an hour to produce a block.  That’s my time, that’s my money.  I’ve spent years building up my business, and I won’t have it taken away by some upstart footwizard from Castal!”

I looked at him sympathetically.  “I haven’t even begun to expand beyond my side of the river,” I reminded him.  “We’ve only got about eight carts delivering to the west side, now.  There’s plenty of time for you to lock down your clients before we expand that far.”

“I sell a premium product!” Jamanus growled.  “It’s a luxury item, and you’ve given it away to every fishmonger and butcher in town!”

“Perhaps you can tell your clients your ice is special,” Darriky said, tauntingly.  “It’s really . . . really magical.  Or cold.  You can tell them your ice is colder,” he suggested, unhelpfully.

“Perhaps I can tell them that your ice is made with sewer water!” Jamanus barked in my face. 

“There’s a block of it right over there,” I pointed out, keeping calm.  “Everyone is free to examine it with their own spells.  Pure water.  Purified against debris, dirt, and malicious forces.  You’d have to distill it, to find better.”

“We’ll see about that,” he said, his voice low and his expression angry as he stomped away.

“Don’t worry about him,” Darriky counselled, “he’s making plenty of money in his practice.  He’s just sore he might actually have to work hard for a change.”

“Just wait until he hears I’ve got three more Icestones ordered, and that prices will be coming down, after Yule.”

“Really?” Darriky asked, surprised.  “I thought you were bluffing with the eight carts, but—”

“We’ll have a dozen by then,” I assured him.  “Business is good.  Asalon the Fair got a contract to supply four different vendors in the Doge’s Market.  Once the fleets realize that they can keep food fresh on ice while they’re at sea, I expect us to be selling every block we can make.  And we can make a lot.”

“That really is brilliant,” Darriky conceded.  “I wish I’d thought of it.”

As he escorted me to the next knot of colleagues, I did a doubletake.  In the far corner of the hall I noticed a familiar figure, and one quite out of place in this refined venue: Durgan Jole.

To his credit he had put on a clean-ish jacket over his robe for the occasion, but he still wore his straw hat and sandals.  His right eye was covered with a reasonably clean ribbon, and his left eye was bleary with drink.  He had a cup in each hand and was speaking to a richly-dressed Unstaran. 

“Do you know him?” I asked Darriky, suddenly, as I nodded in Jole’s direction.

“Osaba?” Darriky asked in surprise.  “Sure, everyone knows Osaba.  He’s a Wenshari mage who showed up a few years ago.  Drinks like a fish.  He lives out in the provinces, somewhere, and comes to town a couple times a month.  Owns his own boat.  He’s a mage, despite how he looks like.”

“Osaba?” I asked, confused.

“Oh, that’s just what everyone calls him.  It’s Farise: no one asks what your name was, just what your name is.  It’s less awkward, that way.  Why, do you know him?”

“He just looked . . . interesting.  Out of place,” I admitted.

“Oh, he is.  One of Alperrik’s colorful guests.  He’s a nice enough fellow, unless he gets too drunk.  Then he passes out in a corner and no power on Callidore can wake him up.  If you try too hard he can get surly.  Other than that, he’s harmless.”

Harmless.  Darriky had just referred to the most dangerous warmage I knew as harmless.  Durgan Jole can defeat four other opponents with just a mageblade and a fearsome grin.  Without irionite.

“What about the gentleman he’s speaking with?” I asked.

“That’s Ary, of House Marisika,” he explained, as we surveyed the buffet table.  “Silk merchant.  One of the few honest merchants I know – yes, I include our friend Asalon in that camp.  Ary likes to associate with magi.  A good adept can really perk up your stock, if he knows what he’s doing.”

“Silk?” I asked, surprised. 

“There’s a whole suite of silk spells,” he informed me.  “If you know them, you can improve the quality of the raw stock when it comes into port and double its price.  It’s not a bad part of the trade, if you can do it regularly.”

“I never knew,” I admitted, as I snagged another coconut-encrusted prawn.  The food at Farisian parties is always good, and less formal than a Remeran feast.  A fresh group of partygoers was arriving, I noticed, as I chewed: a trio of young, splendidly-attired young men with a cocky bearing.  They wore boots instead of slippers or sandals, and all three were wearing ceremonial-looking scimitars. 

“And who are they?” I asked, at the risk of irritating Darriky.  “More colorful guests?”

Darriky froze, for a moment, tensed and then relaxed.  “You could say that.  The two on the outside are local fellows, younger sons of a couple of important noble Houses.”

“And the one in the middle?  With the headband?” I prompted.

“That’s Rellin Prat,” he revealed.  “Orril’s nephew.  The scion of the Mad Mage.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Pratt’s Jaffingay

Ours, of course, is an honest profession, but just as others have their means and methods of working with clients, an adept in practice can invent many and diverse fanciful terms and polite fictions to control the relationship.   Across the duchies obscure words and complete fabrications of supposedly arcane constructs are regularly used by good honest magi when a client might desire something beyond his scope – or becomes an irritant to an adept.  These should not be seen as fraud, though they do occasionally enrich the mage in his practice, but terms of art that every tradesman uses to contend with a belligerent or unreasonable client.
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Rellin Pratt.  I had heard about him for years, thanks to his run-in with my former apprentices at Inarion Academy where he was studying under an assumed name.  He had tried to steal their witchstones while they were advancing their knowledge of the magical arts. 

They had caught and exposed him, but there had been a murder and other intrigues at play and he escaped their wrath.  From there, he had exploited his association with the Brotherhood of the Rat, a vile criminal organization, and taken to the seas as a pirate, using rebel Alshar as his haven.  Somewhere along the line he had acquired a witchstone of his own.

Pratt was the son of the younger sister of the Mad Mage of Farise, according to the dossier supplied by the Garden Society.  He had been raised amongst the Sea Knights of southern Castal, in the domain of Gyre, his father’s holding.  But his Imperial heritage was strong in him, and despite his alliance with the Brotherhood of the Rat he saw himself as a Farisian patriot.  When the opportunity arose to return to his adopted homeland, he took it – along with a fleet of corsairs.  Half pirate-king and half pretender to the throne, Rellin had spent the last three years trying to solidify what power he had in Farise.

It was an impressive resume for one so young, I had to admit.  He certainly looked the part, too: arrogant, cocky, expressive, aggressive and very self-conscious.  The headband he wore was a sickly shade of yellow embroidered with a pattern associated with the old Doge of Farise, I noted.  It wasn’t quite a crown, but it was certainly suggestive.

“That’s the young fellow who wants to be Doge?” I whispered to Darriky.

“Not if the Alshari have anything to say about it,” he replied in a low voice.  “But he is favored by some of the old aristocracy, for reasons that escape me.  They have to hold their nose to support him, but he’s their best hope at avoiding a continuance of the occupation.  I think he’s here in part to shore up support amongst the magical community.”

We weren’t the only ones whispering, when Pratt arrived.  Indeed, the entire hall broke out into murmurs, until a few brave souls began to clap.  A ragged round of applause eventually convinced Pratt to give a stately bow to the crowd, followed by a wave and a politician’s smile.  He immediately followed by greeting some of the more important members of the party, starting with the host.

“He seems to know his craft,” I observed, as he bowed, shook hands, and embraced a quick succession of the magical elite.  He knew all of their names, their families, and their occupations, I noted, and managed to find some personal detail to bring up to each guest, as if to demonstrate that point.  It was not dissimilar to how I treated my vassals and yeomen at court.  Rellin was seeking enthusiastic support from these people, and wanted to be accepted as one of them.

His presence neatly sorted out those supporters from those more suspect of the would-be pirate-king.  The latter tended to hug the periphery of the room, while the former formed a small knot around Pratt and his bodyguards.  Even the arrival of the veiled dancing girls did not break up that crowd, and as they prepared to perform they had to wait patiently for them to clear the floor before they began.  But eventually Pratt and his entourage gravitated toward one end of the hall, encouraging his detractors to find refuge in the other.

I have to commend our host on his choice of entertainment.  Farisian dancers are well-known for their complicated and graceful performances, which could range from the sensually sublime to the undeniably energetic.  Both male and female dancers perform with very little clothing, their skin lightly oiled, but because of some old custom they wore translucent veils over their lower faces as they danced.  Their musicians were two drummers and an older woman who played an idiophone instrument called a zalaparta.  A singer would punctuate the performance with stanzas of song, usually between the major acts of the dancers.

It was a mesmerizing performance.  The dancing girls wove a seductive pattern and moved with almost perfect unison, their limbs waving gracefully.  Their hips and shoulders swayed rhythmically, in alternating patterns of slow and fast movement. 

The male dancers were far more energetic.  Their naked chests glistened in the taperlight from the chandelier above as they picked up their female counterparts and whirled them through the air at each other, catching them smoothly.  The girls moved from one position to another effortlessly.

It was a performance designed to both entertain and elicit an erotic response.  There was nothing overtly suggestive about their movements, but there didn’t need to be.  The young, strong bodies were displayed dramatically enough to impress us all.  Not being able to see the dancers’ faces made it all the more alluring, I realized, as there was no way to see what the performers were feeling as they moved.  Some might find that distracting, but once you got used to it, it was almost a relief to focus entirely on the physicality of the performance.

It was nothing like dancing in the Duchies.  There, dances are participatory, not performances.  They were divided into vigorous peasant brawls at festival time and sophisticated courtly pavanes designed to show off the fancy clothing of the rich.  Wild gyrations were almost unheard of, and physical skill at dancing was not held at a premium.

When the drums finally beat into a tremendous crescendo of sound, filling the hall with artificial thunder, you could feel an excitement in the crowd of partygoers.  And then it stopped, the dancers freezing into position at the climax.

“That was very nice!” I said to Darriky as I applauded with the rest of the crowd.  “I’ve never seen anything like it!” I lied.  In truth I had seen similar shows during my deployment, but not nearly as well-done as these dancers.  Since I was focused on the half-naked girls back then, perhaps my attention to the finer details of the art was not truly engaged, I admit.

“It was good,” Darriky admitted, as he clapped along.  “Alperrik fancies himself a traditionalist,” he explained, “and hiring traditional dancers is his way of standing against the Alshari occupiers.  He thinks he’s being bold and rebellious.”

“So he’s a Restorationist?” I asked, hesitantly.

“Not as adamantly as some of the others, I think, but he wants the old order and back, in some form or fashion.  I don’t think he much cares about the actual details, but he is staunchly anti-Narasi,” he clarified.  “If Pratt is the only one who has a chance of doing that, he’s going to support him.”

After the dancers scattered to meet their various admirers, the original band began to play again, and the party settled down to pleasant socialization.  I ventured away from Darriky for a while, taking advantage of what notoriety I had as the Ice Wizard, working in the shadow of Pratt’s entourage.  And, as happens when a bunch of magi get together and have too much to drink, people began popping off harmless spells to show off their abilities and areas of expertise.

There’s no official term for this, but it happens in just about any gathering of magi, anywhere.  Someone doesn’t like the illumination and manifests a magelight, or someone thinks the place needs more atmosphere, and so they conjure a mist that obscures the floor.  Occasionally, some prankster does something a little more outrageous – usually to embarrass a friend or rival – and things escalate into a full-on competition.

Thankfully, the cantrips that started being tossed around the hall weren’t that disruptive.  I think the mood was too tense, despite the relaxed appearance of the guests and the astonishing amount of brandy flowing.  But at some point Rellin Pratt hauled out his witchstone and made a show of casting a magelight in the midst of the chandelier, raising the illumination of the hall greatly.  The crowd applauded for him casting a spell any of my apprentices could manage as easily as a spark cantrip.  And Pratt responded to the acclaim as if he had just created his own molopor.

I wasn’t the only one unimpressed with the pirate king’s spellcraft.  A pair of adepts behind me at the buffet table started muttering disparaging things about Rellin Pratt and his pretensions.

“I can’t believe that upstart wants us to make him Doge!” one said in a snarled whisper.  “He’s a half-breed, you know.  They had to send his mother away to Castal after some scandal, back at the old court.  He’s no more Farisian than the Ice Wizard!” he sneered, nodding toward me.

I perked up at that, and took a chance to interrupt.  “I was just going to remark that he’s only half-Narasi,” I commented to the pair.  “If that.  The Sea Knights are just what the Castali call the old Sea Lord aristocracy in southwest Castal.”

“That’s almost worse!” the second man said, shaking his head.  “We don’t need a Doge like that.  The damned Alshari are almost better.  What say you, Narasi?” he asked me, respectfully, despite his attitude.

I held up my hand to deflect the question.  “I’m too recently arrived in Farise to have an opinion,” I explained.  “I’m just here to sell ice.  But he seems young and dashing,” I observed, as Pratt crossed the room again after his major thaumaturgical feat.  “He is a mage.  Beyond that, I really don’t know enough about him to make any judgments.  What is his tax policy, for example.  Can he do something about the market prices?  Can he stop the sink holes and lightning strikes?  Can he defend the city?  It’s said that Prince Tavard is organizing an effort to re-take Farise,” I added, conspiratorially.

Both men burst out laughing at that.  If anyone was held in low regard in Farise, it was Prince Tavard.  “You mean the Lord of Maidenpool is going to come against us?  With his fleet of toy boats?  Ishi’s tits, I’m shivering in my sandals at the thought!” he mocked. 

“From what I hear, he’s got no real fleet of his own, and he wouldn’t know bow from stern if he did,” the other one.  “But I suppose he would be worse than Pratt,” he reflected. 

“From what I hear, Pratt’s got no chance, as long as that Alshari Count is around,” the first one sighed.  “Cingaran just lets him linger around the Citadel to keep us magi quiet.  He’s not going to let there be an assembly to elect a Doge.  Unless it’s him.”

“Cingaran doesn’t have a bit of Talent,” sneered the second man.  “He can’t be a proper Doge.”

“The Doge is supposed to be a mage?” I asked, curiously.  “I’m a newcomer to Farise,” I reminded them.  “I’m unaware of the history.”

“Historically speaking, the entire council was supposed to be adepts,” the first man informed me.  “Of course, that’s not always practical, but that’s how it’s supposed to be, since the Magocracy.  The Doge was like the Archmage: he was supposed to be the wisest and most powerful adept of them all. 

“But over the years, that faded in importance to commercial concerns,” he continued with a sigh.  “As Farise grew, the importance of the magi faded.  Corruption crept in,” he said, as if that was a novel occurrence.  “By the time Grigor was selected as Doge, his lackluster Talent was about as important as his choice in mistresses to his rule.”

“I wouldn’t discount the importance of a good mistress,” I pointed out, wryly.  “They can make or break a man’s ambitions.”  They chuckled at that.  I gave them each a wooden token for free ice and moved along.  Mirkandar did not need to be heard having a strong opinion on such things.

I actually got to meet Rellin Pratt, just before we left.  The party was starting to break up, and we had a long walk home ahead of us.  We were saying our farewells to the host when the young firebrand came up behind us.

“So you’re the Ice Wizard everyone is talking about,” he said, without preamble.  I was used to that.  As a mere Narasi, Farisians of high station often dispensed with the social niceties when addressing me.  I ignored the slight.

“Mirkandar the Magnificent, Practical Adept, at your service,” I said with an obsequious bow.  “And you are Captain Rellin Pratt, are you not?”

“I am this evening,” he agreed, cheerfully.  “You’re a Castali man, if I heard properly.”

“As are you, if I did as well,” I pointed out, approvingly.  “Raised amongst the Sea Knights?”

“Partially,” he grudgingly admitted.  “I took to sea early, and then my rajira came.  I’ve studied all over the world at this point.  But now I’m committed to Farise,” he declared.

“And . . . just what do you mean by that, if I may?” Darriky asked, guardedly. 

“The re-establishment of Farise as a resurgent Imperial Magocracy,” Rellin said, confidently.  It sounded like a speech he’d recited frequently, though he delivered it well.  “A strong naval power that can determine the fate of the entire Shattered Sea.  We can return to the glorious days of the Doges of old, when the colors of Farise were respected in every port.  I envision the day when magelords, educated and wise, can establish policies that will enrich all of Farise, not just the merchant classes, a day when the oppression of the Narasi is overthrown, a day when Farise will be a shining beacon of reason and prosperity for all the world!” he finished, enthusiastically.

Perhaps I said it because I was drinking a little much, and the brandy being served was quite good.  “What about the sinkholes?” I asked, ignoring the enthusiasm his speech was supposed to generate.

“I beg your pardon?” Rellin asked, confused.

“The sinkholes,” I repeated.  “They’re popping up all over town.  An entire flat was destroyed by one in Porsago District last week.”

“Yes, the sinkholes are bad,” agreed Darriky.  “What are you going to do about them?”

Rellin continued to look confused, and searched our faces to see if we were joking with him.  When he realized that we weren’t, his manner changed.

“That’s a matter for the city’s works program, not the Doge,” he muttered.

“Well, they haven’t been properly paid in a year,” Darriky pointed out.  “They aren’t going to do something like that without getting paid.”

“Which brings us to your tax policy position,” I continued, enjoying watching the young pirate’s mind stumble around our words.  “There’s a lot of uncertainty about what a new Pratt regime would mean for the taxes, and just what would be taxed, and how much.  Can you tell me anything about that?” I asked, curiously.

“I’m certain we can work out a fair and equitable system for all,” Rellin assured, trying to recover the initiative in the conversation. 

Darriky snorted. “Well, that would be a first, wouldn’t it?” he challenged.  “Does that mean the burden will rest on the artisans?  The merchants?  The aristocracy?  That sort of thing is important,” he said, doubtfully.

“And that leads to the issue of spending and budget,” I continued, enjoying watching him squirm.  “What are your policies on that?”

“Well, a strong defense, of course,” he insisted, weakly.  “Farise must have a navy to protect us from foreign interference.  That’s essential for our sovereignty.”

“Well, certainly, but navies are expensive,” Darriky challenged.  “Why not just find a way to defend the entrance of the Sound?  Something other than a galleon?  Something cheaper?”

“Because . . . because . . . someone needs to protect our merchant fleet when its on the open waves,” he offered.  “And to force the duchies to respect us.”

“I don’t really care if the duchies respect us,” I pointed out.  “I just want to see the city’s services restored, some reasonable order and security, a few less bodies in the streets every morning, and maybe less sinkholes.  A lot less sinkholes.”  Yes, I was being a bit petty.  But he was a politician and I was getting tipsy.  He invited it.

“Is there anything else?” Rellin asked, sarcastically. 

“It would be nice if the courts operated again,” Darriky agreed.  “And maybe all of those ships in Calafel could start paying their dock fees again.  That might raise some revenue,” he suggested. 

“Crime is a problem,” I continued, before he could answer the mage.  “All the smugglers and thieves and pirates in town make it unsafe to walk the streets at night.  What would you do about that?” I demanded.  I was enjoying this far too much.  And considering Rellin Pratt was associated with one of the largest criminal gangs in Farise, the irony was delicious.

“And what about slavery?” Darriky asked, pointedly.

“Yes, what about slavery?” I echoed.  “It depresses the local wages of freemen, for one thing.  Not to mention being inhumane and barbaric.  It’s not as if we have a labor shortage, with half the enterprises in town shut down due to the political situation.”

Clearly, it was too much for the young mage.  As I had learned as a magelord in Sevendor, power never comes without responsibilities and unforeseen circumstance.  It was one thing to speak of being a Doge and the head of a glorious new magical empire, but when it came to the taxes and the streets and the bureaucracy of a place, few who sought power had the means to answer for such things. 

Rellin took a deep breath.  “Gentlemen, I present to you a vision of the future, one in which fair governance and the welfare of the citizens of Farise is assured under the purview of the wisest adepts now living.  The details, while important, can be settled once our sovereignty is securely re-established.” 

I give him credit: it was a good answer to a difficult question.  He delivered it with patience and feigned sincerity worthy of a politician seeking support.  And he understood how important it was to convince us.  Neither Darriky or I held any particular power in Farise, but we were respected members of the magical class whose opinions our more powerful colleagues would consider, before they committed to anything.

“An interesting issue, sovereignty,” Darriky pointed out.  “Where would yours come from, as Doge?  Are you just going to declare yourself?  Or will there be a ceremony of some sort?  And why should we pay the slightest attention?”  I admired the cogent way he argued when he was that drunk.  He’d been drinking free brandy all night in great abundance, and Darriky was an argumentative drunk.

“Well, my uncle was Prime Mage of the province,” he reminded us, uncomfortably. 

“Leadership has never been hereditary, in Farise – strictly speaking,” countered Darriky.  “The Doge was elected from the council, under strict rules.”

“More guidelines than rules,” Rellin argued, awkwardly.  “But if we can form a proper council, by tradition and right it may elect the Doge,” he informed us.  “That’s just . . . difficult, at the moment.”

“I’d say four thousand foreign troops and a foreign navy in port makes it a bit more than difficult,” I observed.  “They don’t seem like the types to allow anyone to just start governing themselves.  How do you propose to contend with that?”

“Count Cingaran and I are in negotiations,” he said, unconvincingly.  “They’re ongoing, but they’re very sensitive.  I have every confidence that we can resolve our differences and proceed toward a more permanent governance, here,” he predicted.  “Indeed,” he said, leaning more closely toward us and lowering his voice, “I think I might finally have gathered the strength I need to make a very . . . decisive . . . argument,” he said, with dramatic emphasis. 

I wasn’t fooled – it was the old I-know-things-you-don’t-but-I-can’t-tell-you tactic that you use to try to establish your superior knowledge and understanding.  I’m a Practical Adept.  I use it myself on a daily basis.  It’s a fine class of bullshit, but Mirkandar remained unconvinced, and said so.

“Look, my lord, I applaud your efforts and I’m intrigued by your vision, but unless you can get those Alshari rooted out of Farise, everyone knows that they’ll come to naught,” I suggested.  “So why support you, then?  But if you can get rid of them and the other foul fellows, then perhaps my friend and I might consider it.”

“You don’t favor the Alshari ruling here, then?” he asked me, surprised.

“Why should I?  I’ve met the Alshari before.  They’re no different than the Castali, or the Remerans, or the Merwyni, or anyone else.  Just because some king says they’re my countrymen now doesn’t matter to me.  Even if it did, they’re rebels to the crown.”

“Convince us you can do the job,” Darriky agreed, slurring his words, “and you might get the chance to.”

“Well, I do hope I can do just that,” Rellin said, diplomatically.  “I appreciate your words, this evening,” he concluded, and excused himself.  We watched him retreat in silence, for awhile, until he was well out of earshot.

“Well, that was fun,” Darriky declared.  “I hadn’t expected to run into him, tonight.”

“I hope I didn’t come across as too political,” I said, frowning.  “I didn’t mean to.”

“We’re just a couple of drunks at a party,” he dismissed.  “Pratt’s been making the rounds, apparently, drumming up support.  What was all that about a decisive argument, do you think?”

“He’s hinting he has a secret weapon,” I suggested.  “That he knows things we don’t.”

“He’s using the Jaffingay,” Darriky nodded, wisely.

“The Jaffingay?” I asked, confused.  He looked startled. 

“They might call it something else, in Castal, but here in Farise when an adept is explaining something to a client that he has no hope of understanding, you tell them that you’ll need time to prepare a proper Jaffingay.  Or more money for a higher quality Jaffingay, or one of a more appropriate octave, or something like that.  In some cases you might require a double Jaffingay, or even a triple.  Then you try to explain the differences between an Imperial Jaffingay and a Remeran Jaffingay, with particular attention to the polarity of the thaumaturgic flow.  If they persist in their questions, the price of the Jaffingay goes up,” he shrugged.

“But the Jaffingay doesn’t exist except as a means to confuse and misdirect the client,” I nodded.  “Yes, in Castal we call that a Thaumaturgic Trusswork.  Doesn’t mean a damn thing except you want to pad your fee.”

“He’s bluffing,” Darriky concluded.  “That’s my guess.  Maybe he’s found a reliable assassin, or he’s figured out how to use that stone for something more than magelights, but I think he’s bluffing.  He might be a mage, but he’s no Doge.  Are you about ready to go?” he asked.

“Let’s go find our host and bid him farewell,” I agreed, as I snagged one more glass of brandy from the table.  “He throws a nice party.”

We walked back across the river through cool mists and the occasional sprinkle of rain, discussing the evening.  I learned a few more juicy details about our fellow guests that night, enough to take me a while to relate to parchment.  But as far as intelligence gathering goes, I had a better idea of who the real players were in the magical community now, and a greater understanding of their politics.  And Darriky’s.

“The problem is those snooty adepts up the hill have been around for so long that they aren’t willing to risk what they have,” Darriky declared, as we neared the magelights in front of my practice.  “For generations they did little more than play politics in the Citadel, take bribes, and collect on their investments.  As scandalized as they were by Grigor, they didn’t do anything to stop it.  Nor Pratt—Orril, not Rellin.”

“Do you really think he could make himself Doge?” I asked, skeptically.

Darriky shrugged.  “It sounds like he’s going to try.  If he doesn’t, then Count Cingaran will probably declare himself duke or king or governor general or lord protector or some other title until someone sticks a dagger in him.  Then we get to do this all over again,” he said, miserably.  “I hate politics.”

“I try to stay out of it,” I agreed, as we came to my gate.  “Thank you for inviting me, though – it was a very entertaining evening.  I hope I –” I stopped, as I saw something over his shoulder.  A shadow where I didn’t expect there to be a shadow.  My senses went taught as my memory reeled with similar feelings on similar nights during the occupation.  There was someone in the darkness.  We were being watched.

“Inside, quickly!” I hissed, and pushed him through the gate.  Once it was safely closed I looked back through the bars to see a figure emerge from an alleyway from the north side of the street. 

He was strangely dressed, and as I caught a glimpse of him in the magelight I could see his face was painted a garish caricature of humor.  He was wearing the makeup of a clown, and his clothes had the odd, tattered, mismatched appearance of a festival fool.  Just behind him another one emerged, and then another, until half a dozen strangely dressed clowns were lurking through the street on their way south, through the mists toward the market.  Each one bore a club or a short-bladed sword in their hand.

“Ishi’s tits, there’s clowns, now?” I asked, disturbed. 

“The Order of Palizoa,” he said, shaking his head.  “Another gang off on a midnight quest.  Real bastards, too.  They work for the Contramara, sometimes.  Sometimes they work for themselves.”

“What kind of work?” I asked, almost afraid to learn.

“They don’t burn places down,” he explained in a low voice.  “Instead they surround them, then haul out their victims and . . . perform.  They torture them with water and . . . and ropes and tapers.  Right in front of their house.  They play music, too.  And they laugh at the victim and their family as they beat and torture them while they rape their womenfolk in public.  It’s all one big sick joke,” he said, disgusted.  “A joke to send a message to someone.”

“To who?” I asked.

“I don’t know, and it doesn’t really matter.  The Palizoa Order only comes out when the real powers are engaged in Farise.  If they’re involved things must be getting serious.  I don’t think Rellin Pratt the Magical Rat is going to have time to tune up his Jaffingay before he’s overtaken by events.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Cingaran’s Secret Betrayal

The Farisian aristocracy trace their roots back to the earliest settlers from Perwyn, particularly from the Euskandulac colonists of northern Iberia.  Others were imported from the colonial period to study the peninsula’s unique environment, or stationed here by the Imperial military after the expulsion of the Sea Lords to guard and regulate trade in the nearby sea lanes.  Many Farisian noble houses are descended from great adepts of Perwyn, Merwyn, and Vore, and some brag that they can trace their ancestry to at least one archmage as a matter of course.  The Farisian noblemen are proud, educated people, but they can act as viciously as street thugs when pursuing their infamous vendettas.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

It took me most of the morning to commit all I had learned at the party to notes for Mavone.  He was doing less and less work in the field himself as he contended with analyzing the fresh batches of information the rest of the cabal was bringing him daily.  I dropped the six leaves of my notes on his desk just before luncheon and told him about my encounter with young Rellin Pratt.

“So he knows who you are now?” my spymaster asked, as he pulled my notes to him.

“By name and face,” I agreed.  “I asked him a couple of political questions, and I’m certain I made an impression.  But I was just one of the fellows at the party,” I dismissed.

“Still, it’s a point of access,” Mavone concluded, making a quick note on a scroll in front of him.  “It gives us an avenue to reach him, at need.  Good work,” he added.  “You’re better at this than I thought.”

“It’s good to know that I can fall back on being a spy if the practice fails,” I suggested.  “I assume intelligence work pays well?”

“Sometimes, but it’s a shit job, in general,” he conceded.  “If you do it well, no one ever knows about it.   And even if you do, there’s a depressingly large possibility that someone is going to stick a knife in you before you can spend whatever you make.  It really depends on who you work for, and how much you trust them.”

That was a candid assessment, I knew, from a man who knew the business.  That’s why I liked working with Mavone.  He didn’t kiss my ass and he didn’t bullshit me.

By the time I made it to my own office, I found a neatly wrapped bundle on my desk, along with a note that read: Next time give me a hard one! with a little cartoon cat’s head as a signature.  Atopol had been successful.

I had instructed him to break into the Censorate’s headquarters over in the Lower Heron district.  They had been provided one of the old university buildings by the Alshari exiles, when they arrived – the university hadn’t held regular classes in years, and it kept it from falling into disrepair.  It was just large enough and just close enough to the Palace District to come to Count Cingaran’s aid at need. 

“It wasn’t much of a challenge,” a voice came unexpectedly from my window.  I looked up, startled, and saw Atopol effortlessly slip into my office like that cat that was his namesake.  He didn’t seem bothered by the idea that someone might see him, which assured me that no one did.  “I was just heading to bed when I saw you come in.  I thought I’d tell you what I found while I had the chance.”

“Apparently nothing exciting,” I remarked, as I glanced at the note.

“I wouldn’t say that,” Atopol countered, thoughtfully.  “Oh, the Censorate’s wards were juvenile – only the most basic Imperial spells, I walked through them like a beaded curtain.  The evidence was stashed on the third floor, and I climbed right up and into the window.  I’ve seen pawn shops with better protection,” he said, critically.

“The Censorate isn’t at their best, right now,” I conceded.  “But you found the stones?”

“Calling them stones is charitable.  But there were three samples in the box labelled ‘investigations’.  I commend the Order on being meticulous,” he admitted, “but they were just lying about, unprotected.  Someone wrote ‘fulgurite’ on the ticket, so I figured that was it.”

“So it seems,” I agreed, as I unwrapped the packet.  Within the dark cloth was a single fragment of the unusual mineral.  “This seems to be the same one Captain Stefan showed me.”

“Good.  What is fulgurite?” Atopol asked.  It was a reasonable question.

“It’s what happens when lightning grounds out in sand or dirt,” I answered, as I manifested Insight.  It felt good to have my baculus in hand once again.  You miss your tools, when you are deprived of them. 

As the artifact began to activate, I focused its attention on the sample on the cloth.

It was fascinating.  The thaumaturgy implicit with the sample was straightforward: a simple field designed to transform the surrounding area into a profoundly positive field, electrically speaking.  It was an eight-rune spell, something second-year apprentices learn.  Only it was to scale.  Whomever had fashioned it had allowed the scope and potency of the spell to be commensurate with the level of power used to activate it.  Pour in a bunch of raw thaumaturgic energy, you get something that attracts lighting in an ever-widening field like a pretty maiden attracts kisses. 

But that wasn’t what caught my attention.  I’m not certain what I expected to see when I inspected the physical surface of the substance with magesight, but what I found was jarring: almost perfect beach sand.

Mind you, I was no expert on the subject.  My exposure to beach sand was almost entirely limited to Farise during the occupation.  But the exterior of the fulgurite’s glassy surface was encrusted with the minute particles of silica and calcium carbonate, sea shell fragments and particles of coral that were unmistakably marine in origin.

“Well, well, well,” I breathed, as Insight revealed the sample’s secrets.  “Tell me, Lord Cat, what kind of cult on the second story of an upscale building in town is equipped with beach sand?”

“I confess I am new to town, and could not answer that confidently, Master Mirkandar,” he said.  “But I would imagine a deity devoted to the seas or the shores.  Perhaps one of the Sea Lord divinities . . .”

“This cult was not a maritime enterprise,” I informed him, as I concluded my assay.  “It was one of those soft and mushy esoteric cults that tell rich people how spiritual they are for a fee.  A front for political concerns, I have no doubt, but not associated with the shore or the ocean in the slightest.”

“May I ask how that is relevant to your inquiry, Master Mirkandar?” Atopol asked, with interest.

“Because this sample was almost certainly created on some beach, not uptown.  Which means that it is not the result of the lightning strike.  Indeed, it appears to be the catalyst for it.  The fulgurite is enchanted to draw it to its proximity, from what I can see.  I would wager that the fulgurite is what inspired the lightning to strike where it did, but was relatively unharmed by its passage.  Indeed, I could likely activate it once again, if I but fed it some power.”

“Let’s not,” Atopol said, hurriedly.  “I assume that such a thing is unusual?”

“I’ve never heard of it before.  And I like to think I’m well-read,” I pointed out.  “Indeed, I’ve barely heard of fulgurite before.  But this particular specimen seems to be acting almost like thaumaturgical glass,” I said, as I considered the spell embedded in the shard.  “I might conclude that the other two specimens were similarly enchanted.”

“They appeared identical.  I can go back and get them, if you wish,” Atopol suggested.  “It was not a difficult task.”

“Yet you implied it was exciting,” I reminded him.  “You encountered a challenge?”

“Not because of the Censorate,” he dismissed.  “But from a fellow professional.  I arrived moments before another thief who was lurking about the upper chambers of the Censorate’s lair.”

“That seems . . . unlikely,” I pointed out.  I didn’t want to call the lad a liar – he’d never been untruthful to me before – but it seemed highly improbable that he would encounter another thief robbing the same place at the same time.  But I’ve been known to be wrong.

“It’s actually more likely than you might think,” he countered.  “That’s how my parents met.  Hells, that’s how I met Rondal.  Just one of those professional idiosyncrasies,” he reasoned.  “But there was definitely another thief there.  An amateur, but she managed to get through their wards.  No great skill for that, perhaps, but it was . . . intriguing,” he admitted.

“Why is another thief robbing the Censorate intriguing?” I asked, confused.

“I am only allowed to marry a female thief, proven in her craft,” he admitted with a sigh.  “It’s a family legacy thing.  Just like my sister has to marry a mage of surpassing quality and Talent.  I just never thought I’d ever find a female thief worthy of consideration.  But apparently there’s one in Farise,” he said, with a note of satisfaction.

I frowned.  “That seems a rather steep limiting factor in your romantic life,” I pointed out. 

“I couldn’t agree more,” the white-haired shadowmage nodded, with an exasperated sigh.  “It’s hardly fair – you can find magi anywhere, compared to female thieves.  The best most of my ancestors could manage were pickpockets or confidence women.  Mother was an exception, of course, and she was stealing for a cause.  But it’s damned hard to find a female thief worth pursuing.”

“I . . . I suppose it would be,” I admitted, not knowing what else to say. 

“It just gives me hope,” he revealed.  “I hope she’s attractive.”

“What if she’s married already?  Or doesn’t like you?” I asked.

“What’s not to like?” Atopol asked, with a shrug.  “I’m great.  And there is no restriction on marrying a widow,” he pointed out.

I was actually a little shocked at his attitude, I must admit.  The members of House Furitus always seemed so sophisticated and civilized.  “You’d really kill a man to take his woman?” I asked, surprised.

Atopol shrugged again.  “If we couldn’t work something out, perhaps.  Maybe she has a sister,” he suggested with a grin.  “You never know.  I’m just excited about it.  I thought I’d be a bachelor forever.”

“How do you know it’s a girl?” I asked, skeptically.

“The perfume,” he replied, without hesitation.  “You learn to use your nose on a heist.  I smelled her hair in the blessed darkness,” he said, dreamily.  “She smelled young and pretty.”

“Then so does a perfume bottle,” I suggested.  “Really, Cat, don’t get distracted.  This is important work,” I reminded him.

“Oh, I know,” he assured me.  “I’m focused on the heist.  But work and romance are pretty much intertwined, for House Furitus.  That’s the nature of the life,” he said, philosophically.

“Then good luck,” I said, with a sigh.  First Ruderal, now Atopol.  “Did you speak to your shadowy ingénue?  Get her name?”

“Not yet,” he admitted, “but I know she’s out there.  That’s half of the struggle.”

I grunted.  I was doing important work here.  I didn’t need teenaged desires to complicate things.

“The sample implies that it was the trigger for the lightning, not the result,” I said, as I wrapped the thing back up.  “I think it was created elsewhere and then transported to the site, where it called the lightning from the sky.  And it wasn’t alone, if there were more pieces left behind.  What would you say that portends?” I asked the shadowthief.

“That someone figured out a way to cast an enchantment on multiple pieces of this . . . fulgurite?  At the same time,” he concluded.  “I suppose there could be more pieces out there.”

“There could,” I agreed, as I finished binding the sample.  “There could be a lot more pieces.  What finer way to eliminate a rival or political opponent, than a bolt from the sky?” I pondered.  “It’s an impressive means of assassination.  Using the storms themselves to terrorize your enemies.”

“It has a certain poetic charm to it,” Atopol suggested.

“But which faction is making use of it?” I wondered.  “The targets were a cult, a pastry shop, and . . . what else?”

“A trio of ships at dock in Calafel,” the Cat of Enultramar supplied.  “From the Alshari fleet, I believe.”

“If I had to guess the faction, I would say the Restorationists, because this is the sort of heavy-handed magical attack that would announce their power,” I speculated.  “But none of the ones I met seemed that motivated.  Pratt, perhaps, but if Rellin Pratt controlled the lightning, he’d be bragging about it.  He didn’t, when he had the chance,” I recalled.

“Wait, Rellin Pratt?” Atopol asked, troubled.  “You saw him?”

“From an uncomfortably close distance.  He was angling towards naming himself Doge of Farise,” I affirmed.  “I met him last night at a party, actually.  He’s a very earnest young man.”

“He’s a pirate and a killer,” Atopol countered, firmly.  “He’s of the Brotherhood of the Rat.  He shouldn’t be allowed to run a bordello, much less an entire city state.”

“Most great leaders are killers, sadly,” I said, sympathetically.  “But compared to the opposition, Rellin Pratt might be Farise’s best hope.  It’s complicated – politics,” I explained, apologetically.  “I fear the Alshari exiles will take Merwyn’s coin and betray Farise to Duke Andrastal if Count Cingaran is made Doge.  I don’t think Pratt would,” I suggested.

Atopol frowned.  “If you’re saying that his ego would not allow him to bend to any other power, I might agree,” he said, thoughtfully.  “But I’ve had dealings with Pratt in the past.  I would not count on him to be trustworthy, once in power.”

“I don’t need him to be trustworthy, just obedient,” I said with a sigh.  “Some power has to have the authority to drive out the pirates.  They cleave to Farise because it is safe, and none dare stand against them.  But Pratt might have the stones to push forward and ignore the Alshari.  Especially if they were distracted . . .”

“Plot as you will, Master Mirkandar,” Atopol said, holding up his hand.  “I won’t pretend to know better than you.  But I would mislike seeing Rellin Pratt as Doge of Farise.  So would Tyndal and Rondal,” he reminded me.  “They still have an account with the man that needs to be settled.”

“And I have four thousand Alshari mercenaries to contend with,” I reminded him.  “Unless I can deal with them, none of this will matter.  Pratt may be the foil I need.  But I take your meaning, Cat.  I was not impressed with Captain Rellin, if you want to know the truth.  I would not enjoy leaving him in power.  But I must do what I must,” I reminded him.

Atopol shrugged.  “I just steal things,” he reminded me in return.  “But I thought you’d want to know my opinion.”

“Thank you.  Now, I want you to take this back to the Censorate, break back into their complex, and replace it precisely where it was,” I instructed him. 

“You want me to un-steal it?” he asked in surprise.

“I got what I needed for it,” I explained.  “If it came up missing, it might complicate things and make the Censors ask questions I don’t need them to ask.  Is that a problem?”

“No, no,” he assured.  “I can put it back.”

“Good.  And maybe you can find a date on the way,” I suggested.

***

Jannik’s unique methods of intelligence gathering began paying dividends that evening, when the bard stumbled back to the practice near twilight, dead drunk.  Not just a little high, or even soused, but drunk to the point of near insensibility.  Ruderal found him clinging to the front gate just as the magelights activated for the evening.  He quickly dragged him inside and got him into my main study downstairs.

“This was not supposed to be a drinking holiday,” Mavone reproved, darkly, as he regarded the drunken bard.   Ruderal had summoned him and myself, mind-to-mind, when Jannik insisted he didn’t understand stairs anymore.

“I wasn’t having fun, I swear,” Jannnik said, as he slouched in a chair with a glass of fruit juice in his hand.  “I was working.  I got a job playing for a bunch of Alshari mercenaries over in the Gilded District,” he explained, “a ritzy tavern called the Golden Tiger.  Two shows a night, ten silver plus tips,” he added, raising his eyebrows. 

“And free drinks, apparently,” Mavone sighed.

“Half price, actually, but there were plenty of patrons willing to buy my drinks,” he assured, slurring his words.  “The day I can’t milk a few free pints out of the crowd is the day I hang up my gitar.  But the gig was just my cover,” he insisted, waving his empty hand wildly.  “The Golden Tiger is the gawdiest, most pretentious place in the district, and its close to the palace, so naturally the Alshari took it over when they encamped.  It’s where their officers like to go for a drink and a screw after their shift.”

“Dear gods, you didn’t sell yourself, did you?” Mavone asked, aghast at the idea.

“Not this time – but twenty silver is twenty silver,” Jannik quipped.  “No, no, but I did make friends.  I always make friends.  I’m a friendly fellow, apparently,” he asked, looking dazed. 

“Tavern friends are rarely the most savory of people,” Ruderal observed.

“I know – I’m one of the unsavory ones!” Jannik said with a laugh.  “That’s my point, wizardlings.  In three days’ time I got to know most of the Alshari senior staff, build up their trust, and squeeze them for secrets like you squeeze a lemon into rum.”

“And did this endeavor yield anything more than a bad taste in your mouth?” I asked.  I was confident that it would.  Jannik could hold his own drinking with great goblins.  I wasn’t worried that he’d lose his wits in a comfortable tavern amongst his countrymen.

“Of course it did!” he insisted.  “Ishi’s Tits, I had them giving me patrol schedules and tables of organization after three days.  They really need to work on their counterintelligence doctrine, you know, it’s abysmal.  But then, they aren’t the most organized conquering army in the world,” he said, philosophically. 

Mavone was about to retort when I held up my hand.  “So what have you learned, Jannik?  And be quick about it before sleep overtakes you.”

“Sleep?  Don’t talk to me about sleep!  You know, when I sleep I share the dreams of the others?  It’s disconcerting.  Anyway, as to what I learned, that would fill a scroll.”

“Then I will be expecting one, when you sober up,” Mavone nodded.

“You’ll get it – but I won’t be sober.  If you learn a secret drunk, you’ll remember it when drunk.  Important rule. 

“But what I learned is that the Alshari are a bunch of cocky bastards – now that they know they’ll get paid again.”  He took a long moment to sip his juice, as his hand had some difficulty finding his lips.  “They haven’t been, not for four months, and things were starting to get tense.  But apparently Count Cingaran recently acquired enough funds to fulfill their back pay and ensure that he can keep paying them . . . in Merwyni currency,” he said, dramatically.

“Really?” Mavone said, his left eyebrow raised.  “That is interesting.”

“Yes, it happened three nights ago, when a Remeran merchantman made port in the Harbor District with a cargo of their shitty wine.  It went right to the palace, but a few of the casks was packed with Merwyni gold.  About five thousand ounces of it, all told.  Enough to sustain the garrison for six months or so,” he reported.  “The captain who oversaw the transfer is named Gemarin, he’s a former knight from Rhemes, and he showed me the Merwyni coin, fresh from the mint.”

“That means that Merwyn is now backing Count Cingaran,” Ruderal nodded. 

“They’re at least bailing him out of a bad situation,” agreed Jannik.  “That implies a favor owed.  And the conduit to Merwyn is through a gentleman named Arak Porel.  Local fellow, but one with some commercial ties to the east.  He’s been up Cingaran’s arse and slightly to the left for months, now.  Rumor is he’s supplying opium to the count and promising him a regency over Farise someday.”

“If he can hold Farise until the Merwyni fleet arrives in the spring, that could be decisive,” Mavone predicted, grimly.  “This proves that’s their plan.”

“It’s not a bad plan,” I admitted.  “As long as Cingaran and the Commodore can hold the city and the Straights until then, the Merwyni can sail in and mop up the rest of the provinces pretty quickly.  And then they can dispose of Cingaran without anyone raising a fuss.”

“Oh, they’ll throw a street party,” Jannik assured.  “You might not feel it as much on this side of the river, but over in the lofty heights Cingaran is despised as the worst sort of scoundrel.  He’s trying to impose Alshari society and customs on the Farisian elite and they are not happy about it.”

“I don’t think many are,” I pointed out.

“We’re not talking about the mere oppression of the common man, here, or the interference in the markets or the unfair and arbitrary taxation and outright corruption – they could contend with that.  But he’s screwing with their social lives, and that’s just unacceptable.”

“How so?” Mavone prompted.  Jannik needed a responsive audience to work at his best, I’d noticed.  So had Mavone.

“He throws lavish parties and then forces the Farisian nobility to attend.  He shows up places uninvited and demands to be treated like a duke.  He’s trying to beat them into submission, socially speaking, by taking over their holidays and celebrations He threatens them, fines them, and generally violates their delicate sensibilities in matters of protocol and etiquette.  He makes them guest his senior officers.  He appears with an entourage at their stately homes and requires hospitality.  Also, he’s systematically debauched their wives and daughters at the palace, and then had the temerity to flaunt it in their faces.  In Farise, a gentleman is expected to keep his affairs discrete and clandestine.”

“The horror of it all,” Ruderal grinned.

“Oh, he’s purposefully cruel about it.  He’s trying to marry a few of his staff into the local nobility by any means he can find,” Jannik continued.  “Apparently he promised every loyal Alshari rebel a dusky Farisian maiden if they followed him, and his men took him at his word.”

“And how do you know this?” Mavone prompted, again.

“Because down the street from the Golden Tiger is a slightly less pretentious tavern called Hibiscus Hall.  That’s where the local nobles like to drink.  Mostly petty nobles, of which Farise has a gracious plenty, but they discourage Alshari there.  I was an exception,” he admitted, “because I’m such a charming fellow.  I haunted the place on my breaks between sets.  So I got to hear both sides of the story.”

“If they don’t like Count Cingaran, then who do they support?  Rellin Pratt?” I asked.

“Not if they get another choice,” Jannik shrugged.  “Don’t forget, these are non-magical nobility, the functionaries who work at the palace or the ministries, petty officials and bureaucrats who monitor taxes, trade, or the counting houses near the harbor.  They see Pratt as a pretentious pirate, a pretender to the palace, preaching proposals of prosperity for the privileged and promising prestige for the poor people.”

“How predictably provincial,” Ruderal said, shaking his head with mock sadness and disgust.

“Precisely,” Jannik agreed.  “Pratt disgusts them.  But they hate Count Cingaran and the Alshari.  They are politically frustrated.”

“How would they feel about a Merwyni conquest?” I asked, curiously. 

“They’d hate it.  As much as they hate the Alshari, perhaps more,” he suggested.  “They just want to be Farisians.  As if they could be anything else.”

“So the choice for them is between a foreign-born addict who is willing to sell out the city and an incompetent pirate who has no idea how to govern,” I sighed.  “Those are not good options.”

“And both of them leave Farise intact as a raiding base and slave market,” Mavone reminded us.  “Which means neither one is a real option for us.”

“How are the minor factions looking?” I asked him, hopefully.  “Anyone in there who might be a secret savior?”

Mavone snorted.  “Hardly.  Most of them make Pratt and Cingaran look like dignified elder statesmen.  Oh, there are a few secret societies of academics who aren’t too radical, I suppose, but no one with the ambition or means to take power.  Of course, I’m still investigating.  Something might turn up.”

“A pity.  I was hoping you’d found some cult leader or revolutionary that would scare the Alshari exiles away.”

Jannik snorted.  “They’re not scared of anything inside the city,” he assured us, his head starting to loll.  “They haven’t seen any force they aren’t confident in defeating.  The only thing they’re concerned about is the Occupation Remnant – the Loyalists, they call them.”

“The Loyalists?” I asked, intrigued.

“Apparently when Count Cingaran and Captain Pratt showed up and took over the city, the remnants of the original occupation garrison were killed, captured, surrendered . . . or took to the hills outside of town.”

Mavone blinked.  “There’s a group outside of town?”

“A small army, actually,” Jannik corrected.  “About fifteen hundred men.  They took refuge in a couple of plantations north of town when they withdrew, and no one has gone after them in three years.  That’s what the Alshari exiles are worried about the most: that the Loyalists will swoop down and attack the city.  It’s really the only organized force they fear.”

“There’s been an army . . . outside of the city . . . for three years, and no one has done anything about it?” Mavone asked, his eyes wide in disbelief.

“Rumor is they withdrew to await rescue from the Kingdom, but of course that never happened.  So they’ve been encamped, living off the locals, and they’re just . . . waiting.  They made a few raids, early on, but they’ve mostly been quiet for the last few years, so most people have forgotten about them.”

My eyes went to the big map of Farise that Mavone had procured and tacked to the wall.  My mind began doing calculations.  I knew I wasn’t the only one thinking about the possibilities.

“Well, apparently Mirkandar the Magnificent is going to be taking a trip to the countryside in the near future,” I mused.


Chapter Twenty-Six

The Spark Shack

The precincts of the city of Farise are as diverse and colorful as its people, each one representing a specialty of craft or trade reflecting the many facets of the city’s industry.  The shipyards of Corsair’s Bay bustle with thousands of shipwrights who live in their own district, whilst porters required to cart and carry the many tons of goods passing through town have their own.  But beware, the so-called Street of Rare Pleasures and the attending rot such precincts always carry spreads out into the slums of Porsago and Cesshaven district into nameless halls and shadowy shanties that promise pleasures they can never deliver.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

As intriguing as the prospect of a hidden army out in the bush was, Mavone elected to postpone a visit to the encampment until he had more information.  He sent Lorcus out to verify the report and learn more about the Occupation Remnant, as we took to calling them. 

In the meantime there was plenty to occupy us.  Despite the approach of winter, ice sales were booming.  We were shipping out more than three hundred blocks a day on carts throughout the western side of the river, and we employed nine donkey carts to transport it all every day.  Asalon was astonished about how many inquiries he was getting for people interested in buying more.  I was glad I had ordered more Icestones from Planus. 

Indeed, the ice business was getting so large that there was a congestion of carts and individual vendors crowding the cellar door of the practice every morning.  It usually broke up within an hour as Parru and Ruderal swiftly got the ice distributed – it was a lot easier with the new iron ice tongs -- but the neighbors were starting to mutter about it.

More importantly to Asalon, the Bluestem location of the practice was just not as convenient for distribution as he would like.  It hadn’t taken him long to locate and acquire a warehouse in the Mercer’s District, just west of the Great Market, that had access to one of the few reliable sources of fresh water in the area, an aqueduct that carried river water from above Corsair’s Bay. 

That required three days of hard work moving the operation into the new place and installing the filtration system.  It required a little adjustment of the spells to handle desalination – the backwash from the Sound at highest tide started to affect the salt content at the intake point – but it was worth it.  We had more space, our ice storage more than doubled, and it was just easier to load up in the yard than the street in front of our practice.  Asalon was planning on bringing on more carts to service the Doge’s Market and the growing number of customers around the harbor. 

It was kind of fun, redesigning the place to scale up the operation.  We doubled the number of molds and refined how the blocks would be stored and distributed, we tinkered with the enchantments that helped keep the storage locker cold, and we secured a supply of sawdust from a nearby carpenter’s shop – there just weren’t many carpenters in Bluestem, while there were scores in the Mercer’s District. 

The dirty little secret of the operation, of course, was how Ruderal or I would use irionite to freeze entire batches at once when no one was looking.  That allowed us to fill the storage locker to capacity in short order, and reduced the amount of time we had to spend actually making ice. 

The new place also allowed us to expand our spying operations, as the business gave excellent cover to my men if they needed an excuse to be somewhere they weren’t supposed to be.  But as Atopol’s cousin Jordi joined our efforts, it was clear that the practice was no longer entirely adequate to our purpose.  Without running the ice business out of our cellar the comings and goings of my spies was more noticeable.  We needed a second base of operations, fast.

Thankfully, it was a buyer’s market in Farise, if you had cash.  Mavone located a small multi-room house in the Sea Lords’ District that would suffice.  I suppose I should have been suspicious when he mentioned where it was, but I was preoccupied with the new ice house.  It wasn’t until he persuaded me to come inspect the new purchase that I realized what he’d done.

It hit me as we were approaching the little market at the intersection of four different districts – it was a familiar route, I realized.  When I saw the ancient sign of a cookshop featuring a pig, a chicken, and a fish dressed in festival garb, dancing in a circle, I realized what neighborhood we were in.  When Mavone took a left at the first street past the market, I new exactly where we were going.  I had a moment of vertigo-like memory as the years were stripped away.

“I found it,” Mavone said, with a quiet smile as we rounded the corner.  “I was worried it might have gotten destroyed, but when I had Asalon make an inquiry it was intact – and for sale.  And at a good price, actually,” he said, with a sense of satisfaction.  “The previous owners want to sell everything and flee Farise.”

“That sounds like a wise idea,” I agreed, my head spinning as I saw the place again.  A wave of memory washed over me.

It was just a modest three-story residence, split into six flats.  It was constructed of brick and painted a faded ochre color.  The terra cotta tiles of the roof were chipped and cracked, and somebody had painted the doors and shutters a garish green.  They had been yellow, when I had seen them last.  There were hundreds of similar buildings around the neighborhood, but this one was close to the market and distinctive for a dozen little reasons.  It was only about a century old, from what I understood, but it was still standing and seemingly sound. 

“The barracks,” I said with a sigh. 

“The Spark Shack,” he corrected. “You have to admit, it was a well-located base.  In ten minutes you can be anywhere in the west side of the city, and in twenty you can be beyond the river.  It’s out of the way, it’s quiet, and the neighborhood is just seedy enough to make comings and goings go unnoticed.”

Mavone wasn’t wrong.  But the sight of the old building brought me chills.

It was the first place I had called home after Inarion Academy.  After the shock of combat training at Relan Cor and the interminable chaos of deployment, not to mention the hellish march down the length of the peninsula, this temporary billet was the first place where I slept in the same bed for more than a few nights.  Indeed, it was the first time I had enjoyed a real bed.  And my own room.

The house had been requisitioned by the occupation authority a few months after the storming of the Citadel.  Leadership wanted to establish a strong presence outside of the palace grounds to pacify the population and discourage the growing insurgency, so they placed small squadrons of infantry and warmagi throughout Farise.  For the next several months this decrepit old shack was my temporary barracks and interim home. 

There were usually eight to ten of us in the place, but the roster shifted almost constantly as warmagi were transferred back and forth across the city as they were needed.  There had been a much larger house deeper in the neighborhood that had housed about thirty infantrymen, and a smaller place just on the other side of the market that had been the headquarters of the local military commander – an arrogant prick of a Castali knight named Sir Gothanion – and a squad of cavalry. 

For four or five months this was the place I returned to at the end of the day – or at the end of the night, if duty had demanded.  It had been called the Spark Shack, eventually, though it was one of several in the city.  If one of the regular patrol units required magical assistance – and they did almost all the time – this was where they came to get it, in the early occupation.

I had brought girls back to this place, I recalled.  There had been fights between comrades, here, and wild drinking parties filled with dusky maidens.  I’d eventually gotten my own room and even set up housekeeping, sort of.  I remembered throwing up with Sandoval in a cracked clay planter near the door.  The planter was long gone, but the fond memories lingered.

“Well,” I said, clearing my throat.  “I suppose that’s fitting.  We already know the place stinks.”

“It won’t take long to put it into shape,” Mavone assured me.  “I’ll have Asalon hire some men to do it.  It’s almost empty, right now, but we should be able to house our people here without difficulty or the likelihood of anyone noticing.  Do you want to look inside?” he asked, casually.

I almost said no, whirled around, and stomped back to the practice.  There were a lot of bad memories of the place, too.  The times we had to clean out some poor Spark’s billet after he showed up for duty dead, the times we had wounded to be tended, the undeniable terror about being a target every time you crossed your threshold.

But I could tell Mavone was trying to work through some of his feelings about Farise, and I had to admit that couldn’t be done without including the Spark Shack in the equation.  It looked a little sad and empty, with its rooms deserted and locked up, but it was still the same place.  Just a little older, dirtier, and slightly more decrepit. 

Mavone produced the keys and quietly let us into the main hall.  There was one on each floor, narrow and dingy with a single fireplace on the first floor.  The wooden floors were faded and cracked and creaked with every step.  The stairs were still as rickety as I recalled, and the latrine was . . . in fact, let us not dwell on the latrine.  It was the site of unspeakable horrors.

Each of the main rooms was large enough for two or three men, if they were cozy enough and not prone to snoring.  There was a smaller room on the first floor that could be either storage or the bedroom of a servant or both.  The furniture left behind by the previous owner was battered and unstable, and there were a few pieces I recognized from the old days.  It smelled of mildew and woodsmoke, rain-soaked leaves and the evil odor from the latrine.  It smelled empty.

But it had potential.  It wasn’t nearly as bad as most of the tenements in the Porsago or Cesshaven Districts.  It was dry, it wasn’t going to collapse, and it was comfortably close to the market.  The cistern on the roof was intact and functional, and the tiny strip of yard around the house was only mildly filled with garbage and debris.

“I had a lot of history, here,” Mavone revealed.  “A lot of us did, I think.”

“This was the first place I ever had a girl in a proper bed,” I admitted with a fond grin.  “I didn’t have to worry about my parents or the other lads in the dormitory or anything.”

“I recall an excessive amount of rum that made me black out for the first time,” he said, smiling in return.  “It was the first time I tasted the spirit.  I thought it was like ale.  So I drank it like ale.”

“You’re just lucky you didn’t end up in the river like poor Huflan,” I reminded him.  “He got drunk on rum and decided to go speak to our superiors at the palace way past curfew.  When they didn’t let him cross the bridge, he tried to wade across the river.  Drowned.”

“I didn’t know him but I heard about that,” Mavone nodded.  “I was over at the Garrison District at the time.  Sad.”

I shrugged.  “He was kind of a belligerent asshole.  But it was sad.”

“This was the last of the Spark Shacks to still be in service for a few years after the invasion,” he told me, as he locked the door behind us.  “We were just too expensive, and the insurgency was settling down, but this was where they kept the last of the warmagi stationed here.”

“It’s comfortable enough, I suppose, for transient housing,” I grudgingly agreed.  “The local cookshop is good.  There’s a couple of taverns I have fuzzy memories about.  And it is close to the beach,” I conceded.

“We’re going to need it if we expand operations more,” he reminded me.  “And we’re getting close to that.  I’ll have Jannik, Lorcus, Atopol and Jordi move in as soon as it’s habitable again.  It will take a little silver, but then we have a little silver to spend.”

“It does make sense that Mirkandar the Magnificent would start investing his profits,” I agreed, reluctantly.  “Although I would say second-rate real estate in Farise is a pretty speculative play.”

“Don’t fool yourself, it’s third rate,” Mavone corrected.  “But the prices could come up if Farise doesn’t burn to the ground, and there’s a stable administration once again.”

We both chuckled at that irony as we sought out one of the taverns we knew to have a cup of brandy, for old time’s sake. 

When we left, I actually felt a little better, as if I was leaving a painful bit of the past behind me.  The Spark Shack had held a lot of strong memories for me, but somehow visiting it again made them smaller and less significant.  Perhaps I was fooling myself, but it felt good.

***

Before the end of the week, Atopol’s cousin Jordi proved his worth to the operation. 

He was an interesting addition; a portly young man almost a head taller than Atopol, and sharing his stark white hair color.  But he lacked the purple eyes that made House Furturis particularly distinctive.  Nor was he magically Talented, although his sister apparently was.  They ran a shipping company in Enultramar that had absolutely nothing to do with smuggling.

But Jordi, despite his youth, was a trove of information on the hundreds of ships that were docked in Farise.  He had been sailing since his childhood and had spent more time at sea than on land.  He was half Alshari Coastlord on his mother’s side, but Sea Lord on his father’s, and he had spent the last two years captaining his own ship for the family.

Jordi was the sort of fellow who had a hard time not being noticed.  With his white hair and large proportions he stood out amongst the smaller, darker-complected Farisians.  But he embraced his distinctions and used his garb as a mariner to explain them.  Farise was full of mariners, after all, and seeing the oddly-dressed sailors prowl the streets and markets of the town was commonplace.  Jordi hid by not hiding, by not pretending he was anything other than he was: a sailor ashore.

Thankfully, he spoke Perwynese fluently and had a sharp, detail-oriented mind.  He and Cat spent a few days down at the harbor on the other side of the river, and another at the smaller Corsair’s Bay on this side, and then spent two days over in Calafel, surveying the vast harborage there.  At the end of the week he had a surprisingly exhaustive understanding of the naval forces anchored or moored in Farise.

“Only about a quarter of them are true men o’ war,” he reported dutifully at our weekly meeting at the practice.  “The others are converted merchantmen.  That makes them only slightly less dangerous.  There are three or four different divisions among the corsairs, with the largest being the Alshari slavers and pirates who fled Enultramar – and good riddance.  We’re finally starting to have some decent trade, again, across the Bay. 

“They’re moored in the nicer docks on the northern end of Calafel under the colors of the old Council of Counts.  Larger ships, mostly caravels and galleons, all commanded by Commodore Sadikoas out of the galleon called the Gilded Adventure.”

“That sounds a bit pretentious,” Ruderal noted.

“He’s from Rhemes, a distant cousin of Vichetral,” Jordi informed him.  “Pretension is in his blood.  You should see what he wears as a uniform.  He looks like a festival float. 

“But the second largest is the Rat Fleet,” he continued, authoritatively.  “That’s a handful of real fighting galleons, about a dozen caravels and a little more than a score of sloops – pirates love sloops,” he added.  “They’re clustered at a group of docks on the southern end of the island.  All are owned and operated by the Brotherhood of the Rat.  Rellin Pratt’s fleet.  Just about all of them are barely seaworthy.  The Rats aren’t known for doing proper maintenance, and some of those ships haven’t gone to sea in three years.”

“Most of that we were aware of,” Mavone agreed.  “What aren’t we aware of?  Who would win in a fight?”

“Between the two fleets, the Alshari could probably take the Rats in a pitched battle, but the Rats don’t like fighting pitched battles.  The Rats have more fighting men, the Alshari have better mariners.  There are a lot of ifs in a fight between them.

“But they’re both stronger than the third fleet: the true corsairs.  They’re the ones who were pirates before Vichetral took control of Enultramar and will be pirates until the Shipwrecker takes them.  There’s only about thirty of them, mostly sloops and caravels and one old freighter geared for war.  They don’t claim allegiance to Pratt or Sadikoas, ally with either side on a whim, and stir up trouble between them just for the fun of it.  Most of these ships are independent, meaning they’re owned by the crew in common with elected captains.  Some are bound by sacred orders, some are bound by convenience and opportunity, but every ship is independent. 

“And that brings us to the fourth squadron, and the smallest: the remnant of the Farisian navy, the one that predates the invasion,” Jordi concluded. 

“There’s a Farisian Navy?” I asked, surprised.  “I didn’t think there was one.”

“There barely is, but they’re there,” he assured.  “They’re moored all the way on the eastern side of Calafel, away from the others, and they keep their distance from the other warships and their crew. 

“But there’s a pair of galleons, six caravels, and a dozen sloops flying the old Farisian naval standard.  And they’re in surprisingly good repair for their age.  I asked around the docks and found out the commander of the squadron is Admiral Nuadis, last one appointed by the late Doge.  He kept the remnants of his fleet based out of Enshelada and the Shattered Islands during the invasion and occupation.  That kept them intact in exile.  They came in with the rest of them when the pirates took over, staked out a spot on the island, established a headquarters on Calafel, and maintained their ships,” he said, admiringly. 

“So what are they doing?” Mavone prompted.

“They’re waiting,” Jordi shrugged.  “They’ve been waiting for three years for a legitimate government in the Citadel to tell them what to do.  They don’t recognize either Count Cingaran or Pratt as legitimate, so they just wait.  The other fleets mostly leave them alone, as long as they stay on their side of the island, and apparently they were successful enough privateers so they have the funds to maintain their ships and crew, but they aren’t really doing anything with them.”

“That is quite interesting,” I nodded, as my mind tried to appreciate the new information.  “Are they built for war?”

“Exclusively,” agreed Jordi, “they were once the fleet that protected the straights and patrolled the coastline, as well as the trade routes.  They retreated in good order when the Remeran fleet came with the rest of the Narasi, and spent the last decade as corsairs themselves.  They can fight – there just aren’t very many of them.”

“What about the merchant fleets?” Ruderal asked with interest.

“They’re a trickle of what they were, and everyone’s feeling it,” Jordi reported, sympathetically.  “Even under the occupation there was a lot of fresh traffic from the Kingdom.  Smugglers from rebel Enultramar could make port here, but so could Remeran merchants, so there was a lot of tonnage moving through Farise despite the new management.

“With the rise of piracy, that’s fallen to almost nothing,” he continued.  “And without merchant traffic, even pirates go hungry.  The docks are full, but none of those ships are moving, and the few who do brave the pirates and the storms are wary of the local political situation.  And most of the common mariners with the corsair fleets are getting antsy being in port so long.  They will be fine, I think, as long as they’re getting paid, but when mariners are ashore for too long the start finding trouble to get into.  At least my crew always does,” he added with a grin.

“Getting rid of the fleets are key,” I declared, as I considered the matter.  “But the fleets are here because the Rats and the Alshari mercenaries are here.  And the Rats and the mercenaries are here because Pratt and Count Cingaran are here.  Count Cingaran is planning on selling out the entire place to the Merwyni, Pratt wants to found a maritime magical empire, and the Contramara want to kill everyone, it seems,” I mused. 

“Don’t forget about the Loyalist Remnant army,” reminded Jannik.

“Which is an entirely real factor in this equation,” Lorcus reported with a nod to the bard.  “I spent a couple of days looking into it.  Surprisingly, it’s true.  Captain Armarus of the Iron Wheel mercenary company is the highest-ranking officer left from the occupation, and most of his men were mercenaries employed by the occupation authority for garrison duty.”

“They hired mercenary companies?” I asked, surprised.

“Just in the last few years of the occupation,” Mavone confirmed.  “It was getting harder and harder to acquire good feudal levies for the duty, and it was cheaper in the long run to maintain a force of professional mercenaries for the main garrison.  Mostly Castali and Remeran, of course.  When the Alshari showed up most of the noblemen surrendered, hoping for a quick ransom, but the mercenaries and a lot of the common soldiers fled north, instead.”

“Captain Armarus is a Remeran,” agreed Lorcus, “A countryman of mine.  He leads a company of crossbowmen, but there are several smaller companies who fled under his command. 

“I did a little investigation, and apparently he’s been screaming for someone in the kingdom to come rescue him and his men.  Of course, no one can get to them, so it’s been fruitless, but he’s sent messages to the Minister of War regularly.  And he demands that they provide them with three years of back pay he’s unlikely to ever see.  He and his men took over a couple of plantations back in the hills in the Mura province.  They protect a couple of local temples and farms, and they’re raising enough to live on, but they have exhausted their experience with Farise and yearn to return home.”

“You think we can make contact with them?” I asked, even more intrigued by the occupation forces. 

Lorcus shrugged.  “It’ll take a couple of days to get there, but I don’t see why not.  It’s not like they’re hiding.  Shall I plan a trip for next week?”

“Let’s make it a full excursion,” I decided.  “I want to go north into Arisife Province, anyway.”

“The jungle?” Mavone asked, confused.  “Why would you want to go there?”

“There’s an ancient temple I’ve always wanted to visit,” I answered.  “It’s important.  We can pay a call on the Remerans and then stop in Arisife at the temple.”

“Why is the temple important?” Mavone asked.

“It’s part of a larger plan,” I promised.  “It might hold some important secrets.”

“From what I understand, Captain Armarus and his Iron Remerans aren’t the only ones who have been hiding in the bush,” Lorcus added.  “While I was asking around I found out a number of expatriate communities who thought it wiser to be elsewhere when the pirates came to town.  Nobles, scoundrels, escaped slaves, exiles, magi and debtors suddenly found a good reason to visit their country estates.  There could be a battalion of rebels hiding out there,” he suggested, waving casually toward the window.  “We just don’t know who or where they are.”

“Then find out when you make your journey,” Mavone advised.  “In the meantime, get settled into the Spark Shack and finish up your written reports before you go.  All of you,” he reminded us, sternly, as he looked squarely at Jannik.  “We’re at the point in this operation where details are starting to matter, so don’t scrimp on them.  As soon as we’re done assessing the opposition, I expect we’ll be moving into a more active phase of the mission, so start preparing for that as you may.”

After the others were dismissed, Mavone and I took a few moments to regard the sunset on the balcony outside of my quarters with a glass of brandy and a pipe.

“Things are starting to come together,” he remarked, as we watched the clouds go by.  There was a storm starting to build to the east, but the sunset in the west was glorious. 

“Are they?” I asked, trying not to sound too skeptical.  “It feels as if the more we discover, the more depressingly chaotic the situation actually is.”

“No more than any other complicated problem,” Mavone countered.  “As intelligence operations go, this one has actually been delightfully free of complications.  We’re getting good information, we’re formulating plans, we’re identifying allies and opponents and critical factors.  Things are starting to come together,” he repeated.

“So how do we settle this thing?” I asked.  “Support Count Cingaran until he sells out to Merwyn, and then put a knife in him?  Support Pratt until he declares himself Archmage and we put a knife in him?  Bribe them both into retirement and quietly step into power?  In the middle of a chaotic civil war?  Until someone puts a knife in us?”

“Those are just details,” Mavone dismissed.  “We’ll know what to do when we’re done collecting information,” he said, confidently.  “It will become clear.  It usually does.  In the meantime, we continue building up our assets and contemplating our potential course of action.  And watch how things play out in the palace.  From Iyugi’s reports there is a growing movement afoot to name Electors from the nobility and the magi in order to select a new Doge.  They’re pushing to do so before the Solstice.”

“That’s in just a few weeks,” I murmured as I puffed languorously on my pipe and watched the sky change from a brilliant orange to a striking lavender over the sound.  The dark purple of the Void was starting to take shape in the southwest, as the light diminished.  “That doesn’t leave us a lot of time.”

“But it does provide us with a wealth of opportunity,” he countered.  “A period of political flux is often the very best time for a decisive intervention.  Providing you are well-informed, well-connected, and willing and able to act.”

“I suppose we’re getting there,” I admitted grudgingly. 

“And if that doesn’t work, we can always burn the fleets to cinders, declare victory, and go home,” he reminded me.  “You could let Farise be someone else’s problem and get back to more wizardly pursuits.”

“It’s tempting,” I sighed, after considering the matter.  “Seeing the Spark Shack the other day made me want to do just that, if you want to know the truth.  As pretty as this place is, it’s a festering sore and it will always be a festering sore.  It would take a lifetime of dedication to see it become anything else.”

“Such pessimism!” Mavone said, with mock horror.  “Really, Minalan, I thought you’d be more enthusiastic after everything you’ve done to get this far.  Once we decide what to do, it will probably be done quickly and you can get back to your life.  Either we will succeed, or we will fail,” he shrugged.  “Either way you can leave Mirkandar the Magnificent behind you and get back to being Minalan the Spellmonger.”

“I think that’s part of the problem,” I said, around my pipestem.  “After everything I’ve done to get this far, I’m not sure I want to go back to being Minalan the Spellmonger anymore.”

Mavone didn’t have a good answer for that, so he kept quiet and poured us another brandy. 

That’s why I like Mavone.  He’s good at his job.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

The Iron Wheel

While the city of Farise contains many charms, visitors would be remiss if they confined their explorations to its fair districts alone.  The provinces beyond the city contain mysterious treasures that will allure the adventurous traveler: stately estates, bountiful plantations, picturesque villages and jungles teeming with exotic creatures and plants.  Many beautiful mansions and villas provide delightful excursions into the countryside during your stay.  And the natives don’t hesitate to treat you like family.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles
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Farise – the land, not the city – is essentially two half-circles of slightly arable land that face each other across the breadth of the Farisian Sound.  The only access to the greater seas lies in the south, in the Seva Straights.  Most of the settlement lies around the city, proper, with the three provinces of Maspinal, Girona and Tamaru enjoying the lion’s share of the country estates and private villas, agricultural villages and well-ordered plantations that fed the city.

Beyond that, things get a little sparse.  Indeed, the further north you go, the far fewer villages and settlements you will find.  While there are roadways and paths that you can follow around the long perimeter of the Farisian Sound, connecting together the various provinces, many of them are unreliable in wet weather, of which there was an abundance.  It could take two or three days to trudge through the bush before you reached the far northern village of Arisife by foot, for example.  But you could hire a boat at the docks of Farise and be there in a few hours.

In fact, if you wanted to get anywhere in greater Farise in a hurry, the quickest and easiest means was by boat.  And the men who controlled that transport were the Watermen.

During my deployment to Farise I had largely been cooped up in the city, patrolling the streets and searching for insurgent magi and knots of resistance remaining from the old regime.  I had not realized just how important and powerful the Watermen were to the economy and society of the region.  I suppose that’s because my duties were largely concerned with pacifying the city, where the Watermen’s influence is felt least, but beyond the bounds of Farise City the importance of the vast fleet of small boats that connected the far-flung provinces was paramount. 

They were required to ferry much of the incoming cargo to and from the expansive docks at Calafel, the island port complex where most of the overseas shipping came through.  From there to the harbor that served the Great Market in the city there was a near constant stream of the plucky little boats.. 

More, they transported goods and passengers from the city to the agricultural provinces that ringed the sound, and brought the produce of those massive plantations back in return.  They were quite willing to act as a ferry service as well.  For just a few silver pennies a man could book passage on a boat in the morning on the docks of Farise and be at Calafel, Arisife, or Faro in time for luncheon, weather permitting. 

Thousands of tiny vessels plied the shoals and estuaries of the sound to connect the scattered settlements into an economic whole.  They ranged from compact rowboats with a single Waterman working the oars to small barques with a crew of six rowers and a lateen sail that could hold substantial cargo – similar to the Castali river barges I was familiar with.  They, more than the ocean going galleons and freighters, were the backbone of the commercial power of Farise. 

It’s a highly competitive business.  While as many as two thirds of the Waterman’s fleet were unregistered and unregulated, the Waterman’s Guild traditionally had the exclusive power to license the more professional vessels to bring cargo to and from Calafel and the city.  That was a lucrative trade that the guild jealously guarded, and which had accrued to them an outsized amount of political power.  And while the guild regulated the trade vigorously at the city’s ports, they also tended to protect the rights and prerogative of non-members, earning them even wider support from this vitally important trade.

They had a grand guild hall in the city center, of course, high on Heron Hill.  At least, that’s where their representatives to whichever government was in power dwelled. 

But the true headquarters of the Watermen was actually a dilapidated old mansion in a steamy, shallow-water estuary over in Carmen province, Mavone had informed me.  That’s where the decisions were made.  Whomever held official title of Waterman’s Guildmaster was inconsequential compared to the strongman who actually held the Waterman’s industry together. 

The registered Watermen identified their affiliation on their boats by painting a yellow scallop shell on the prow, just under the ubiquitous painted eyes that all Watermen, everywhere, seem to require.  Non-registered Watermen were still technically legal, but they had leave to use only one small section of docks over in the Fishmonger’s District.  Everywhere else in Farise Town required that the ferries be duly registered with the guild.  Indeed, it was the one element of the city’s bureaucracy that seemed to be running with any efficiency, likely because the Watermen of Farise took their business very seriously. 

That meant that Lorcus, Ruderal and I were able to book passage on a duly registered three-man longboat one morning for just four silver pennies.  Within three hours the three lanky Watermen had sailed and rowed the little boat across the beautiful sound north to Arisife, the capital of the province of the same name.  We arrived just in time for luncheon at one of the little shacks near the pier that was Arisife’s only real contact with the outside world. 

The town was built on the delta of the river that spilled out of the jungle in the north.  That extensive rainforest covered most of the province, bracketed by foothills and mountains, and it was densely overgrown to the point where it was nearly impossible to travel through.  I know this because I traveled through it. 

But the lands between the jungle and the Sound are reasonably fertile, fairly flat, and grew several different varieties of fruits, vegetables, and cash crops for export.  It was pretty country, growing increasingly sparse and wild as you headed out north of the village. 

The village itself was not much to speak of.  It was comprised of five simple streets near the pier, within which were the modest buildings charged with the administration of the province, a few inns and taverns, a dozen warehouses, a market, a couple of colorful temples and shrines and a blacksmith.  That was about it.  The homes in the village, with a few notable exceptions, were the simple pole-and-grass huts that the natives outside of the city seemed to favor. 

There was, allegedly, a lord of Arisife, but he lived in a nice mansion in Heron Hill in the city and rarely visited his holding.  That was probably wise of him.  Arisife was not particularly interesting.  If it hadn’t been an important transshipment point between Farise and the scattered plantations and aristocratic retreats, it would have been no more than a fishing village. 

“It’s not terribly impressive,” Ruderal said, looking around the village as we approached the tavern.  “It makes Solashaven look cosmopolitan.”

“I’ll have you know that Arisife is the sixth largest village in Farise,” Lorcus informed him.  “Only Evorra, Carmen, Faro, Terrasa, and Calafel are bigger.  There’s almost five thousand people here,” he said, gesturing to the town expansively.

“Most of them must be fishing, then,” Ruderal said, skeptically.  “Or in the fields.  This place is almost deserted.”

“Most of Farise is, beyond the city,” I agreed.  “Only subsistence farmers and the odd freeholding.  It’s hard to make a living out here.”

“I always like a place where if you want noise, you have to make it yourself,” Lorcus countered.  “The Loyalist camps are about twelve miles from here, near the border of Mura.  Swamps, desolate countryside, and scrub brush.  It should be a delightful walk.”

“I did it once before,” I said, dismissively.  “Half-starved and carrying what was left of my kit.”

“Then you’ll enjoy it even more,” Lorcus assured me.  “I hear they put in a new goat path.”

“Are we going to hire a guide?” Ruderal asked, cautiously.

“No, we’re going to use magemaps like competent professionals,” the warmage replied.  “It’s only a dozen miles.  We won’t get lost.”

Lunch was quick and uninspiring, a seafood chowder with porsago, peppers, and some kind of mushroom I couldn’t identify.  We were able to hire three saddle-broken donkeys soon after, though the little livery stable charged us twice the daily rate when the stableman heard where we were headed.

“You go see soldiers?” he asked, in surprise.  “You be very, very careful then.  That’s dangerous country.  Lots of animals.  Bandits.  Swamps.  You be very careful!” he insisted, jabbing his finger toward Lorcus’ chest. 

“Are the soldiers dangerous?” Ruderal asked.

“Are they not soldiers?  Of course they’re dangerous!  But they leave people alone.  But if you don’t leave them alone, who’s to say?”

We gleaned from our conversations that the Loyalist remnant had fairly cordial relations with the locals.  The plantations they had seized had been all but abandoned during the occupation, and they were starting to get them productive again as they traded in Arisife’s little market for what they needed.  And there had been no sign of any force coming forth from the city to contend with the rebels.  Indeed, the stableman told us there hadn’t even been an official from the city to come and investigate in three years.  The Remeran mercenaries had been all but forgotten.

The countryside was hot as the sun beat brightly down on us, but at this time of year it was almost bearable – about like High Summer in Sevendor.  The barely-perceptible trail we followed wound its way across scrublands of shrub-like vegetation, sometimes broken by fragments of the jungle that had been left to thrive during the settlement.  Streams were occasional things, but were frequent enough to satisfy the donkeys. 

But it was the insects that proved most distracting.  I recalled the onslaught of tiny pests that had plagued us when we had first traversed the jungle during the invasion.  They had been a secondary consideration compared to the poisoned arrows the native tribes liked to lob at us.  Vicious jungle fauna had been a distant third.  You can always fight or run from a giant lizard or a bloodthirsty predator, but you couldn’t escape the insects.

They came in endless varieties, from tiny gnats that only pinched a bit when they bit you to stinging flies almost an inch wide.  Mosquitos were huge and relentless.  Then there were more exotic pests, creepy flying insects as large as small birds.  Thankfully they tended to be solitary, unless you stumbled into their nests. 

But we were magi, and we were far from observation.  We didn’t hesitate to use the most potent spells that we knew to discourage bugs.  With the power of irionite, the tepid little charms I’d used in the invasion actually worked, and we were able to enjoy the afternoon’s ride without being bitten to death.

“Wards ahead,” Lorcus announced as the sun began to descend.  He pulled his donkey to a halt, and then did a simple scrying spell.  A moment later he opened his eyes and then consulted the magemap he’d prepared.  “Yes, that must be them.  Nothing special.  Standard Imperial military grade wards around their encampment.  They must have at least one Spark with them.”

“That’s good to know,” I nodded, as I nudged my donkey forward.  He wasn’t particularly eager, but I was insistent.  Riding a donkey is much different than riding a horse, despite their common equine heritage. 

My ancient memories recalled dozens of different species of animal and machine that I’d ridden, over the millennium, from Tuaa Folauga on the back of a giant insect mount to Saram astride a giant reptile in the sands of Mars to Palgrave’s awkward experiences with horses at an English manor and camels on his one trip to Cairo, I had vicarious experience with a multitude of beasts.  But riding donkeys hold a special place in those memories.  There’s nothing quite like it. 

“Shouldn’t we try to, you know, subvert the wards somehow?” Ruderal asked, concerned. 

“Nah, we want them to know we’re coming,” Lorcus answered.  “We’re not attacking them.  We just want to talk.”

“To what purpose?” Ruderal prompted.

“We’ll know that once we know more about them,” I suggested.  “We don’t know what use they could be or what problem they might become.  They’ve been hiding up here for three years, now.  And they haven’t disintegrated, as most units do under those sorts of circumstances.”

“The Third Commando stayed together,” Lorcus pointed out.  There was a lot of general admiration amongst professional mercenaries about the Third Commando unit.  It had been assembled out of professional soldiers and specialists into one of three elite units Count Salgo had created during his tenure as Minister of War.  The Second Commando had been almost completely destroyed.  The remnant had become Count Salgo’s private guard.  The First Commando had excelled on the battlefield in Gilmora and was now the Royal Guard.

But the Third Commando had all but been abandoned in the field, discharged but not disbanded, after Gilmora had been successfully defended.  They had maintained an ordered camp and indulged in only light raiding to keep them fed until Anguin had invited them to take his colors and transfer to Vorone.  They had been guarding the summer capital of Alshar ever since.

“They didn’t last three years before they attracted a patron,” I reminded him.  “These fellows must possess some spirit, else they would have melted away in the Farisian sun.”

We were approaching the gate of the compound, now, and I made certain my right hand was free and the mnemonic to summon my mageblade was fresh on my tongue.  There were guards at the gate, I could see, a lashed-together affair of poles and thatch.  There was a pennant flying from the highest pole, a black banner with a white silhouette of a spoked wheel under a single argent chevron waving gently in the breeze.  There was another storm coming, I could tell.

“Spirit doesn’t always equate to competence,” Lorcus reminded me in a quiet voice, as we halted the donkeys in front of the gate and waited for the guards to approach.  “They might just be clinging together out of a sense of desperation, like shipwreck victims.  There’s no guarantee they’re any kind of military force, after all this time.  We could get there and find the place a complete mess.”

When we rode out at mid-afternoon, Lorcus enjoyed a much different opinion.  Indeed, a single evening spent with the Iron Wheel had impressed the warmage mightily.

The credit must be given to Captain Armarus and his staff.  When faced with certain defeat at Farise Town, instead of sacrificing hundreds of men to overwhelming odds he had gathered his most loyal troops to the Garrison District in the north of town and led them upriver into the back country.  After establishing a bivouac at an empty plantation, they fortified the place the best they could and waited for repression or rescue, whichever came first.

Remarkably, neither had.  The mild-mannered Armarus was a traditionally trained officer in the Remeran tradition, and he had set his men meticulously at their work when it became clear that the pirates were in charge of Farise and the Kingdom was not sending a relief force.  Thankfully, Armarus and his men had had the foresight to loot what they could during their retreat, and had enough capital to keep them eating and safe.

But it required them to go beyond the bounds of the common mercenary on garrison duty. Captain Armarus had turned the Loyalists (most of whom hated the Kingdom of Castalshar for abandoning them) into a well-run community that had embarked on a number of small enterprises to keep the unit together and functioning.  They had gotten the original citrus and fruit plantation producing, planted extensive gardens of porsago and vegetables, they had cultivated chickens, pigs and goats, and provided for themselves as well as any Farisian village might.

But they had not lost cohesiveness as a military unit.  The plantation house had been converted into a military headquarters, and the huts that lined the square around it were laid out with military precision.  There were guards patrolling the rough ditch that enclosed the camp, guards at the gate, an extensive archery range and practice yard, and a designated armory in addition to the agricultural buildings.

Formations were still called every morning and night, most of the men still ate at a common mess, and regular sessions of training were undertaken to keep their skills sharp.  On the whole the camp had the feeling of a garrison long at their task, comfortable with their billets and command.

Were they the most elite group of mercenaries in the world?  Of course not.  As soldiers go, they were middle-grade, at best.  But they were veterans who had kept the unit together, and that gave them a tremendous amount of spirit.  They had kept their weapons in good repair.  And they maintained military discipline.  That’s worth a lot for a unit.

I didn’t take much to get an audience with Captain Aramus, as it turned out, and producing a case of brandy from a hoxter pocket ensured his attention.  The Iron Wheel was drinking locally-brewed swill, and even the cheap, recently pirated case of low-grade Alshari brandy was considered a luxury.  Lorcus was his charming Remeran self, of course, and within moments of meeting Aramus we had secured a dinner invitation with most of his staff.

It wasn’t quite a feast – we ate at the slightly ritzier end of the mess hall with the Captain, his wife (a lovely local Farisian woman), three lieutenants, his two senior Ancients, and both of his warmagi.  But the food was good, the conversation lively, and the free brandy flowed freely.

We learned a lot about our hosts in short order, unsurprisingly.  They were quite open about their position: they were unwilling to do anything on behalf of the Kingdom until the issue of their back pay was resolved, and they wanted to return to the Kingdom as their contractual term had long expired.

We were sympathetic, of course, and in the process I revealed myself as an agent of forces from the Kingdom who had been sent to consider the matter.  That wasn’t a lie, I told myself.  As Marshal Arcane of the Kingdom I had an interest in the armed forces it had misplaced.

But the revelation increased the attention Captain Aramus and his officers paid to us dramatically.  It was the first hint of a rescue and recovery that they had seen in three years. 

“It’s not as if our back pay would break the kingdom,” Armarus insisted over dinner.  “All told, it comes to just over a thousand gold, not including traveling expenses.  Of course, that depends upon how you figure it.  But since we haven’t had a single message from Castabriel in three years, it’s hard to get someone to check our math.”

“Didn’t your contract expire?” I asked, recalling something Armarus had said earlier.

“Technically, yes,” Lt. Merenus, his administrative aid, admitted.  “That happened a year ago.  We had a party, but nothing really changed.  According to our contract, the client has the option to extend it for another two years.  But since we never heard back from the Ministry of War, we don’t know if they did or not.”

“Would you be willing to accept a commission in the meantime?” I asked, curiously.  From what I’d seen, the Iron Wheel would make decent troops in the field.  The nine hundred crossbowmen that remained in the unit were good shots and could fight as light infantry, at need.  There were a few companies of infantry, one tiny artillery unit, and a single cavalry squadron.  Not anything near the quality of the Vanadori Guard or the Megelini Knights, but they could stand and fight. 

“If it wasn’t suicidal – and you paid up front,” Merenus said, quietly.  “We’ve built what we have here out of necessity.  We don’t want to lose it out of stupidity.”

What they had built was impressive.  The original abandoned plantation they had taken over as their cantonment had grown citrus and vanilla, and after three good seasons they were starting to produce the long black beans in quantities great enough to sell at market.  Expanding to a second nearby plantation the second year of being stranded, the Iron Wheel had begun to cultivate the spices the smaller farm produced.  They treated the place like an outpost, and maintained military discipline and order at both sites. 

It had the potential to be a successful enterprise.  About a third of the men had married local girls while they were in exile, and seemed dedicated to improving the plantation.  Many more were willing to do just about anything to get back to Remere or Castal, but they weren’t suffering.  Indeed, most of the Iron Wheel were dreaming about what they would do with their back pay once they returned home.

Until then, they seemed to be open to other opportunities.

“What if I could guarantee you a return to the Kingdom after a battle?” I proposed. 

“Most of them would fight through a pit of rusty blades for the chance,” Captain Aramus admitted, quietly.  “Hells, most of them would do that for the prospect of a loaf of real bread.  But they aren’t eager to spend their lives cheaply when they have a decent living here.”

“Understandable,” Lorcus agreed.  “In fact, many of you are living the dream of many a poor sod in Remere.  But I have it on good authority that the Alshari exiles still perceive you as a threat.  Indeed, you justify their existence.  If you lot weren’t here, being threatening, there’s no need for such a large garrison in the city.”

“We’re hardly a threat,” laughed Aramus.  “Oh, we could take a few villages, perhaps assail the outskirts of Farise, but I don’t have enough men here to re-take the city.”

That got me thinking.  “Not alone,” I agreed.  “But if you were augmented with specialized forces, warmagi . . .”

“And then what?” Aramus asked, sincerely.  “Go back to patrolling a population that hates us on behalf of superiors who resent paying us?  I’ve had enough of my mates wake up with their throats slit already.  One way or another, my men and I are done being occupiers.”

As reluctant as the Captain was, it was still an encouraging meeting.  Indeed, when we rode away from the camp the next day all three of us felt we had found an overlooked jewel, or at least an unanticipated resource.  It might take a little negotiation, but the Iron Wheel Company was definitely willing to play a role in any change in administration of Farise, provided they got paid and were taken home.

“As auxiliaries go, they’re quite good – better than trying to train warriors recruited from the bush,” Lorcus approved.  “Their weapons are in good repair, and they’ve built up a store of ammunition.  I can think of a dozen ways they could be useful,” he declared from donkey back.

“It would take them two days to march from here to Farise,” I pointed out.  “That’s not an easy march.”

“They can travel right down the river,” Lorcus pointed out.  “That would cut the time to a day, if they have sufficient boats.  And we’re in Farise.  They practically grow boats here.”

“A point,” I agreed.  “Well, I’d say this little excursion has been successful, so far.  Let’s hope our luck holds when we head into the jungle.”

“The jungle, Master?” Ruderal asked, concerned.

“It’s not too far into it, but yes, the temple we’re going to visit is in the jungle, to the north.  Dangerous country – more dangerous than this by far.  But I’m hopeful we’ll discover enough to make it well worth the risk.”

“Seems like a bit of a trek, just for a pilgrimage,” Lorcus pointed out.

“It’s no mere abbey,” I explained.  “It was built by the ancients, our ancestors, and has survived for nearly seven centuries, largely unmolested.  It is a great gray dome of enormous size, dedicated to Fuller the Geodesarch.  It is run in part by an order of Avitaline monks, it is said, who contemplate the mysteries of mathematics and the universe in their remote temple while the rest of the world burns.”

“Do they fight?” Lorcus asked. 

“No, they’re a contemplative order, not a militant order.  But they may have possession of secrets that could change the world – secrets I intend to loot like a room full of golden idols.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

The Gray Dome

The jungles of Farise are famous for the incredible variety of exotic animals, both natavia and importasta.  The dark and foreboding canopies of the great tropical trees provide a haven for all sorts of animals, insects, birds, nightwebs, and far stranger creatures.  And the daring wild swine and the pure black Farisian tiger provide some thrilling hunting opportunities, if you can hire the native tribes to guide you.  But beware, some of them are fond of human flesh, and a visitor from outside of the jungle has often become the unwitting guest of honor at a dinner they would rather avoid.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

We spent the night at the decrepit inn at Arisife, and were the only guests there. That wasn’t surprising – traffic on the Sound was slowest in winter, and the fall harvest season that could fill the inn with merchants and brokers were long past.  They had, alas, left behind a host of pests in the beds, and I had Rudy practice his enchantments on the room to let us sleep through the night.

Lorcus made inquiries about the great temple that night, interrogating the innkeeper and a couple of local artisans about the place.  After speaking to half a dozen villagers he returned to the room with a bottle of the local beer (a vile concoction which replaced barley with rice, and was tempered with a host of bitter herbs) and news of our destination.

“It’s actually not hard to find, once you get to the jungle,” he explained as he sipped and winced.  “It’s only about six miles off the main track to the west.  It’s not even in the deepest portion of the jungle,” he reported, sounding disappointed.  “They say they get a few hundred pilgrims a year, but it’s so clear how to get there that there’s no call for guides to the place.  There are even signs.”

“So straight up the main trail, then take a left,” I nodded.  “That seems to be right.  That’s where I remember seeing it.”

“Just don’t make a right,” Lorcus counselled, taking another punishing sip.  “There’s a trail about a half-mile before that leads to some bloodthirsty serpent cult, the Cult of Goja.  It’s been around since the Sea Lords controlled the place.  And if you miss the split in the trail, the next one on the right leads to the Sanctuary of Askatasuna,” he related, the foreign word tripping easily off his tongue.  “It’s a refuge for escaped slaves who are very touchy about their visitors.”

“Just how many cults are there out here?” Ruderal asked, disturbed.

“Dozens, I imagine,” Lorcus said, cheerfully.  “It’s too far from the city to warrant much attention, so you can get away with just about anything out here.  Cults and temples have been establishing these abbeys and outposts for centuries.  And there are native tribes living in the area, too,” he added.

“The Olomarsi,” I remembered.  “Slightly more civilized cousins of the Ilnarsi, further inland.  They’ll still hunt you if you enter their territory, though.  Poisoned arrows.  Jungle traps.  We came through there on our way into the Sound.  They were open to a bribe, though, and kept away from the central trail long enough for us to pass through.”

“We shouldn’t be going that deep into the jungle,” Lorcus soothed, when he saw Ruderal’s face.  “The Gray Dome is in one of the oldest settlements out here, and it’s relatively safe.  They send their monks to market, most weeks, and there’s pilgrims in summertime.  Not even much in the way of bandits out here, from what I understand.”

“Why not?” Ruderal asked.  Bandits were a persistent problem, even in Sevendor and occasionally in Vanador. 

“They’re afraid they’ll get captured by one of the Cult of Goja witches and spend the rest of their lives as mindless slaves, tending the porsago gardens and bloodletting every day.  Or that the cult that worships some giant lizard will kidnap them and feed them to their god.  Or that the Olomarsi will happen upon him and he’ll end up in a stewpot.  The jungle is dangerous even for bandits.”

“They eat . . . people?” Ruderal asked, his face troubled.

“It’s a delicacy,” Lorcus assured him.  “To that lot, at any rate.  It’s traditional.  Just stay on the path and all will be well,” he suggested.

We departed at dawn the next morning, and by mid-morning we had passed the last open fields and meadows that stretched out between patches of woodland and came to the edge of the forest, itself.

It was nothing like the well tended forests of the Riverlands or the great woods of the Wilderlands, save that there were a lot of trees involved.  In Farise the jungle stretches high overhead, with every inch of sunlight fought for by the mighty trees below.  That cast the forest floor in perpetual twilight, no matter where the sun was.  Crossing that threshold was like entering the mouth of some great powerful, impersonal beast. 

One with particularly bad breath.  The jungle had it’s own distinct aroma, one I recalled instantly when it was back in my nostrils.  It smelled of decomposition and decay.  The path of hard-packed soil we kept to was between a large expanse of humus and a thick underbrush that fought for what light was left.  The daily rains soaked the decomposing forest floor and encouraged all manner of insects, fungus, and other foul things to slither through the damp soil.  Mist clung to the low spots, and entire sections collected the rainwater into a few active streams.

“Well, this is lovely,” Lorcus said, cheerfully as our donkeys faithfully kept to the trail.  “First truly shady spot I’ve seen in Farise.”

“Then why does it seem even hotter?” I complained.

“No breeze,” Ruderal pointed out.  “It’s as still in here as the inside of a box.  And the humidity.  I’m pouring sweat again.”

The only sign of life we passed on our journey up the main trail was the corpse of a pig that was a few days old and barely there after being devoured by scavengers.  We came to the big stone pillar erected at one of the first trails on the left, which bore a reasonably good picture of the unmistakable dome and an arrow carved into its surface.  Ten minutes later we topped a little rise, and the trees opened up just a bit to reveal our destination in the distance.

It looked decidedly out-of-place in the chaos of the verdant jungle.  It was a massive expanse of solid gray, smooth and resolute, crouching on a small hill a few miles away like a beetle.

“Just how big is that thing?” Lorcus asked, in wonder, as we halted a moment to contemplate it.

“It’s massive.  It spans more space under it’s arches than the largest temples in the Kingdom,” I informed him.  “It was constructed by the ancients as a research and education center, back in the Colonial Period, then became a temple of the Avitalines in the Magocracy.  It’s been lurking back here undisturbed for centuries.”

“I always liked the Avitalines,” Lorcus commented.  “They have their heads on straight, for monks.  And they aren’t all bitchy because of celibacy.  So what are we seeking here, then?”

“I’m not certain,” I admitted. 

The warmage gave me a long stare.  “You’re not certain?  We just spent two days getting here and you don’t know why we’re here?”

“It’s a mission of exploration,” I countered, a little defensively.  “If I knew, it wouldn’t be.  Several sources suggest that there are secrets hidden here.  That’s what I seek.”

“The secrets to what?” Lorcus prodded.

“Many things.  The legacies of the ancients.  The hopes of the future.  The revelations of the dusty past.  Many answers.  Let’s see if we can go find some,” I said, and nudged my donkey along.

As we approached the temple more closely the trail spread out into a proper road, and we began to pass through a few rough gardens, and then an actual field cut into the forest where goats and sheep were pastured.  A bell rang in the distance, as we were spotted, clearly being designed for that purpose.  I’m certain the monks had a watch on the main entrance twenty-six hours a day, considering their neighbors.  But if they had any weaponry with which to defend themselves, it was well hidden. 

The lands on either side of the road quickly became orchards and fields where vegetables, porsago, maize, and other crops were grown.  With every step the looming gray temple seemed to get larger and more foreboding.  As we got closer I was able to make out a few curious surface features on it, windows and such, as well as a small ring of balconies along one level about a third of the way up.

We started seeing monks as soon as we passed what I assumed was a storehouse, and when we came to a stable a young monk came out to greet us.  His head was entirely shaved, though he had a tiny patch of mustache under his nose, and he wore a short linen robe.

“Hail, and welcome to the Gray Dome!” he said, casually, in accented Perwynese.  “I am Novice Pindo.  Do you gentlemen have business here?”

“That is the bloody question, isn’t it?” Lorcus chuckled under his breath.

“We are scholars who have traveled very far to make pilgrimage to your temple,” I explained, slowly.  “I wish to speak to your senior abbot, or someone else who knows the history of the temple.”

“Scholars?  Secular scholars?” he asked, curiously.

“Magi,” Ruderal corrected.  “My master and his friend are magi of great repute who wish to beg permission to conduct some research here,” he explained.  “They think it will be of interest to your abbot.”

“Let us start by introducing you to Brother Jerom,” Pindo decided.  “He’s the brother on watch, today, and he will know how to direct you.  You may leave your mounts here,” he directed. 

It took about half an hour for the elderly monk in charge of all new visitors to hear our story and make the decision to introduce us to a monk who took us to another monk who found a vice-abbot or assistant high priest who might assist us.

They were all incredibly polite, humble, and even a bit chatty, I noticed as we were led to their leader.  Their habit was the same undyed linen robe the novice had worn, although many also wore conical straw hats if their labors took them into the sun.  It seemed a remarkably serene place, considering its location, and a few times I found the contrast with the great gray dome and the jungle oddly beautiful, turning the sinister stretch of green into an almost beatific backdrop for the abbey.

But eventually were led to one of the many wooden halls that ringed the impressive dome temple, and introduced to Brother Manji.

Brother Manji was a short man of broad stature who walked with a bit of a limp when he crossed the hall to greet us.  We introduced ourselves and he seemed genuinely interested in seeing visitors.  He spoke fluent Narasi, I was pleased to note, and even had a bit of a Remeran accent.  He looked every inch the pious devotee of the God of Engineering and Magic, from the thin tonsure permitted senior monks to the golden pendant that replaced the carpenter’s square most of his fellows in the Kingdom wore.

“May I ask what your necklace depicts?” I asked, curiously.  It seemed to be a three-dimensional structure of some sort.

“This?  This is an Octet Truss, the symbol of our sect,” he explained.  “Our founder, the blessed Buckminster – Praise Be Upon Him – invented it in his youth.  Are you familiar with the demigod?” he asked.

“One of Yrentia’s Children, I believe,” Ruderal supplied.  “Like Sagan, Newton or Planck.  But she had a lot of kids.”

“Then I think you will find this tale spiritually instructive,” Manji said, pleased.  “Like Avital, the blessed Buckminster – Praise Be Upon Him – began life as a mortal man.  An engineer, by training, but one beset by bad times and chaos.   When he nearly took his own life by throwing himself off a bridge in despair one night, he had the divine insight that one man, if he properly applied himself, can change the world and improve it with just his mind, if it were properly trained. 

“He went on to invent hundreds of devices that demonstrated his mental brilliance in his own lifetime.  Yrentia collected him amongst her other children before humanity departed the Void.  When we emerged, she set the Temple of the Geodesarch here in seclusion so that we monks could follow the blessed Fuller’s – Praise Be Upon Him – example.”

“That’s somewhat thin, as hagiographies go, isn’t it?” Lorcus criticized.  “The man has an epiphany and just decides to do good things with his mind?  And that’s it?  No battles?  No chthonic monsters?  Blood sacrifices gone horribly wrong?  No mating with ancient witches in remote caves or unexpected betrayals by siblings?”

“Fuller – Praise Be Upon Him – was a more contemplative kind of divinity,” conceded Manji, cooly.  “But his contributions have been important nonetheless.  I take it as magi you are more interested in the arcane library of the temple?  We do train many magi here in both basic and advanced techniques.  Or perhaps your interested in weirwood.  We grow a little here in a special garden, and we’ve been known to sell it, under the right circumstances.”

“Actually, it’s not Fuller – Praise Be Upon Him – or Avital, really, that inspired my curiosity to bring me to the temple.  In fact, I’m more interested in the temple itself.  I know it was built during the Colonial Period, but I have some questions about its earliest life.  What can you tell me about that?”

The question took Brother Manji by surprise. 

“That’s an interesting – and unusual – question,” he finally answered, rubbing his shaven chin thoughtfully.  “But actually quite fascinating.  Follow me,” he said, lurching to his feet and grabbing a short walking stick on his way out.  “For this we need to go to the bowels of the temple, itself.”

“That sounds . . . intriguing,” Lorcus muttered.

“The temple complex is actually split into several levels,” the monk explained as he led us across the sunny grounds towards the hulking expanse of gray.  “As tall as it is, It descends into the ground several stories.  The chambers and storage vaults go on for hundreds of feet.  That’s where the oldest archives are stored, in the unused section.”

“That’s where we’ll most likely find what we seek, then,” I nodded. 

“What in particular do you seek, Master Mirkandar?” he asked

“What an intriguing question!” Lorcus agreed.  “I’m dying to hear.”

I sighed.  “I am searching for records of when this was established as a Level 3 Research Facility under the auspices of the Colonial Science Foundation,” I answered in Old High Perwynese.  “I’d like to see if any electronic data might still be intact from those times.  Fragments of the past which might prove helpful.”

Brother Manji halted in his tracks, then rotated himself around to face me.  There was a very serene expression on his face.

“I’m afraid your information is incorrect, Master Mirkandar,” he informed me with a sigh.

“In what way?” I asked, confused.

“The Fuller Institute – Praise Be Upon Him – was established as a Level 3 Research Facility, but it was improved into a Level 4 Facility by an act of the Colonial Parliament as a part of the Continuity of Civilization acts.  That was very long ago, of course, but it is technically true.”

“So, if there was an upgrade, just what was added?” I asked, curiously..

He studied me carefully, and then made a decision.  “I’ll have to show you,” he sighed.  “Come, let us be quick.  Evening services are going to start in the sanctuary shortly, and we don’t want to disturb them.  Algebra,” he explained, as he led us to a small doorway at the base of the dome. 

It was one of many, I noticed, each of them built into the side of the dome itself with just the barest overhang extending to protect from the rain.  It was much cooler inside, I noted.  We entered the quiet temple and traveled down a long corridor that skirted a few large auditoriums or sanctuaries or other institutionally important chambers, but soon came to a steel door that led to a stairwell. 

The stairs seemed to ascend and descend almost endlessly, and were what I knew were institutional grade, in the old Colonial Period.  Manji began the long flight slowly but surely, each step an effort, but he used the time to lecture us in Old High Perwynese as we descended.

“I’ve spent a lot of time in those old records, actually.  It’s part of my calling as archivist,” he said, proudly.  “I’ve read thousands of them.  From what I can glean, the Colonial Government became worried that there was a danger to humanity.  Just before the Magocracy came to power in Perwyn, it undertook a program of contingencies, expanding the scope and purpose of many of its far-flung facilities – including this one,” the monk explained. 

“To what purpose?” Ruderal asked.

“To maintain human civilization for as long as possible,” the monk answered, thoughtfully.  “Critical information was stored in as many places and forms as possible in an effort to keep humanity from losing the essential knowledge that kept civilization working.  They put the periodic table of lesser elements everywhere, for example, and the basic scientific and mathematical laws that we need to do the simplest tasks.  Certain places – such as this one, were redesigned as long-term repositories of such knowledge.  We are remote, here, and in seven hundred years no one has been able to seriously assail the temple.”

“It seems pretty open,” Lorcus countered.  “No walls, no watchtowers, no defensive ditches.”

“We don’t need them,” the monk insisted.  “We can hear any large force coming through the jungle far before they arrive.  And at the first sign of trouble everyone goes inside the dome and we close the doors.  The dome is made of steel reinforced concrete nearly a foot thick at the thinnest portion.  No one is going to get inside here,” he boasted.  “We have our defenses.”

“Then the Colonial plan seems to have worked,” I suggested, as we started down another flight of stairs.  “You survived.”

“And continued the mission,” he assured.  “We have quietly trained engineers and mathematicians from all over the world, here at the temple.  Our staff contain some of the most highly educated and well-trained experts on the subject.  Bridges in Merwyn and towers in Enultramar have been designed and built by our graduates,” he said, proudly.

“Surely your original mandate to preserve knowledge wasn’t limited to engineering and mathematics,” I said, frowning.

“No, not at all,” assured Brother Manji.  “That’s just what we’re good at.  The Ancients left us a tremendous legacy of information we protect in our library.  We have stood watch over it for centuries, preserving it for future generations.”

“Ah, when will those future generations arrive, then?” Lorcus asked, a little annoyed.  “If you lot have been sitting on the secrets of the cosmos all this time while civilization fell around you, why didn’t you do something about it?”

“We did!” the monk insisted.  “We kept it safe.  And we do share it, when some pilgrim respectfully requests to use it for research.  But we are a small sect of a small order,” he reminded the warmage.  “It’s an acknowledged miracle that we’ve been able to do as much as we have.  Without more outside support, that’s about all we can manage.”  He took a moment to open another steel door, identical to all the others we’d passed through.  He lit a taper just inside, and then spent a few moments using it to light several more.

“Oh, sod it!” Lorcus swore, and cast a brilliant magelight.  That startled the monk, but he looked at us with new respect.  “I’ve been itching to do that for weeks,” he confessed. 

“That is better!” agreed the monk, blowing out his taper.  The magelight had revealed shelf after shelf of ancient books and folios stacked up, as far as the eye could see.  “It is said that we have a greater collection here than even the Imperial Library in Farise.  Perhaps better than Merwyn,” he boasted.  “There are thousands of works on math and engineering, science, philosophy, history, simply everything.  If a man knows where to look, he can eventually find an answer to any question down here, I’d wager.”

I looked around with a sigh.  It was truly impressive.  There were tens of thousands of volumes down here, and Andrews’ memory recognized several titles at once.  Even Palgrave’s memory recognized a few, I was amused to see.

But it wasn’t enough, I knew.  As important as this discovery was, as important as it could become, it wasn’t what I was seeking.  But recent events had suggested a course of action.

“Show me the door you can’t open,” I requested.

“I beg your pardon?” the monk asked, confused.

“Somewhere around here, I would wager, is a door or a hatch or a set of walls that you cannot open, no matter what you try.  Even magic.  Do you have one of those in the temple?”

The monk looked perplexed.  “Well, yes, of a sort.  There’s a couple of panels that seem to be false doors, but they are at the edge of the complex.  They can’t lead anywhere because there is nowhere for them to lead.”

“Show me, please,” I requested. 

“They’re doors that cannot be opened,” the monk protested.

“This will be the third or fourth set of doors that can’t be opened that my master has opened,” Ruderal bragged. 

“I suppose it’s no harm to show you,” he decided.  “But I thought you’d be most interested in the archives.”

“Oh, I am,” I agreed.  “But what is behind those doors may well be far more important to my research.”

“Follow me,” the monk agreed, reluctantly, and led us back through the main door.  We took another door that led to a much more distant part of the catacomb under the dome, until we must have been at the very edge.  He finally came to a large set of double doors, clearly of Colonial origin – and just as enigmatic as the ones at Palomar Abbey.  This time Ruderal did the honors with a magelight.

“There they are,” Brother Manji said with a shrug.  “They’ve never been opened, to my knowledge.  How did you know they were here?”

“There’s a lot of this going around lately,” I said, gazing at the doors.  The lettering was long faded, but over the top of them, written in Old High Perwynese in blocky letters, was the legend EMERGENCY RESPONSE CENTER.  I swallowed, excitedly, and manifested Ariel from a hoxter pocket, making the monk blink in disbelief.

“Ariel, response mode,” I ordered.

“Activated.  What can I help you with, Count Minalan?” came the reply.  I winced.  Ariel did not know I was working under an alias, I realized. 

“Count Minalan?” Manji asked, confused.  “Who is Count Minalan?”

I ignored the monk.  “Ariel, interface with the door in front of us.  I am extending the emergency to this region under my authority as regional administrator.”  I paused.  “Can I do that?”

“As long as the region’s current administrator does not object, it is permissible,” the machine agreed.  “It is customary for you to inquire.”

“Minalan the Spellmonger?” Manji asked, his eyes widening.  Apparently my fame preceded me.

“The region is currently between legitimate administrators, due to the aforementioned emergency circumstances,” I explained to Ariel.  “I am assuming temporary command.  Is that sufficient for you to activate the Emergency Response Center door?”

“It should be.  Working.  Interface accepted.  Emergency override accepted.  Doors activated,” it said, without emotion. 

“You’re the Spellmonger?  Here?” Brother Manji asked in disbelief.  “What is the Spellmonger doing here?” he demanded.

“Exploring our dusty past, apparently,” Lorcus said, as the doors started sliding open.  Beyond was the murky darkness I expected. 

“Ariel, can you access central control remotely?” I asked.

“No, I will need a direct physical connection,” the CI informed me.  “The facility is reporting basic functioning, but that is all.”

“Let’s go in,” I said, summoning Insight to hand once again and conjuring a magelight at its tip .  “And yes, Brother Manji, I am Count Minalan the Spellmonger . . . but I would beg your discretion on that matter.  As to why I’m here . . . we are about to find out.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Echoes of the Past

The hidden corners of the Farisian peninsula often contain secret gems that can bring the enterprising traveler to ancient sites of worship that have persisted in the jungles and badlands for centuries.  Temples, abbeys, meditation retreats, and all manner of shrines dot the countryside, providing intriguing spiritual perspectives against a backdrop of natural beauty.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

I hate to say that I was a little jaded, entering an ancient remnant of my ancestors that had lay undisturbed for centuries, but the fact was this was the third or fourth time I’d done so.  The novelty had worn off a bit.  But the experience had taught me what to do, when I first entered a place like this: find a central data terminal and install my faithful CI in it.  Thanks to Andrews’ memories of such things, I had a good idea of where to find such a thing, though neither of us had ever been here before. 

The Emergency Response Center, like the Starlight Lounge facility, had been prepared against the day when the integrity of the colony was challenged in some way.  It was well known all the ways a human colony could fail on a new world, and fortune was adept of inventing new ways that hadn’t been considered. 

Colonial Doctrine had dictated a number of means to prevent, or at least mitigate, any potential catastrophe, I recalled from Andrews’ memories.  That included prepositioned supply dumps, medical facilities, rescue craft, and food rations in caches across the colonial zone, for instance.  There were supposed to be depots filled with heavy construction equipment left over by the terraformers tucked away in places.  It certainly encompassed the number of secret military installations that had been constructed, supplied with weapons and equipment to take forceful action, at need.

But then it also included places like this.  The Fuller Emergency Response Center was a combined command-and-control center and data repository, I quickly learned as we searched the complex.  It, too, was rated for survival of a massive nuclear strike, and it had a dedicated power system that didn’t seem to be coming awake as quickly as the other facilities. 

But then I found it, when I followed the signs that read OPERATIONS.  An empty data terminal was easy to find, in a prominent place amongst a circle of consoles that ringed a central data display center.  I placed Ariel’s housing gently into the cradle and pushed until I heard a click.  The panel around the module began to come to light almost at once.

“Accessing emergency power,” Ariel proclaimed, as it began to assess the situation.  I watched everyone’s eyes light up with amusement.  None of them had really seen anything like this before.  Brother Manji made some sort of holy sign with his hands and then clung to his sacred octet truss while he whispered a prayer. 

Ariel must have had some success –or perhaps it was Brother Manji’s prayer – because a moment later emergency lighting flickered and then illuminated the central control center.  Two or three of the other consoles reacted as well, lighting up with status or control readings as the first trickle of electricity in centuries fed the machines.

“Local emergency power is at two percent,” announced Ariel.  “I am unable to reach more than a cursory examination of the systems at that level.”

“What was the original power source for the facility?” I asked, interested.  “Radio-voltaic?”

“There is a large reactor in the subbasement of the complex, according to schematics,” the machine acknowledged, “but it was placed into dormant mode at some point and would have to be activated manually.  Secondary power was hydroelectric.  There was a unit placed a few miles west of here in the hills,” it reported.  “Emergency power is low for an unknown reason.  I will attempt a by-pass to access additional nodes to see if I can boost levels into something more useful.”

“What does all that mean?” Brother Manji asked, his eyes wide in wonder.

“This section of the complex has been shut down for so long that the energy it needs has failed.  Like a barman running out of beer.  Most of the modules here included their own individual back up power supplies,” I explained.  “Imagine that Ariel is going around, emptying the last dregs in each of their mugs to make one full glass.  Or as full as it can be, until the barman comes around again.”

“I swear, I had no idea any of this was down here!” insisted Brother Manji.  “The archives, yes, and the shrine to the unknown, yes, but this?  We just thought them false doors, a kind of theological mystery that invited contemplation,” he said, earnestly.

“What’s the shrine to the unknown?” Lorcus asked, sharply.

“Oh, it’s just a little alcove off of the main archive, back amongst the storage rooms,” Brother Manji dismissed.  “It had some ancient panels on it, but no one has any idea what it was for.  Eventually, someone set up a little altar and a few statues and made it into a meditation room.  I take naps there, sometimes, when I’m down here,” he confessed guiltily.

“Fuller will understand – Praise Be Upon Him,” I chuckled.  “Ariel, any idea what that might be?”

“According to schematics, that is likely the control to the central power core,” the machine answered.  “It would be fortunate if it is intact.  Otherwise re-initializing the core will be very difficult, if not impossible.”

“Show us, Brother,” Lorcus insisted.  “I’ll let you know what we find,” he promised, as the portly monk led him away.

“Available power is at three percent,” Ariel reported.  “More coming online shortly.”

“Are you able to access anything?” I asked, getting a little frustrated.  I knew it was too much to ask that every ancient ruin we ran into worked perfectly, but this one seemed important.  “Maintenance files?  Site plans?  Anything?”

“Four percent.  Quite a lot, actually, from a technical standpoint.  But not much that you would find useful, yet.  Give me a few moments and I should be able to run an emergency diagnostic that should include most of the basic information that you desire.  Five percent.  Booting the primary control module now,” it said, calmly.

“What was this place, Master?” Ruderal asked.  “It just looks like a big empty room.”

“It’s a special command center, like the war rooms we use back at Sevendor,” I explained.  “A place where leaders could retreat to safety and coordinate rescue and recovery efforts.  Or take military action,” I added.  “Brother Manji was right about the purpose of the place: it was an archive, a repository of essential information that could be used by the colonial authorities to respond to any conceivable catastrophe.  And a place to provide resources for an extended recovery.”

“Then why didn’t any of it work?” Ruderal asked.

I shrugged.  “It’s unfair to say it didn’t work: for here it is,” I pointed out.  “Just waiting for us, after all of these years.  If Ariel can manage to get it functional.”

“I am listening, you know,” Ariel replied.  “Seven percent.  Primary control module online now.  It is asking for credentials.  Supplied.  Accepted, provisionally.  Permission granted for limited control.”

I clapped my hands together, as ancient ritual required, according to Andrews’ memories.  “We’re in!” I grinned.  “What can you tell us, Ariel?”

“The facility is in dire need of maintenance,” the machine began.  “Power at eight percent, although I’m uncertain we’ll get much more for now.  I am activating the central data hub and beginning a survey and recording of the results.  You were correct, this is a designated back up recovery facility for important colonial data.  Individual datawells for all colonial files are stored here in solid-state, until the last recorded update in CY131 for most terminals.”

“So we have records of everything that the colony had?” I asked, surprised.

“Every possible bit of information,” agreed Ariel.  “The storage facilities were impressively large.  In addition this was a redundant archive for several Colonial agencies, including the Colonial Defense Force, the Colonial Science Foundation, Colonial Strategic Command, the Survey and Exploration Corps, Internal Research & Intelligence, Colonial Vital Statistics, The Colonial Education Board, the—”

“I understand, I understand!” I said, growing excited.  “What is the status of those modules?”

“Beginning diagnostic now,” Ariel said, agreeably.  “This will take a moment.”

That was well enough, because Lorcus reached out to me, mind-to-mind.

Min, we’re here at this super secret little nap chapel, he reported.  Once we took the tapestries off the walls and moved the altar, we were able to get to the panels.  One of them has a light on it.  And that’s about all I can tell you.

It means it’s at least getting power, I explained.  That’s good news.  Thanks.  Bring Brother Manji back, now.  I want to speak with him.

“Diagnostic complete,” Ariel announced.  “All storage modules appear to be intact and uncorrupted.  However there are several data aberrations in their access and control systems that are concerning.  It’s as if there was a large general malfunction at some point that kept the data from being accessed.”

“That is concerning,” I agreed.  “Can you work around it?”

“Certainly,” Ariel agreed.  “I’m writing temporary access protocols now.  I will record only directories and summations of data clusters at this point, to conserve my own storage.  Is there anything in particular you would like to access?”

What a question!  Give a man a chance to have any particular question about the Ancients answered for the asking – but which one?

“Any data  on the New Horizons final destination,” I said, quickly, “Any news reports from the final days of Perwyn and the Colonial Administration.  Anything involving the Alkas Alon or the Vundel.  Locations of further military or civilian bases such as this.  All files on the Continuity of Civilization program.  Inventory manifests.  Technical instructions on how to restart the reactor here.  All schematics for this facility.”  I couldn’t think of anything else off-hand, but that would be a good start, I figured.

“Done,” Ariel reported, dutifully.  “Power levels holding at eight percent.”

“How long can you continue access at that level?” I asked.

“About six hours, but it is recommended that I disconnect to conserve power for the attempt to restart auxiliary or main power,” it recommended.  “One of the emergency power supplies from Z6-28 outpost would be sufficient to provide enough power for that.”

“I’ll make a note for Gareth,” I agreed as Lorcus returned about then, the little monk behind him. 

“I’m far from an expert, but there were things happening to that terminal,” he informed us.  “Lights, noises, it was entertaining.”

“I had no idea,” Brother Manji said, in a hoarse whisper.  “I had no idea any of this was down here!”

“We’re just getting started, Brother,” I assured him.  “As you know, I am indeed Count Minalan the Spellmonger,” I explained.  “You have heard of me?”

“Everyone has heard of the Spellmonger,” he nodded.  “The powerful sorcerer who threw the Censorate out of the kingdom.”

“Close enough,” I decided.  “Well, I have been on a kind of sacred quest in which I discover and activate a number of these secret installations, legacies our ancestors left for us.  It is extremely important,” I emphasized.  “Millions of lives and the fates of nations are entwined in what I do.  Do you understand?”

“I . . . I do!” the monk nodded, enthusiastically.

“Good.  Now, I’ve always been fond of the Avitaline Order back home, and you Fullerites seem as friendly and jovial as they are.  So I need you to go talk to your abbot.  I need to convince him that I need to work down here, undisturbed – me and my men.  And I need it to be kept a secret.”

“Why a secret?” he asked, reasonably enough.

“Because there are dark powers in the world that don’t particularly want me exploring these matters, and to reveal that I am here in Farise doing so would tip them off.  Thus my disguise,” I pointed out.  “Now, I’m going to install an enchantment called a Waystone down here.  It will allow us to come here when we need to.  I will need very little from your people, as we will bring everything in by magic, but I do need you to stay out of here – yourself excluded, of course,” I conceded.

“I’m really the only one who comes down here regularly,” he nodded.  “But the abbot will ask questions . . .” he frowned.

“Let him ask . . . and find out what it would take for him not to,” I instructed him.  “If he needs a donation, I can provide it.  If he needs to be threatened, I can do that, too.  Hells, I can get Ishi to dance in his lap, if it will convince him, but on this I am firm.  No one must know about this yet.  This place is too important a find to risk being ruined by someone who doesn’t like me – and that is a long and distinguished list.”

Brother Manji nodded vigorously.  “I will do it, I swear!  I had no idea this was here,” he repeated again.

“As far as your concerned, for now, it is not,” I said.  “Shut it down, Ariel.  We’re leaving, for now.”

***

We spent the night at the abbey in one of their many, many empty guest rooms.  Indeed, the first two levels of the underground portion of the temple were old residential quarters for visiting researchers, and while all of the old furnishings were long gone the rooms were still clean and comfortable, if a bit dark and dungeon-like without power.  The kitchen and dining area had been converted into a chapel dedicated to the Laws of Thermodynamics, which I found fitting, so we breakfasted with the monks in a little pavilion outside of the dome.

I was surprised that the senior abbot and all of his staff joined us for fruit, tea, and porsago cakes before we set off.  Apparently, Brother Manji had convinced the old monk to help us, for he was full of smiles and mystical sayings that morning, and blessed us repeatedly, he was so convinced.  Or it might have been the fifty ounces of gold I conjured as an initial donation to the temple.  Piety comes in many guises.

But soon we were heading back through the jungle, our heads spinning with the implications of the discovery.  Or at least mine was.  My companions still had questions.

“So a couple of blinky lights and you think you’ve discovered the secrets of the universe?” Lorcus challenged me, as we rode our donkeys back.  “Was that really worth the trip?”

“It’s Ancient technology,” I explained.  “Tekka, of the very highest sort.  That gray dome contains more information that all the books in the Kingdom and Farise, combined.  Records that stretch back before the Void.”

“So how is that going to help us?” he continued to prod.

“Because we’ve lost incredible technologies since then,” Ruderal jumped in.  “You haven’t been to the Starlight yet, Lorcus, but it’s amazing.  You can learn nearly anything there.  All sorts of things about the Ancients and history and their tekka,” he said, enthusiastically.  “Things we can use.”

“Use for what?” he said, continuing to be contrary.  “I’m all for progress – you’ll have to fight me to take my magical chamberpot away – but I don’t much see the point in digging up all of this old stuff.  If we want blinky lights we can cast a spell, as Nature and the gods intended.”

“It’s not just the blinky lights,” I sighed.  “I need to understand how the Colonial government fell, why the New Horizon was sent into exile, and where I might find help to recover the Forsaken.  This temple could well be the first important step in that journey.”

“To what end?” Lorcus continued.

“To save the world,” I answered, quietly.  That took the Mad Remeran by surprise, I think.  He was a brilliant tactical thinker, but he didn’t often appreciate the larger picture. 

“How so?” he asked, somberly. 

“All life on Callidore will come to an end in three thousand years, give or take, unless I can save it.  Everything you know, everything you see, everything you know about this wonderful world will come to a sad, violent end.  Our descendants will be dead, our lines extinguished, our people extinct.  The Alka Alon will flee, or stay and die, and the Met Sakinsa will be able to do nothing.  Even the Vundel will be extinct.  Everything you’ve ever done and will ever do will be a forgotten tale, remembered by no one.  Our entire existence will be for naught.”

There was a long pause, as Lorcus considered my words.  Finally, he sighed.

“All right, then,” he affirmed, grudgingly.

“All right . . . for what?” I asked, confused.

“If you’re trying to save the world, I might not understand it, but I trust you,” Lorcus admitted with a sigh.  “People say you’re mad, you know, when you go on about things like that.  Not that I mind – I like working for someone who’s a bit cracked.  It keeps me on my toes.  But you’ve rarely been wrong.  Besides, now that the war is over, I need something interesting to keep me occupied or I’ll drive the missus crazy.”

“So you think I’m actually trying to save the world?” I asked, genuinely interested in his answer.

“Let’s say I think you think you’re trying to save the world, and if I don’t help you’re bound to cock it up, somehow,” Lorcus explained.  “On the off chance you’re right, I can’t very well let you do that.  My conscience would plague me.  So . . . all right.  I’ll help.  It might be mad, but it will make a good story, one day.”

“I . . . appreciate your support and your unwavering confidence,” I said, sarcastically.  “In fact, I try not to talk about it because the matter is both abstract and obscure, and few have the understanding to appreciate the subtleties.  To achieve this will require a long and unlikely series of events, and even one mistake may well doom the entire effort.  So every ally I make along the way is helpful.”

“You should consider yourself fortunate.  If I’m involved, how can you fail?” Lorcus asked. 

“In any number of spectacular ways, if I understand the situation properly,” Ruderal offered.  “The Alka Alon, Kingdom politics, the Vundel, not to mention a couple of evil dark lords lurking in the shadows.  I might be missing a few,” he admitted.

“Several,” I agreed, with a melancholic sigh.  “Most days my effort seems hopeless.  But I persist, because nobody else will and nobody else can.  But this trip gives me a little hope.  If I can put Gareth and a few of his new tekka lads on getting this place running, I will have made a bit of progress.  Just a bit, but it helps.  If nothing else, it gives me the first real reason to conquer Farise since I came here.”

We moved through the jungle fairly quickly, enduring just two brief rainstorms before we emerged back into the lightly cultivated countryside.  We were just stopping for luncheon (conjured through a hoxter – roast pork, beans, cheese, a proper jug of ale, and a delicious loaf of freshly baked bread – it was a refreshing change from fruit, rice and porsago) when Mavone reached out to me, mind-to-mind.

I do hope you’re excursion has been fruitful, because you need to stop it and get back here as soon as possible, he insisted through the link. 

We’re just finishing up, and we’re on our way back to Arisife now.  Why?  What’s happening? I asked, concerned.

Events have taken a turn, he informed me.  A couple of hotheads up at the Citadel are demanding that electors be named, and Count Cingaran has issued a proclamation attempting to ban any such proceeding and threatens imprisonment to any who try.  It’s Imperial tradition to conduct such matters at the Winter Solstice, which is rapidly approaching, so they’re making a big deal about it.  Pratt made an impassioned speech declaring that Cingaran lacked the authority to make such a ban, and now everyone is fighting mad.

That’s interesting, I agreed.  It was difficult to get my mind to focus back on the endless intrigues of Farise when it wanted to contemplate the discovery at the Gray Dome. 

It gets worse, he continued.  Yesterday afternoon there was a thunderstorm.  During the storm lightning struck the main headquarters of the Alshari mercenaries in the Palace District.  Repeatedly.  Six different strikes, all in one place.  More than twenty senior staff were killed.  They’re still finding bodies.  The Contramara are openly claiming responsibility, he warned.

Openly?  How? I asked.  As far as I knew the Contramara didn’t have any public representation.

They burned a message into the front façade of Cingaran’s mansion with magic, he answered.  It says THUS IS PAID THE PRICE OF OCCUPATION.  THE CONTRAMARA WILL NOT YIELD.  They also drew some lightning bolts into the place, just in case anyone was confused about what they meant. 

That’s kind of classy, I observed.

It got some attention.  So did the lightning strike – in the same storm – that struck Pratt’s galleon.  No message, but the thing is too damaged to be seaworthy, now.  It’s clear that the Contramara don’t like either side.

I take it that fulgurite was found at each scene, I predicted.

What an astute guess, Mavone agreed, dryly.  Yes, Atopol just confirmed that.  He’s been hanging around the Censorate headquarters, for some reason.

Do they have any idea where the fulgurite is coming from? I asked.  If you could trace that, then you can figure out who’s placing it. 

Not that I’ve heard.  They’re probably too distracted to do that kind of investigation.  Jannik tells me that the Alshari are hopping mad at the Censors for not preventing this.  The Censors are blaming Cingaran for not having any real intelligence service to assist them.  Cingaran’s men are furious and scared, to the point where the Count, himself, had to address them and calm them down.  Not all of them were convinced.  Things are starting to devolve, he pronounced, grimly.

How can we take advantage of it? I asked, already considering some ways.

That depends on who we want to back – if anyone, he replied.  The factions are shifting allegiances by the hour, I’d guess, and at some point it will break.  It might be a day from now, a week or a month from now, but things are decidedly destabilizing.  That’s why I need you back here.  We need to make some decisions.

I’ll come back by Waystone, then, and let Rudy and Lorcus return the normal way.  We can go over the reports and figure out what to do next, I promised. 

It might help to put together an operations team, he suggested.  If we’re going to do anything meaningful, we’re going to need more than the fellows we have here.  They’re good spies, but most of them aren’t street fighters.

You have anyone in mind? I asked. 

As chance would have it, I do.  I want to bring in Sandoval to lead the operations side.  He’s a veteran, he’s currently unemployed, and he knows how to lead a strike team.  He’ll also be better equipped than I in staffing the rest of the team.

Make him sign a contract as a mercenary, I reminded him.  This isn’t part of his official duties for the Magelaw.   If you can get him at all.  He might not like the prospect of coming back here. 

You don’t go into intelligence without learning to have leverage over people, when you need it, Mavone said, philosophically.  He’ll come.  He owes me.  But if we can get a good half-dozen warmagi down here, acclimatized, and ready to work, it would put us in a better position when we actually know what we’re going to do.  Speaking of which, what are we going to do?  Support the Alshari?  Support Pratt?  Stay out of it and see who ends up on top?

The Contramara will always be on top, I pointed out.  They won’t go away, no matter who is in charge.  So we have to take them into consideration.  If they don’t like either choice, then what is their play?

Well, they struck at Cingaran and they struck at Pratt, but they didn’t do anything to the optimists who want to declare electors to elect a Doge.  So even if they don’t support the candidates, they don’t seem to object to the process.  I could easily be wrong about that, however.  We need more information.  That is, if Cingaran doesn’t move in and slaughter every mage in Heron Hill and Tirza to get back at the Contramara, like some of his men want to do.

I doubt that would stop the Contramara, I suggested.

Of course it wouldn’t.  But it would send a message to the magi and the nobility about how Cingaran will respond to any more talk of a new Doge.  The problem is that would create a new round of assassinations and a street war, but I don’t think Cingaran realizes that.  Or he just doesn’t care.

It sounds like he’s getting desperate.  His new Merwyni friends would be quite upset with him if he doesn’t hand the keys of Farise over to them when they arrive, and it’s doubtful he’ll get a viceroyalty or something when they land in that case.

A good point.  But that’s how things stand here.  How did it go with the Loyalist Remnant?

They are not particularly loyal, I reported, and they’re open to negotiation on a future collaboration, provided they get paid and it’s not too dangerous.  Decent garrison troops, mostly Remeran crossbowmen and Castali infantry.  We made friends, I assured him.

And the temple? he asked, hesitantly.  Like Lorcus and many other warmagi in my circle, Mavone had not been privy to all the details of all the avenues of my endeavors.  And like many warmagi, he had an innate suspicion of tekka. 

It’s a massive archive of pre-Imperial information, I explained.  It will be insanely valuable – once we can get the power working.  I need Gareth for that, and he’s on leave to undertake the Kasari rites and get married.  A powerful resource that I can’t use at the moment.

Well, I’m glad it worked out well.  But you’re needed back here now.  Your holiday is over.

“Well,” I said with a sigh after we broke contact, “that was Mavone.  Things have gotten complicated back in the city, and he needs me back.  I’ll depart by the Ways, while you two return the donkeys and head back by boat.”

“Anything I need to be aware of?” Lorcus asked, concerned.

“Hotheads and insurgents and magical assassinations,” I grunted.  “Just another market day in Farise.”


Chapter Thirty

The Armies Of Midnight

One cannot miss the weeks of parades and celebrations leading up to the Winter Solstice, a particularly raucous holiday in which the sugar spirit rum plays an important but hazy role.  Following Imperial custom, much government business is conducted near or on the beginning of winter, and it is customary for the native Farisians to make quite a party out of the occasion.
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The next few days were tough.  All of Farise seemed to be going mad.

There is a difference you feel on the street when the people are just unhappy with their lot or even their leadership, and when the people are angry and afraid.  I was used to the former, in the last few months.  The Farisians enjoyed complaining as a sport, sometimes, and they had plenty of reason to.

But after I returned from Arisife there was a decided change in the feel in the street toward the latter.  People were angry.  But they weren’t certain why they were angry.  I had a very good notion why they were. 

When I returned by Waystone to the cellar of the practice, I found Mavone putting together a few old rickety tables into a working space in the old ice locker. 

“We’ve been focusing on normal intelligence, thus far,” he explained as he began conjuring a host of thaumaturgical equipment.  “That has been fruitful, but we’ve neglected arcane intelligence.  It’s time to start scrying,” he announced.  “It’s starting to get dangerous enough out there that we might want to pull our people in from the field and just watch for a while, if it gets any worse.”

“What’s the latest?” I asked, as I moved to help.

“Count Cingaran has mobilized his troops and is sending hundred-man companies out to each district – at least on the east bank of the river,” he supplied, as he conjured a trio of magelights and a large, professional glass scrying bowl in matte black.  “He’s taking control of Heron Hill and the northern districts.  There’s been no movement to the commercial or river districts yet, but I’d guess that would be next.”

“Let’s find out,” I agreed, as I conjured Insight.

For three days, events tumbled across the city on an hourly basis as various groups attempted to take advantage of the chaos.  The Brotherhood of the Rat seized control of the docks, after the suspicious lightning strike on Pratt’s ship.  That included the roads and the docks that connected the harbor to the rest of the town.  Commodore Sadikoas kept a few caravels of his men there, but the bulk of his forces were moored at Calafel.  There were not enough in the harbor to challenge the Rats.

Three separate patrols were ambushed on our side of the river that afternoon, while an unanticipated riot in Heron Hill sacked a fourth. 

You don’t usually expect the nicer neighborhoods in town to be prone to riots, but feelings were high amongst the native nobility and the Farisian adepts.  And considering how much brandy they drank, they had plenty of bottles to throw. 

The Contramara was widely suspected to be behind the ambushed patrols on the west bank, as all three featured magical as well as conventional attacks.  They were more elaborate versions of the one I’d experienced in Mercer’s Market, scaled up to meet the larger units being sent to patrol.

The riot in the posh section of town seemed homegrown, we decided, the result of a group of frustrated magi who were rallying in support of nominating electors meeting a patrol of particularly nasty Alshari mercenaries who seemed opposed to the idea.  There was shouting, shoving, someone threw a punch, someone else drew a sword, someone else drew a warwand, a spirited discussion began and it spiraled out of control from there.  It didn’t last long, but the anger amongst the magi lingered and festered.

But it provoked a reaction.  It forced Count Cingaran to call upon his allies, the Censorate, to help restore order in the district, which led to the rare sight of mounted Censors bearing their full stock of irionite.  That just made the smoldering street action more interesting.  Cingaran declared a curfew in Heron Hill and Tirza.  Pratt declared the curfew null, but declared the harbor districts closed to all traffic.

Things really got interesting that first night.  We kept getting reports in from our men in the field – including Lorcus, who had returned via Waystone with Ruderal as soon as the donkeys were returned to Arisife.  He plunged into the chaos of the street and began sending us reports mind-to-mind, while Rudy helped me keep the news coordinated with what we were seeing with our scrying.  At one point we were running four different bowls and a couple of other, more esoteric methods to keep track of various arcane perspectives.  We created a special magemap to chart the action, and who controlled which territory.

I had the brilliant idea to task Atopol with breaking back into the Censorate’s headquarters and stealing a bit of fulgurite from their evidence locker in earnest, since nearly every Censor was fighting in Heron Hill.  I also detailed Iyugi, in a rare mind-to-mind contact, to make his way back toward the bridges, if he was able, just to be safe.  Iyugi can take care of himself, but he isn’t a warmage, and I wanted him close enough to rescue, if need be.

Jordi joined us that evening, fresh from the docks where he had witnessed the gangs of the Brotherhood spilling out to take over the routes from the harbor.  There were about three hundred of them, possibly more, and they had set up checkpoints to control any traffic.  Thankfully, Jordi was on the right side of their barriers and quietly made his way back to the practice just after dusk. 

“That’s everyone accounted for but Jannik,” Mavone pronounced, shaking his head.  “I know he can handle his own business, but . . .”

“He can,” I agreed.  “His ephemeral nature makes it a little easier to bear, but it’s his instincts I trust.  He’s bound to have found someplace safe at the first sign of trouble.  If we don’t hear from him in a day or so, we’ll scry him out and send a rescue team.”

That night, things started to cook in Farise.  Several costumed gangs held raids or rallies across the city.  There was violence, but it didn’t seem directed at anyone in particular – although the Alshari presence on the west bank was scant.  A few buildings went up in flames.  Evidently some enterprising smaller gangs took the opportunity to settle scores or bristle themselves in front of their rivals.  But dawn came with no serious attack.

“It’s like they’re at the knife sharpening stage,” Mavone suggested, over breakfast.  Bluestem had been spared any serious action, thankfully, save for the occasional costumed gangster parading past on their way to more important places.  “Things have even quieted down in Heron Hill.  I think he’ll withdraw the Censorate by noon.”

“And they will return to a slightly plundered headquarters,” Atopol announced, stepping out of the shadows the way he does.  “I got the sample you requested, of course.  But I also got the name of the thief who I ran into last time.  She was there again, taking advantage of their lax security.  I took the chance to introduce myself,” he admitted.  “Her name is Haizea.  It means ‘breeze’,” he said, dreamily.

“What was she stealing?” Mavone asked with interest.

“Nothing fun,” he frowned.  “Some notes, is all.  Of course, I only saw her for a few moments.  And she was wearing a mask.  Same perfume.  But she sounded pretty,” he said, encouraged.

“And you just let her go?” I asked, confused.

He shrugged.  “Professional courtesy.  We were stealing different things.  No reason to argue about it.”

“Who is she working for?” I asked, sighing in frustration.

“Either one of the magical houses or perhaps the Contramara.  She was an amateur, but she was charmed up like a dowager adept trying to look nineteen again.  She’s definitely a mage.  That’s a plus,” he added.

“But that’s not all,” he continued.  “On the way back I made my way through the temple and commercial districts.  Alshari forces have moved into them and have seized control over the Doge’s Bridge and the Palace Bridge.  But the Rats have apparently seized the Harbor Bridge, from what I overheard.”

Mavone sighed, and put down his tea cup.  “All right, back to work.  Let’s see how far this is going to go.”

The second day was the worst.  Around the time we were breaking our fast Count Cingaran, in his wisdom, had decided that the curfews were not adequate for demonstrating what a hateful prick he was.  He showed up at the Clerk’s Market, High Market, and Three Stars Market on the east bank and closed them indefinitely, as well as all the wineshops, taverns, and tea houses in the districts.  He posted guards to enforce it.

That was playing dirty.  Even during the invasion, no one had tried to close the markets.  That was a social crime, in commercially-minded Farise.  People depended on the markets, planning their days and weeks around them.  Vendors depended upon them for their livelihood.  People only kept so much tea on hand.  Interrupting the sacred flow of the market was un-Farisian, in the worst way.  If Cingaran had wanted to calm things down, his heavy-handed action had the opposite effect.  Murders and beatings were one thing, but when you deprive a Farisian of his tea, things get ugly, quickly. 

And they did.  The riots re-ignited, turning into running street battles where the locals would torment the guards and attempt to lead them away from their positions.  The Alshari were forced to send in reinforcements several times before afternoon, when a massive thunderstorm interrupted everyone’s street fighting.  In one case, it interrupted it with actual lightning, killing two Alshari in Three Star Market.  No one thought it a coincidence. 

But after the storm some of the rioters (or their local confederates) seized the North Bridge, for some reason.  They drove off the small patrol detailed by the Alshari to take it, and they seemed to be very proud about that, from what Lorcus reported.  He was watching nearby, and giving us some very detailed intelligence on who was leading the little rebellion.

It was telling that when night fell, and the armies of midnight convened, they arose on the west bank and crossed the North Bridge en masse before they descended on the Alshari checkpoints in the commercial and temple districts.  This was far less a street battle and much more a belligerent mob.  They overwhelmed most of the smaller checkpoints, occasionally pausing to beat and torture the Alshari mercenaries they’d taken prisoner. 

Other factions used the chaos as cover to conduct kidnappings or raids of their own.  Nobles and merchants were abducted from their homes and hidden away.  Shops were broken into and looted – not just grocers and jewelers, but the offices of advocates and counting men and registered agents.  People disappeared, that night, and a good many were never heard from again.

It was near midnight when Jannik finally stumbled in.  He looked half-drunk and half-dead, but he seemed intact, even if his spirits were sagging.

“It’s a bloody mess, over in the nice part of town.  Soldiers patrolling one side, Rats hanging out on the other, both glaring at each other but unwilling to make a move.  Oh, they’re were a couple of duels – the Alshari love to duel in the streets, apparently – but nothing worse than that.

“But the interesting news from the Golden Tiger – which remains open, by the way, and brandy is half-price during daylight hours – is that the Alshari and the Pratt factions are talking behind the scenes while their forces stare each other down.  Pratt says he’ll release the harbor and withdraw his Rats if Cingaran stands down and allows the selection of Electors at the winter solstice.  Neither side seems willing to budge.”

“Cingaran might not survive to the morning, depending on what happens,” Mavone suggested.  “I wouldn’t be eager to make a deal myself, in Pratt’s position.”

“Oh, the valiant Rat Admiral is a canny one,” Jannik agreed.  “He visited the harbor to cheer up his men while I was out taking a piss in the street.  Rode a horse and everything.  He looked dashing and dangerous and completely out of his depth.  But it’s clear he’s ready for a confrontation with Cingaran.  Now, please excuse me, while I wash up, throw up, eat a little something, throw up some more, and then get in a nap.  I haven’t slept in two days,” he confessed, as he stumbled up to one of the guest rooms.

We pulled in nearly everyone but Lorcus that night, as the turmoil raged up and down the river, crossing it at times.  We tracked it as best we could with magic, and if our visions were accurate (and there are none better) then we managed to follow the fighting fairly well all night. 

The devolution of order was fascinating, in a horrid sort of way.  The political forces fighting against each other were clear, and their objectives seemed well-defined.  But so many non-aligned parties became spontaneously involved that the violence spread far beyond the east bank that night.  We watched in fascinating horror as gangs assembled on the outskirts and then plunged into the chaos of their own accord.  And as soon as one area had been affected, the neighboring districts started to produce their own predators.

Or perhaps it wasn’t as spontaneous as it seemed.  Lorcus was the first one to bring his suspicions to light, that tense evening.  He reached me mind-to-mind in the field – the last agent I had out in the streets.  He was actually making his way back to the practice by means of the North Bridge, the easiest one to cross.

It’s been a lovely night, he assured me, as he walked quietly through the North Bridge District.  Checkpoints and mobs all around.  And not all of them are those costumed freaks.  I watched people come together, five or ten at a time, talk a little bit and then head somewhere with determined looks on their faces and clubs in their hands.  Not thugs, Min, but normal working people.  That’s not normal, he insisted.  Take up arms and guard the neighborhood?  Sure.  That’s the natural response, if you aren’t hiding in your cellar like a reasonable fellow.  But go out looking for trouble?  That’s weird, Min.

I can’t argue with that, I replied.  You think it’s coordinated?

I would be shocked if it wasn’t, he suggested.  They aren’t even stirring themselves into a frenzy, like a proper mob should.  They just all agree on who’s going to get their ass kicked over their shoulders tonight, and they set forth.

Let me know when you’re back at the practice so we can debrief you, I instructed him, and ended contact.

“What if all the secondary violence isn’t mere opportunism?” I asked Mavone, when I rejoined him at the scrying room.  “What if it’s coordinated, and using the riots as cover?”

“To what end?” Mavone asked, reasonably enough.

“That’s the question,” I agreed, frowning, as I summoned the magemap we were using to track the activity that night.  Symbols depicting reports of violence abounded in the center and the east, but the movements on the west bank were different.  We wouldn’t know until we found out who their victims were, of course, but the indications of violence we had were more focused, it appeared, many taking place at roughly the same time. 

Most activity on the east bank had ceased, by twilight, but the fighting in the west bank smoldered on into daylight.  I was exhausted, by that point – I’d managed to grab a few naps, since I returned to the practice, but I’d been living on tea and brandy and fried porsago cakes.  I tumbled into bed before noon, and slept through most of the aftermath.

The third day was quieter after the orgy of violence the night before.  The costumed gangs retreated, for the most part, leaving behind a few skirmishers to keep the battered Alshari forces from following.  They discarded their costumes and donned civilian clothes as they went, and a good many of them left behind small glass vials amongst their gear.  Then they just faded back into their neighborhoods.

Mavone was curious, and had Atopol venture out to acquire one of them, when he heard about it from Iyugi.  He found out the vials had contained an herbal potion called bardane, produced from a local seaweed.  Bardane, apparently, erases your memory of the last six to eight hours of your life.

That was a brilliant strategy, I had to admit.  To stir up the armies of midnight, and then make them forget they participated would make it awfully hard to track them down, I realized when Mavone explained it to me.  A clown or a costumed savage or a goblinesque mask might conceal your identity while you commit your crimes, but the bardane kept you from even remembering them.  You could stand up to questioning, even a truthtell.  It made it damn hard to track down anyone involved.  You might have some cuts or bruises, but at least you know you had a good time.

But that third day, Count Cingaran had realized how close he was coming to a general uprising.  Though he tried to enforce a curfew, he retracted the market closings.  By evening most of his additional troops had withdrawn back to the Palace District, though they did not stand down their readiness.

For his part, Pratt withdrew his Rats from the harbor and returned them to their ships and hidden dens.  By nightfall, a sense of calm had come over the city.

That night I got a summons to the front porch of the practice, where Darriky was waiting for me.  My attentive servants had already fetched him a cup of tea by the time I arrived to greet him.

“I was wondering where you had gotten off to,” he said, as I settled into a chair opposite him.  “I tried to come by a few days ago, but you were gone.”

“I had a job up-country, in Arisife,” I explained.  “It took longer than I thought.  By the time I got back . . .”

“I know,” Darriky sighed.  “It’s probably just as well you missed most of the excitement.  Some of us had a meeting – there have been lots of meetings,” he explained.  “Some of our colleagues were behind the fracas over in Heron Hill.”

“I figured as much, when I heard about it,” I said, cautiously.  “But I’m not political.”

“That’s what people like about you,” Darriky agreed.  “But I thought you might be interested in some of what was said.  The consensus of opinion was to push for the selection of Electors, regardless of what the Alshari say.  They really want to elect a new Doge.”

“So what happens when the Alshari arrest the new Doge?” I asked.

“I’m not certain they could,” he said, proudly.  “But we aren’t there, yet.  I was coming by to let you know that word from the Palace is that Cingaran backed down.  He will no longer oppose Electors being selected at the Winter Solstice.  Afterwards, they will start negotiations about electing the Doge.”

“Negotiations?” I asked, curiously.

“Well, the exact method used in the past changed over the centuries, so they have to figure out just who is eligible, how they’ll be selected, and what their given powers will be.  It’s been a generation since we had to do that, and that time it didn’t really go smoothly, so there are a lot of questions that need to be answered.”

“Interesting.  I suppose that’s more civilized than the way the Narasi usually end up deciding on leadership.  But if Cingaran is allowing these Electors, does that mean he will acknowledge whatever Doge they elect?”

“Not one bit,” agreed Darriky.  “He doesn’t really have any real authority that doesn’t come from his mercenaries, though, so it will be interesting to see how he responds.  A couple of our fellows are considering running for Electors – by tradition, there need to be three hundred and forty four to elect a Doge, from what I understand.”

“How are they chosen?” I asked, fascinated.  I knew a little about the intricacies of Imperial history, but that usually didn’t include Farise.

“Traditionally, an ad hoc panel of twelve men, ‘of the wisest and most prudent amongst mage and mortal’ judges the suitability of each proposed Elector at Yule, and if no one objects, they’re in the new Congress.  It’s a pretty casual process.  You can bet that many of those snobby fellows you met at Alperrik’s party will be chosen.  So will Alperrik, for that matter,” he said, thoughtfully. 

“Are all of the Electors magi?” I asked, curiously. 

“No, by tradition about a third of them are mundane figures of prominence in the city.  Usually a hundred and forty four of them.  Merchants and city officials, well-respected heads of well-financed houses, the usual oligarchs.  All are required to be ‘educated men, avoiding corruption and graft, who have the confidence of their mundane fellows’ or some crap like that.  They read a lot of the old records at the meeting.  I stopped paying attention after a while.”

“So are you going to run?” I asked, with interest.  It would be useful to have the ear of one of the Electors, I figured.  But Darriky looked aghast.

“Ishi’s bigger tit, no!” he said, his expression scandalized.  “I’m not one of those Tirza aristocrats!  I work for a living!”

“Perhaps we need more Electors like you,” I encouraged.  “It would keep the aristocrats and oligarchs from becoming too powerful.”

“I’m not smart enough or honest enough for that,” Darriky pledged, solemnly.  “I’ll let others stick their prick into that porcupine, thank you.  I just want to live in peace,” he insisted.  But then his manner changed.  “But that brings me to the other reason I came by.  There were a lot of voices at these meetings – loud ones who were calling to slay every Narasi bastard in the city when the Electors were named.  There was plenty of nonsense like that.”

“You think it will amount to anything?” I asked, concerned. 

“I want to say no.  But if you haven’t noticed the riots and murders and arsons the last few days . . .”

“I take your meaning.  Thank you.  I actually did plan to shut down the practice and travel at the Solstice.  It’s a big affair, among my people.  Feasting, dancing, wine, gifts, ale, songs, stories, and usually snow,” I said, nostalgically. 

“It’s a couple of days off, at least one of them dead drunk, for mine,” chuckled Darriky.  “Unless you’re religious there’s not much reason to celebrate the beginning of winter.  But going out of town is probably a wise choice, for a Narasi.  Things will cool down after the holiday, I’m certain.”

“So what’s gotten into everyone?” I asked.  “I was out of town and apparently missed a few things.  I come back and . . . riots,” I explained, mystified.

“The problem was with the Count trying to tell the magi what they were allowed to do when he knows damn well he doesn’t have the authority to do that.  And now he’s proven he doesn’t have the forces or the will to stop them.  He will let them have their silly election and delay things as long as possible.  And then he’ll probably arrest the new Doge,” he admitted.  “If the riots don’t burn the city to the ground in the mean time.”

“Yes, it does sound like a good time for a holiday,” I decided.  “Perhaps things in town will improve while I’m gone, and we can get back to our practices.”

“I wouldn’t count on it, but we can hope,” Darriky agreed, and rose to leave.

I filled in Mavone as soon as he left, of course.  He looked ragged, at this point, as he had monitored the situation almost constantly since the troubles began.  But he nodded gratefully at hearing of the compromise that the palace had struck. 

“I was hoping that something like that would result,” he said, leaning back in his chair.  “The alternative would have been a bloodbath,” he predicted.  “I think Cingaran’s ploy is to bide his time and wait out the arrival of the Merwyni.  If he can stay in power until then . . .”

“My thoughts exactly,” I agreed.  “Or he’ll bust into the Citadel during the election and arrest everyone, and take his chances in the streets.”

“Or any number of other things could happen,” Mavone proposed.  “I was going over the magemap and the lists of independent mob violence we had – and the list is growing.  A whole spate of kidnappings, murders, and arsons that had nothing to do with the Alshari or the magi or the midnight armies.  It intrigued me.”

“What did you find?” I asked, curious.

“I think Lorcus is right.  If I didn’t know better, and I do, this looked like a bunch of preparatory attacks and selective abductions.  Only certain businesses were destroyed, certain people were carted off into the night or quietly murdered.  It looks like what I would call a shaping operation,” he guessed.  “Someone is trying to shape the future battlefield to suit them.”

“Which means that there is a greater intelligence with greater power at play here than we thought,” I nodded, appreciating the importance of the observation. 

“And they are planning a much larger operation,” agreed Mavone, tiredly.  “I’m still receiving reports, and it will take days for me to know for certain, but I’m certain that the Contramara are behind these other raids.  They, or someone equally as sinister.”

“Well, it seems they got what they wished for, if Cingaran is going to permit their electors proceeding.  Perhaps they’ll quiet down, now.”

“No one goes to all of that effort without a plan, Minalan,” Mavone pointed out.  “If we’re right about this, this was coordinated action by hundreds of people without any rallies, recruitment drives, or notice that it was coming.  Not just a couple of cells of revolutionaries, this was much more involved.  Whoever it is, they are committed.  We need to be, too.  You’re going back to Sevendor for Yule, then?”

“I need to, if I want to maintain my cover.  Minalan would never miss a Yule if he could help it, everyone knows that.  If I don’t make an appearance, people would talk.  And speculate.  We’ve managed to keep this quiet for two months, now, but sooner or later people are going to notice I’m not at Sevendor or Vanador very often.  Showing up at Yule will help allay their suspicions.”

“Agreed.  But while you’re there, collect Sandoval and a couple of stout fellows for an operations team.  If the last few days has taught me anything, its that we need to be able to project more power in the field.  A couple of smart High Warmagi hanging around will make me sleep easier.”

“I’ll do that,” I promised.  “Just make sure we have adequate accommodations ready for them.  Anything else?”

“Bring me some Yule pudding, if you don’t mind,” he decided.  “And some bread that tastes like bread.  If I have to eat porsago again, I might be ill.”


Intermission III

Yule is always special to me, and escaping being Mirkandar for a little while to be Minalan was actually a bit of a relief.  It’s nice not having to constantly stay alert about innocent questions that might betray you, or worry about your old warmagic instructor recognizing you.  When I came through the Ways on the eve of the important day, I felt that tension drain from me in the arms of my wife. 

And I got to see the children again, which was a special kind of blessing for me.  I hadn’t realized how much I missed them until I saw them, and then I ached for them.  I spent several indulgent hours in the nursery getting reacquainted with them all. 

Their excitement was at a peak, with the most important of their holidays on the morrow, and every one of them seemed about to burst with energy.  I distributed a few small presents to them, mostly candies and sweets they’d never experienced before, as well as a basket full of Alshari citrus.  I’d bought it at the market in Farise.

Ismina wasn’t fooled.  She gave me long and thoughtful looks and made certain I knew that she knew that I wasn’t being candid about my activities.  Minalyan missed her snide comments entirely, as he was doing his level best to impress me with his strength and how much he’d grown since I’d been gone.  Almina was just happy to see me, as she was at that glorious stage where a father is akin to a god to a daughter’s imagination.  And Istman just strutted around making growling noises, pretending to be a wolf, because that’s what boys his age do.

And Vanamin persisted in watching the entire scene wide-eyed with an infant’s expression of wonder. 

I spent most of the evening with them and made certain each one got a liberal amount of attention as I listened to their stories and accounts of their siblings’ misdoings.  I pushed them off to bed and then spent another few hours with Alya out on the balcony.  Some of the enchanters in town had contrived a special display for Yule featuring sophisticated lighting spells that saw snowflakes the size of dragons drift across the night’s sky, all moving slowly around the Everfire.  It was beautiful.

The staff at Sevendor Castle had done a remarkable job decorating the massive structure with garlands of evergreens and seasonal banners, I noted after Alya retired for the evening.  It was a little hard to believe that this was the second Yule we’d celebrated in the new castle, but I was gratified that the preparations for the important event had been conducted without me.  Indeed, things seemed to be moving more smoothly in my absence, which was sobering.

But Sire Cei was a master of such organization, and he directed the preparations without visible stress about the thousands of details regarding the celebration.  But he was also prepared to discuss the state of my barony, when I eventually got him alone for a few minutes in my private office.

“Our affairs in Sevendor are in good order,” he assured me, as we took a cup of mulled wine in my quarters.  “Most of your vassals will be here, tomorrow, to swear homage and participate in your court.  There’s been a little new bandit activity, over in Taravanal, but Dara and Festaran are looking into it.  Banamor is complaining that there isn’t enough housing in town for his employees, but we’re working on that.  I had the pleasure to knight four squires at the Luin’s Day Squire’s Tournament, in your absence,” he reported, proudly, “but that has really been the extent of the excitement here.”

“Nothing from the duchy?” I asked, surprised.

“His Highness has been preoccupied with matters of state since you left, apparently,” Sire Cei said, diplomatically.  “Perhaps he is preparing his forces to assail Farise, or spending time with his new son, but he seems to have forgotten about Sevendor for a change.”

“Let’s keep it that way,” I agreed, solemnly.  “The last thing I need is for Tavard to start nosing around when things there are at such a delicate stage.  What of the new Academy?” I asked, curious as to how Master Thinradel’s nascent project was doing.

“It thrives, from what Thinradel tells me.  Forty students began their studies, this autumn, and they appear to be making some satisfactory progress.  They will be attending the Yule Feast, of course, and you are free to inspect them then.  Your nephew Larask seems to have found some stability, there.  By all accounts he has excelled at his studies at the Academy.”

“If anyone could set him right, it’s Thinradel,” I nodded, pleased.  “Perhaps it’s my fault for his faltering; having the Spellmonger as your master must be intimidating.  How fares Alurra?”

“I am less familiar with her progress, but Thinradel seems confident about all of his students.  She is a lovely young woman, despite her bluntness,” he pronounced.  “She has visited the castle several times, now, and even the Mewstower.  I think she’s enjoyed her time here in Sevendor.  I do hope her mistress is pleased with her progress.  I think the project is going to be a success, in the long run.  It does seem odd to see the castle we spent so much time trying to fortify against attack and provision against a siege being transformed into a school, however.”  He sounded a little regretful, and I understood what he meant. 

“Get used to it,” I sighed.  I think you’ll see fewer and fewer castles being built in the future and more of them converted to other uses.  Warfare is changing as magic ascends in importance.  Castles soon won’t be effective defenses, and they’re too expensive to build unless they work properly for that.  What do I face at court tomorrow?” I asked, changing the subject.  Knights tend to love castles only slightly less than they love their horses, and I didn’t want to rub Sire Cei’s nose in the fact that the old order was fading.

“Quite a daunting agenda, actually – a tremendous number of your subjects have petitions for you to consider,” he said, unrolling a scroll he had in his satchel on the table.  “Most of them are simple boons concerning fishing rights, grazing rights, and the usual pleas for relief.  There will be another three knightings of your vassals’ squires, recognition for excellence amongst the artisan class, five magical apprentices who have recently passed their examinations – I assume you will want to publicly commend them, as you prefer – and embassies from various local barons, counts, and clergy to maintain good relations. 

“On a personal note, we will be introducing my step-daughter Ferrah to the baronial court this Yule,” he informed me, proudly.  “Her lady mother and I are going to officially begin seeking a good match for her and feel the Yule court is an auspicious place for her debut.”

“Really?” I asked, surprised.  The last time I had seen Estret’s daughter from her first marriage, she was just a girl, I realized.  Then I did the math and understood that she was, indeed, of marriageable age, now.  “You know, you could offer her hand to the winner of a tournament.  Continue the tradition,” I suggested.

Sire Cei smiled.  “We will not take a chance with fortune when prudence could prevail, first,” he said.  “Her brother Kestran would not be pleased with that, I think, and would joust against all comers to protect his sister.  But I did suggest it to Estret,” he added, with a smile.  “Apart from those duties, the Yule court should be relatively relaxed.  Nothing particularly concerning,” he said, with satisfaction.

“Except that I’ve largely been away from Sevendor for months, and I won’t know who is who or why they’re here,” I chuckled.

“I anticipated such an issue,” Sire Cei assured me.  “I’ve prepared a detailed list of notes for each one and a recommendation for action, where required.  The Spellmonger cannot be expected to keep the minutia of all of his domains in his head.”

I sighed contentedly.  Having good people like Sire Cei, Thinradel, and Banamor in charge while I was gone made being the all-powerful Spellmonger a lot easier.

“There is one thing,” Sire Cei continued, his expression changing into a frown.  “Lady Ithalia informed me that Lilastien has still not been found, and she is growing fearful of her fate.  She has exhausted her resources in her search.  She begs your aid in locating her grandmother.  She was quite upset,” Cei added, concerned.  “She even wept.  It was . . . disconcerting to see her in such a state.”

I could understand why.  The Tera Alon were incredibly attractive and that had an outsized effect on the humans they were around.  That extended to when they were upset – no man can remain objective when there’s an absolutely beautiful girl breaking down in tears in front of them over something.  It would have invoked Cei’s sense of chivalric protection, no doubt. 

I considered the matter – losing Lilastien would be disastrous, from my perspective.  I needed her help to interpret the information I found at the Gray Dome, for instance, and my chances of ever recovering the Forsaken were slight without her. 

But there was more than that involved.  We had bonded, in a way, under Szal the Yith’s unpleasant bargain.  We were both dedicated to saving the world.  I felt alarmed at hearing of her disappearance.  I feared foul play.

That wasn’t necessarily true, however, and I knew it.  Lilastien was unstable, certainly, and she had her fair share of enemies.  But she also was working on something in secret, and she had purposefully not told me what that was, before she had disappeared.  This could be voluntary, I knew, and revealing her location could interfere with her plans.  I was loathe to do that.

Part of me wanted to drop everything in Farise and undertake a search for her at once – she was that important.  And I was genuinely fond of her.  Dropping what I was doing in Farise and dedicating my time to searching for her was tempting.  But I was reminded that I didn’t necessarily have to do everything myself.

“Are Tyndal or Rondal expected to attend Yule here?” I asked.

“They and their wives have indicated they will be at the feast,” Cei affirmed with a nod.

“I will see about putting them to the task of finding Lilastien, then,” I decided.  “I hate to pry them away from their new brides, but this is important.  And I need them to be discreet about it.”

“I shall inform them,” he agreed, making a note on the scroll. 

“Besides, I want them as far away from Farise as possible, for the moment,” I reflected.  “The situation there is complicated, and I may well be put in a position of having to support one of their old enemies in his bid for leadership.  Rellin Pratt,” I informed him.  “He is making a claim on Farise.”

He knew the name, I could see, by how his expression changed.  Sire Cei rarely doubted my judgment, but there was no mistaking the disbelieving look on his face.

“Rellin Pratt,” he said, quietly.  “Also known as Stafan of Gyre.  Yes, if you must support his claims, then you do not want your lads anywhere at hand.  They would slay him on sight.  I recall how they were, after they returned from the Academy and Relan Cor.”

“So do I,” I reminded him.  “And if I need him slain, they will be the first ones I call for the duty.  But for now I need him alive.  He’s serving as a useful foil for how things are proceeding in Farise at the moment.”

“The man is a pirate and a criminal, by all accounts,” Sire Cei pointed out.

“That doesn’t mean he doesn’t have a claim that is being taken seriously.  He’s also a mage with a witchstone and he’s being a pain in the ass for Count Cingaran of Caramas, who is a traitor and an usurper, so he’s filling a useful role,” I countered.  “I appreciate Tyndal and Rondal’s feelings on the matter, but for now he is off limits.”

“Perhaps it would be best not to inform them of that,” Sire Cei suggested, diplomatically.

“Hopefully they’ll be too busy looking for Lilastien to learn about it.  But that’s how things are in Farise,” I concluded. 

“Just how much longer do you think you’ll be preoccupied with the matter?” Sire Cei asked.  I could tell he was growing concerned about my extended absence.

“Things should be resolved one way or another by spring,” I said, after considering the matter.  “Indeed, they are rising to a fevered pitch at the moment, and I anticipate some resolution, for good or ill, long before that.”

“That would be best,” Cei agreed.  “While I enjoy ruling Sevendor in your absence, it is proper that the Spellmonger be in his rightful place as baron.”

“Believe me, the sooner I can finish my business in Farise and get back to normal, the better,” I assured him.  Then a thought occurred to me: when the greatest obstacle to clearing up the chaos in Farise was a bunch of Narasi knights, perhaps a knight’s insight would be helpful in countering them.

“Tell me,” I began, “what would motivate an army of mercenary chivalry to vacate a position in which they are comfortable?”

Sire Cei looked perplexed for a moment at the change of subject, but did not ask me to elaborate.  He took the question at face value.

“Either make them more uncomfortable or provide a means of escape to someplace more comfortable,” he decided.  “Or make it a matter of honor.  If they are true knights then they will not be able to refuse a legitimate challenge to their honor.”

I chuckled to myself.  The coterie of knights clustered around Count Cingaran were largely his cronies, men who had betrayed their honor when they stood with Count Vichetral against their lawful Duke Anguin.  Some had participated in the slave trade, or used the favor of the Council of Counts to seize their neighbors’ lands and property, or otherwise violated the chivalric codes long before they fled from accountability with Cingaran.  At least Vichetral had had the honor to stay and get properly executed for his treachery.  The Alshari in Farise were either morally corrupt or the willing dupes of the morally corrupt.  Appealing to their honor seemed naïve.

Or was it?  Perhaps Cei had a point.  Those men owed their position to their ancestors’ ideals of chivalry, and the social and political system that elevated those ideals to institutionalized fanaticism. 

Without the trappings of knighthood then they were no better than mercenaries themselves, morally speaking.  Every Narasi knight considered himself a scholar, a statesman, a warrior, a great lover, a philosopher, a lord who was innately superior to the common man and even his fellow civilian nobles.  But that belief was underpinned by the chivalric code that promised faithfulness to duty, loyalty, and unwavering fealty.  Only the clergy were considered nominally superior to the chivalry, due to their piety and service, and considering the overlap between noble chivalric houses and the higher orders of the clergy, the two could be considered the same. 

Without that façade of honor, a knight’s position and importance were no stronger than the reach of his sword.  And his claims to legitimacy were suspect.  Without legitimacy there could be no sovereignty.  And without sovereignty, no pretense at rule was legitimate.

A vague idea began to form in my head.  Pratt was a nuisance, but I had an answer for him.  Cingaran and his exiles were more problematic.  But Sire Cei had provided me with a potential answer.

“Thank you,” I said, sincerely.  “You’ve just given me a magnificent idea.  And an excellent Yule gift for a friend,” I added with a chuckle.

Part Four:

Insurrection


Chapter Thirty-One

Horrible News

A wise practicing adept should always avoid political entanglements, unless absolutely necessary.  They obscure his vision and his approach to his practice, and can alienate potential clients regardless of the virtue of the cause or policy favored or condemned.  While the magical nobility delights in the tawdry debate and sordid maneuvering of the Imperial and regional courts, a working adept who is successful in his trade wisely avoids such entanglements.
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I returned to Farise five days’ past Yule, freshly shaven, restored and laden with gifts and ideas about how to advance my mission.  I was loathe to leave Sevendor, after such a merry time, but I had protested that my work at the ruins in Alshar needed my oversight, a ruse which everyone was willing to believe after I bored them to tears about the rather mundane discoveries we’d made there.  It’s hard to get people excited about such things unless there is a monster or a treasure or a curse involved.

Mavone had only contacted me twice, mind-to-mind, during the holiday to assure me that there was nothing amiss with our Farisian operations.  He spared me too much detail in the situation out of respect for my holiday, but he did let me know that the magi and nobility of the Citadel had duly elected a Congress of Electors during the Winter Solstice, without serious objection from Cingaran’s forces. 

But there were no more riots, attacks, and even the number of assassinations had declined for the moment.  It wasn’t exactly a Yule miracle, or even a Solstice truce, but tensions had eased somewhat in my absence.

That gave us the breathing room to introduce the rudiments of our new strike team into our mission.  Mavone was right – it was time to begin more aggressive operations in Farise.  We had learned all we needed to know to start influencing the situation directly, and to do that we needed men who could do violence on our behalf.

Sandoval was the natural leader for the task.  Not only was he a fellow veteran of the invasion and occupation and knew the area, but he was experienced in creating and leading a combat team.  Indeed, he had created and trained an entire army in Vanador.  Once I convinced him of the necessity, he reluctantly agreed to hire on for a few weeks, at least to get my operations team started.

I appreciated his reluctance.  He, too, was not fond of the idea of reliving his past experiences once again.  But after speaking with Mavone he recognized that he was the best man for an important job, and he was willing to face his personal demons if it meant helping me out.  He was good enough to return with me, while the rest of his team would follow in a few days.

“I like the setup,” he pronounced, once I had given him a tour of our lair and explained how we were operating.  “This is a hell of a lot better than the Spark Shack.”  Sandy and I had bunked together there for months during the occupation.  That’s where we had become good friends.

“Don’t worry, Mavone bought that place, too, just to be an ass.  That’s where we’re putting our extra spies and saboteurs.  And hired mercenaries, when they arrive.  Who did you select?”

“I think you’ll be pleased. I hired Curmor, for one,” he began.  “He’s been on the margins of events for years, and he’s looking for a chance to distinguish himself somehow, now that the war is over.  Even if that means coming back to Farise.”

“He’s a solid warmage,” I agreed, “and he’s fairly smart.  Who else?”

“Alscot the Fair,” he answered.  “He’s been around forever.  He served during the invasion and a few months of the occupation.  He’s fast, quick-witted, and keeps his head in a fight.  Lastly, one that might surprise you: Bold Asgus.”

“Asgus?” I asked, surprised.  “The captain of the Orphan’s Band?”

“The very same.  But he’s semi-retired now.  He’s not a mage, but when his name came up I sent him a message to see if he was interested, and he was.  I think he’s bored,” Sandy admitted, “but he is very familiar with Farise.  And he’s a full-time mercenary – you did say you wanted us as mercenaries, didn’t you?”

“Yes, yes, Asgus is fine!” I agreed.  The man was no mage, but that didn’t stop him from being a deadly warrior with an excellent reputation in the field.  I’d seen him hack a troll into sausage with a couple of axes on the battlefield, once.  He’d led the assault on the southern beaches during the invasion.  If we needed muscle, Asgus was the man for the job.  “The four of you should work out well, for now.  I’m hoping to keep our operations light, if possible.”

“Considering your last operation commanded upwards of forty thousand men over two fronts, I dare say anything you do in Farise will be ‘light’.  From what Mavone tells me we have pirates, wizards and some exiled knights to deal with,” he said, almost eagerly.  “That shouldn’t take us too long.”

“It’s more complicated than that,” I argued.  “There are several varieties of pirates, the wizards can’t seem to decide on anything, and the exiles have factions of their own.  There are also mercantile interests, foreign spies, native insurgents, some impressive criminal organizations, and some terribly colorful cults.  We can’t just kill everyone we don’t like and seize power.”

“Why not?” Sandy countered.  “Min, I appreciate your flair for nuance, but there comes a time when you need to take the initiative, do the hard thing, and make some heads roll.”

“Not when I’m trying to come to a specific outcome,” I sighed.  “The goal is to conquer Farise without having to fight a smoldering conflict for the next few decades until they throw us out again.  It’s to resolve this issue permanently.  I want to have to kill as few people as possible, and only the right ones.  At the right time.  So I need you to take a conservative approach for once.”

“I can do that,” he agreed, defensively.  “I see your point, Min, I do.  But you don’t have any real interests, here.  Oh, it’s pretty, and so are the girls, but the novelty of that wears off pretty quickly.  Do what you need to do and move along, is my advice,” he offered.

“So noted.  Until we get there, Mavone will have your assignments – he’s chief-of-station, or whatever you call the man in charge of actually coordinating everything.  You and your fellows will be in charge of our security, first and foremost – that’s here, the Spark Shack, and the ice house.  But that shouldn’t be too much to handle – it’s been relatively quiet so far on the west bank. 

“But we’ll also need you for odd jobs – rescues, extractions, and perhaps knocking on some doors in the middle of the night.  The truth is, we don’t know, just yet,” I confessed.  “But we’re getting close to a real plan and we know it’s going to require some applied violence by careful men who know how to do it.”

“Well, that’s who I’ve hired.  At great expense, I might add.  Do you want to know how much Asgus, alone, demanded for the job?”

“Don’t tell me!” I insisted.  “All of those transactions are going through Planus, and I don’t want to know how much this folly is going to cost us until its over.  I’ll weep about it then.”

“Just pass it along to the kingdom,” he advised.  “Rard will pick up the tab, if you’re successful.”

“We’ll see,” I shrugged.  “I’m not concerned about that, right now.  Besides, the ice business is making plenty of money,” I suggested, raising my glass.  I had prepared him one of the sweet white wines I’d picked up in Sevendor and added shavings of ice to it.  It really added to the refreshing nature of the beverage in the heat.

“That’s right, the ice.  That surprised me, when Mavone told me about it,” he admitted, looking into his glass.  “But it’s brilliant.  I would have killed a man for ice, back during the occupation.  Damn it, Min, most of the time you muck around and let others do your work, but every now and then you actually have a good idea,” he praised.

“Mirkandar,” I reminded him.  “And it’s about to get even bigger,” I promised.  “I picked up a lot of new tricks while I was in Sevendor.  We’re going to increase production, distribution, we’re going to open new markets as it catches on—”

“You sound more enthusiastic about that than you do conquering Farise,” he accused.  This ‘Mirkandar’ persona, you seem to be enjoying it.  Maybe too much,” he observed.

“It’s just my cover story,” I dismissed.  “We needed to infiltrate the place, and Mirkandar and his magical ice worked.  It’s been fun,” I said, as Mavone descended the stairs to join us, “but I’m here for the mission.”

“Don’t let the fun get in the way of the mission, then,” he suggested, finishing his wine.  “Hello, Mavone.  Mirky was just showing me around the place.  Good work,” he commended. 

“Don’t call me Mirky,” I said, indignantly.  “You want to get him up to date on the situation as it stands?”

“Well, I want to get you up to date, but I suppose it can wait,” he said, offering me an ornately folded piece of parchment.  Mirkandar’s name was on the outside.  “Things have been relatively quiet since you left, anyway.  This came by messenger this morning.”  The seal had been broken, I could see as I took it.  Of course Mavone had read it.  He was a spy.  That’s what he does.

It was an invitation to a reception in honor of the newly-selected Electors, featuring my friend Darriky, hosted by Alperrik.  The address was in the swanky part of Heron Hill District where it abutted Tirza District, near Mura Market. 

“Darriky was made an Elector?” I asked, shocked.

“Apparently,” Mavone nodded.  “The date is not for a few days, yet, so perhaps you can ask him yourself.”

“I think I will,” I agreed, rolling up the invitation.  “I need to give him his Yule gift, anyway, and let him know I’m back in town.  You two carry on – I’ll be back for supper.”

I had never been to Darriky’s shop, but I knew the address and it was only a short walk from the practice.  The houses got smaller and smaller as I walked, and the streets got a little rougher.  I passed a few burned-out buildings along the way, one of them very recent. 

I found his shop along a row of them just a street down from the town limits, a glorified hedge that surrounded it in most places.  His practice was nestled between a limner and a pastemaker, a tall, skinny, two-story building attached to both of its neighbors, fronted with a tiny covered porch.  It was handsome enough, but modest.  Darriky’s sign was painted wood, not brass – he lived next to a limner, which made sense – and advertised him simply as MASTER DARRIKY, PRACTICAL ADEPT along with the traditional three stars and his clinic hours. 

There was a bell.  I rang it.  My friend came to the door bleary-eyed.

“Mirkandar?” he asked, surprised.  “You’re back?”

“Just got in,” I said, cheerfully.  I held up the invitation.  “It seems like congratulations are in order.”

Darriky scowled and shook his head as he invited me into his shop.  It was cramped and cozy at the same time, and while he only had half as much spooky-looking crap in his practice it was squeezed into a tiny sliver of the space.  It had that cluttered feel of the workshop of a man who knew what he was doing and where everything was.

“It wasn’t my idea,” he insisted, as he heated up water over an alcohol lamp for tea.  “They were proposing and accepting so many Electors at the Congress that it was hard to keep track.  My name came up, there were no objections, and before I could say a godsdamn word, it was done.  I was an Elector.”  He looked as if the news was tragic.

“I thought you wanted to stay out of politics,” I pointed out.

“There were other forces at play,” he said defensively.  “Somebody clearly wanted a representative sample of magi for this debacle, not just the Tirza crowd.  I thought it sounded like a good idea, until my name was called.  Then it didn’t.  I realized that they just wanted enough of us yokels so that they could escape the blame if things went horribly wrong.  Someone they can offer up to sacrifice to the public if things collapse, or a civil war happens, or . . .”

“You poor bastard,” I sighed, as he poured the hot water.  “I don’t envy you.  It’s going to be brutal, trying to actually elect a Doge.  From what I’ve seen most of our colleagues can’t even decide what that entails, or how it should be done.  I foresee weeks and weeks of miserable discussion and meaningless debates on the subject, if you want to know the truth.  People trying to corrupt you, meddle with your professional practice to get leverage over you, threaten you, bribe you – it’s going to be one big holiday for the Game of Whispers,” I predicted.  “If I were you, I would resign.”

“You can’t resign!” he complained.  “That was part of the ritual.  If there were objections to a name, then they had to be presented to the presiding officials.  You could object to your own name – that happened, twice – but I wasn’t quick enough.  I think that was on purpose, actually,” he said in a daze.

“Well, at least I’ll know an Elector,” I said, enjoying his discomfort even while I was genuinely sympathetic.  “But I’m so very sorry that has happened to you, my friend.”

He shot me a sharp look as he poured my tea.  “Happened to us,” he corrected.

“Happened to—wait!” I said, as I realized his implication.  “What do you mean?”

“Happened to us – the two of us.  Actually, the three of us, if you count Alperrik, but I think the bastard is actually enjoying all of this.  Wait, has no one told you?” he asked, his eyes getting wider.

“Told me what?  I just got back in town today!  I’ve been smuggled all the way to Castal and back!  I spent three days in a leaky barge full of salt cod!  You’re the first person I’ve seen since I returned!”

“You poor bastard,” he said, an evil grin spreading across his face.  “You don’t know, do you?  Mirkandar the Magnificent’s name was called at the Congress.  No one objected.  There were a couple of giggles, but no one objected.  You’re an Elector, too,” he revealed, his grin widening.

“No!” I said, genuinely horrified.  That was not part of the plan.  At all.  “That can’t be right!  I’m not even Farisian!” I protested.

“Farisian enough,” he declared.  “You weren’t the only foreign-born Elector named and accepted – there were about a score of them, actually.  Including Rellin Pratt.  I think they ran out of solid candidates and wanted to show they were taking diverse voices into account, or something like that.  But you were accepted by the College.  You are a member of the Congress of Electors.  You get to vote for the Doge, too.  And be just as subject to all of that nastiness you mentioned earlier as I am!” he said, with a smirk.

“But . . . but what about my practice?” I demanded.  “I’m finally getting plenty of commissions!  I don’t have time for that!”

“You’re just going to have to make time.  Don’t worry, we aren’t allowed to serve on more than two committees,” he explained to me, with exaggerated reason.  “That shouldn’t take up more than one or two nights a week.  For the next month.”

“Ishi’s tits, I can’t do that!” I insisted, shaking my head.  “They can’t have made me an Elector.  I’m a barbarian Narasi!  I live on the wrong side of the river!  I’m selling ice to fishmongers, for the sake of the gods, I am not to be taken seriously!”

“And yet you have impressed enough of your professional colleagues with your competence and wit that not one of them bothered to object to your selection,” he pointed out.  “Really, it’s not that big of a deal.  We’ll vote, there will be a new Doge to mismanage our affairs, Count Cingaran will arrest him and execute him, and things will go back to normal soon enough,” he predicted.

“No, they won’t,” I sighed, sipping my tea.  “Dear gods, how did this happen?  I’m not political!”

“That is one of the reasons there were no objections to you,” Darriky pointed out.  “As was the novelty of your practice.  Everyone loves the Ice Wizard.  Except for that little meatball Jamanus, but he wasn’t there.  He’s not political!” he snorted.  “Neither is he noteworthy.  Honestly, I think it was your work at the Fountain that convinced most of our peers of your worth.  If you can fix that old heap, perhaps you can fix the government.”

I just sat there and let the wheels of my mind turn while I sipped tea and appreciated the implications of this news.  This was not part of my plan.  We were moving into an operations phase of the mission, certainly, but the idea was to continue to take a low profile.  As an Elector, that might be impossible, I realized. 

But it would give me some power and influence over the process – one which would be inherently corrupt and flawed, but that wasn’t my concern.  It would also expose me to the ire of any number of factions, no matter what I did or how I voted.  There was no escaping that. 

“Damn, we’re screwed,” I sighed.  “That is some horrible news.”

“Indeed, we are,” he agreed.  “But it won’t be all bad, I think.  There will be a lot of good parties.  Good food.  Good liquor.  Pretty girls.  Until someone sticks a dagger in your back.”

“There are worse ways to go,” I shrugged.  “Well, that news was enough to almost make me forget my Yule gifts to you.  In my country it’s traditional to give presents to our friends and family at Yule, and I have friends in Sevendor who can help me acquire things.  I thought you might like these,” I said, picking up my staff and emptying the hoxter pocket.  Three little parcels appeared out of thin air.

“It still amazes me every time I see that,” Darriky said, shaking his head.

“You’ll get used to it – because the first gift is this little ring, with a hoxter pocket enchanted in it,” I said as I unwrapped it and presented it to him.  It was a silver band with a gold face and a single bead of snowstone mounted in it.  Elegant, but not too showy.  “It can hold up to ten pounds of non-living mass, and is activated with a mnemonic command that I’ll teach you.  Let me know if we need to resize the ring,”

“No, no, it fits fine!” he assured me, as it slipped over his pinky finger.  “It’s nice, too!  This must have cost you a fortune!” he said shaking his head.

“Not as much as you think – it was on special,” I dismissed.  “As was this,” I said, handing him the second parcel.  It was substantially larger than the first, and much heavier.  “Pure snowstone,” I said, pleased with his reaction as he unwrapped the pure white sphere.  It was only about four inches across, but it had a bonce of thaumaturgical glass in a small depression on its face.  “The enchantment is a magelight, but the sphere will improve all of your spells.  Pure snowstone.  It’s small enough to carry, and a light can come in handy sometimes in the field,” I reasoned.

“Damn right, it does!” he agreed, enthusiastically as he examined the sphere.  “It’s impressive as hell!”

“Lastly, I got you this,” I said, handing him the third, much longer parcel.  He unwrapped it and looked at it with interest.

“A wand,” he noted, as the smooth rod of weirwood emerged from the parchment wrapping.

“A security wand,” I corrected.  “That’s what they call it, at least.  It’s a simple warwand, made in Sevendor.  With things getting so chaotic around here, I thought it might be wise for you to carry one discreetly.  It will stun a foe unconscious with a word, if he’s within sight and your aim is true.  It will do so up to five times a day.  Enough of an argument to allow you to escape, if you get in a tough spot.  Or you have a client you don’t particularly like.”

Darriky was genuinely touched.  “These gift are. . . magnificent,” he admitted with a chuckle, as he touched the wand gingerly.  “I’ve never had a warwand before.  I made a couple of gutbusters, back in my apprentice days, but I never thought I’d need something like this.”

“That was before you were made an Elector,” I pointed out.  “That may come in handy more than I thought, now.”

He gave me a discerning look.  “I assume that you have a similar argument, then?”

“My staff is enchanted with a few offensive spells,” I admitted.  “I have friends who are warmagi.  Some were even deployed to Farise, back in their youth.  You pick up a few things, over the years.  And wisdom dictates that a wizard be prepared for the unlikely.”

“Or the completely bloody likely,” Darriky said, as he felt the heft of the wand.  “How much do you want to wager that Electors start having mysterious accidents, sudden attacks of dagger-in-the-kidney, and really, really bad tea?”

“You make a compelling point,” I nodded, gravely, realizing he was right.  I was suddenly a target for nothing I’d actually done.  That was frustrating.  “It sounds as we both need to be on guard for that sort of thing.  Like at this lovely reception we apparently have to attend,” I pointed out.

“Well, Alperrik will be crushed if we don’t,” he informed me.  “He’s always liked me, and I think he’s trying to burnish his credentials as a common mage by hosting this thing.  And he has a lot of leftover brandy from his wife’s birthday, and he likes to be seen as generous.  As I said, I think he’s enjoying this.  Gods help us all if it lures the man into politics.  He’s a boor on the best of days.”

“Then we shall be there, to honor our friend Alperrik . . . and his sister-in-law you were interested in,” I reminded him.  “If we aren’t stabbed in the back or poisoned, I expect it will be a lovely time.”

“We’ll likely be safe at this party – one would think that they’re still figuring out who is important enough to kill, at this point.  But once the Congress of Electors officially convenes, all bets are off.  And if Cingaran and the Censorate get involved, it could get very ugly, very quickly,” he warned.

“Conversely, in a fit of statesmanship and in the spirit of public service the Electors could move to actually find a man fit to govern to be Doge, free from corruption, graft, and malfeasance,” I proposed.

“Yes, and I can fit an entire fresh pineapple up my ass if you get a good enough running start,” Darriky countered.  “Look at the people who are voting and you’ll see that there aren’t any real statesmen among them.  Whoever thought that adepts were the natural choice to be leaders was an idiot themselves.”

“Back in Castal, it’s the knights who rule.  It’s not any better.  But someone has to make the decisions, good or bad.  It might as well be us.”

“Don’t kid yourself, Mirkandar – any decisions we make will be overseen and overturned by far more powerful people.  We’ll get the choices they want us to have.  And it won’t matter which ones we choose, in the end.”

“My friend, you are a cynic, now that you’re in politics,” I chuckled.

“I was always a cynic,” he corrected.  “It just sounds like good sense, now.  And I’m in politics against my will.  I don’t think that counts.”

“But we can’t resign,” I reminded him.

“No, we can’t resign,” he said with a resigned sigh.  “We’re committed to establishing the nomination of a new Doge.  Unless you want to go back to Castal, you’re in this with me, now.”

“So be it,” I sighed.  “If we stay in Farise, we’re committed.”

There was a long silence as we both contemplated our uncertain future.  Sure, it was an honor to be an Elector, but—

“So . . . how is the weather in Castal, this time of year?  It can’t really be that bad . . .” he asked, casually, after a moment of silent reflection. 


Chapter Thirty-Two

A Rat In The Ice

As a practicing adept, you will inevitably invite the attention of professional rivals jealous of their clients and eager to undermine your practice through unfair gossip, slander, and even intimidation.  A wise mage does not ignore these conflicts, but addresses them at once, decisively, and in a manner that leaves no room for misunderstanding about how future misbehavior will be dealt with.
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“You knew!” I accused Mavone, as soon as I returned to the practice.  I found him in his office, still briefing Sandoval.  “You knew I was made an Elector in my absence!”

“I did,” Mavone acknowledged with a guilty grin.  “I would have told you, but I didn’t want to ruin your holiday.  The first meeting is over a week away, so I figured you’d have some time to get accustomed to the idea.”

“How?” I demanded, taking a seat.  “How did this happen?”

Mavone shrugged.  “Do you want platitudes, or my base speculation?”

“The latter,” I agreed, with a sigh of resignation.  It wasn’t Mavone’s fault, after all.   “How did this happen?” I asked in a more reasonable tone.

“From what I can tell from our sources, which are admittedly scant in that part of the city, the main supporters of the idea of selecting Electors were concerned of exposing themselves, overmuch.  So once they were certain they had control of the Congress, they back-filled the remaining slots with . . . symbolic candidates.  I think they’re worried that if it’s just the elite who elect the Doge, people might not accept him as legitimate.  So they put in enough of you working magi to cover their inevitable corruption.”

“That’s what I figured, too,” I agreed, reluctantly.  “So what does this mean?”

“For you?  You get to attended a number of boring meetings and banal parties where people will try to influence or kill you.  For the mission?  We have an expert operative perfectly placed in proximity to our opponents’ centers of power.”

“Does that improve or reduce our chances?” I asked, flatly.

“Oh, it improves them.  More importantly, it diminishes the chances of our opponents.”

“Isn’t that the same thing?” Sandoval asked, confused.

“Not exactly,” Mavone said, sitting back in his chair and stretching.  “Our aims are different than theirs.  But I’d say we have about a sixty percent shot at achieving ours, now.”

“Those are good odds,” Sandy considered.

“They aren’t bad,” I admitted, “but they aren’t good enough, yet.  “And while this does put me at the centers of power, such as they are, it also exposes me to a much higher level of scrutiny.”

“You’ll just have to be more careful,” Mavone advised.

“Oh, yes, he excels at that,” Sandy said, sarcastically.

“Mirkandar does,” I countered, defensively.  “Indeed, I’ve tried to cultivate a reputation for being devoutly apolitical on local matters.  A cautious businessman, only interested in building my practice and making life slightly better for the common man.”

“Which made you an ideal symbolic candidate for the Congress of Electors,” Mavone observed.  “Honestly, I don’t think you could have achieved a better placement if you tried.  This will give you access to the inner workings of the college and the ability to identify which of your peers is secretly working for Cingaran – or somebody else.  The Count is likely going to indulge this silliness for as long as he can, preferably until spring when the Merwyni arrive.  That’s his only way to hang on to any shred of power.”

“What if this Congress decides to make him Doge?” Sandoval asked.

“Unlikely,” I said, shaking my head.  “The magi mostly despise him, as do the commercial interests in town.  The common people hate him as both an usurper and a foreign conqueror and occupier.  Besides, he’s not Talented.  The Doge is supposed to be a mage,” I reminded him.  “Most of the Restorationists are also traditionalists, it seems.  They want to go back to the old, proven ways of selecting a new Doge.”

“Which will give the Congress every excuse to delay while they argue over which version of the traditions to stick to,” Mavone pointed out.  “Meanwhile, Cingaran will quietly hold on to his base of power, continue to run his portion of the city, and wait for spring and the Merwyni fleet.”

“But we can’t wait that long.  We have to figure out what our strategy is going to be,” I said, staring at the map of Farise in his office.  “Which means we have to undermine Cingaran, and preferably dispose of him long before then.”

“Assassination?” Sandoval asked, surprised.  “I didn’t think you were the type, Min.”

It was my turn to be surprised.  “You don’t approve?”

“Oh, I approve – some people are just nicer when they’re dead.  But you have all these noble ideas about the sacred nature of life and the importance of honor and . . . well, it just doesn’t seem like your sort of play.”

“This isn’t the normal sort of war,” I reasoned.  “And one more assassination, more or less, isn’t going to get noticed much.  But that wouldn’t help us, just removing Cingaran.”

“He has a strong core of supporters among the Alshari exiles who would be happy to step into his boots,” Mavone confirmed with a frown.  “Some of them might be stronger opponents than Cingaran.”

“We can’t just kill him,” I agreed.  “We have to erode the base of his power, first, or some other ruthless Alshari prick will just take over.  His local supporters have to be trimmed away, his army has to be neutralized, and his alliance with Commodore Sadikoas needs to be broken.  Any ideas?”

For the next three hours the three of us sat in Mavone’s office and tossed around ideas about how to accomplish that goal.  It was surprisingly productive.  Sandoval doesn’t have Mavone’s talent for intelligence, nor Terleman’s aptitude for strategy, but he has a devious mind that belies his handsome face and easy-going manner.  He came up with several good ideas about how to deal with Cingaran and his forces.  Despite being new to the mission, Sandoval had a way of seeing the situation in fundamental terms that was helpful.  The issue of Cingaran gave him an opportunity to stretch his imagination, and despite being a very nice fellow Sandoval had casual ruthlessness that enjoyed plotting his demise.

But that just begged a greater question.

“So,” Mavone concluded, “if we’ve decided to act against the Alshari exiles, does that mean that we’re supporting Pratt the Rat for Doge?”

“Not necessarily,” I decided.  “But we’re open to it.  Right now, he’s our best chance at getting to the actual election of a Doge.  Once that happens, hopefully the people of Farise will unite around that and we can proceed with matters of policy.”

“There are a lot of people who would not be happy with Orril Pratt’s nephew in control of Farise,” warned Sandoval.

“It’s a means to an end,” I countered.  “I’m not happy with it, either, but he’s subject to influence more than Cingaran, apparently.  That’s something.  And he does have a power base, of sorts.”

“Tyn and Ron will not be happy about this,” Sandy said, shaking his head.

“Let me deal with them,” I suggested.  “This is not their concern.  I have given them another mission to distract them.”

“Besides, we might need a couple of avenging magi with a blood feud, someday,” Mavone pointed out.  “But Min is right.  For now, we need Pratt.  He’s a useful tool.”

I chuckled.  “I don’t know how useful he will be, but I’ve met the man.  He’s definitely a tool.”

“I don’t know, Min,” Sandy said, skeptically.  “I appreciate all the work you have done here – really, it’s a classy setup.  But I don’t know if it’s going to be sufficient for the task ahead.  You’re facing thousands of enemies and you have less than a dozen men here.”

“If they’re the right dozen, that’s all that matters,” I reasoned.  “So, Mavone, what else has happened here while I was away?” I asked. 

I didn’t really want to know, but Sandoval’s skepticism was starting to irritate me.  He’s a good friend and a great companion, but he tends to take a simplistic approach to such matters.  That could be dangerous in Farise, where nothing was what it seems.

***

Once I was back up to speed on events in town, I climbed back into my Mirkandar persona like a comfortable old cloak.  It felt good ignoring the great problems of the world again in favor of the great problems of running a magical practice.  I tried to ignore my recent ascension as an Elector while I got back to business, and I was largely successful.

We had a backlog of commissions to handle, for one thing.  In my absence both existing and new clients had sent requests for various services, with simple warding spells being one of the more common requests.  Apparently many were upset about the recent troubles and wanted whatever additional security they could get.  Protective spells for lightning were also increasing in popularity.  There had been two more such attacks over the holiday, both single strikes that had targeted specific individuals.  Both had died as a result.  I couldn’t really do anything to ward them from the daggers that were still singing in the shadows.

The Contramara was decidedly still at work.

The problem was that it was difficult to deduce from their killings exactly what their political position was.  Besides a general loathing of foreign powers being evident, they seemed to feel free to vent their hidden wrath on members of both sides of the current political debate.  Pratt’s Rats were just as liable to catch a lightning bolt as Cingaran’s, so figuring out what the goal of the Contramara proved elusive.

I tried to put that out of mind while I went through the practice’s accounts . . . and discovered I was far richer than when I left.

Indeed, when Asalon the Fair heard through Parru that I had returned, he paid me a visit that morning.

“Mirkandar, my dear, dear friend, we must do something,” he urged, with exaggerated expressiveness when he joined me in my business office.  “We have far more orders coming in than we can possibly fulfil.  I have a dozen donkey carts delivering already, and we’re selling more than two hundred blocks a day out of the door for walk-in customers.  I’ve got regular stalls in the Great Market and the Cooper’s Market, and I’m going to expand,” he said, as if he had boils.

“That sounds like a good problem to have,” I pointed out.

“Business is booming – but only if I can meet demand!  The neighborhoods on the east bank are starting to order, now, but I just don’t have enough ice to do it.  Poor Parru has been running ragged trying to keep the storage locker filled – but every day it disappears.  We run out of ice long before we run out of clients.”

“Then we’ll make more ice,” I said, pulling a simple wand out of a drawer.  “This is a transport wand, just like the ones that you use for the Wizards’ Mercantile.  But it’s filled with ice.  More than a thousand blocks,” I informed him as I slid it over.  “More, it’s other terminal wand is in the hands of the enchanters of the Sevendor bouleuterion, who will ensure that it never is empty.  It’s from our mountain stream, the Ketta,” I assured him.

“You . . . you hired someone to make ice?” he asked, confused.

“They can use irionite, so they don’t need icestones,” I explained.  “And they can do it at scale, a thousand blocks at a time.  They won’t melt, in a hoxter.  It took a little negotiation, but once we arrived at a technique they have contracted to provide us with literally as much ice as we will ever need.  All Parru need do is conjure it.”

“At what price?” he asked, suspiciously.  He was always thinking about his margins, of course.

“Quite reasonable,” I assured him.  “About twenty silver per thousand blocks.  They’re getting apprentices and journeymen to do it, it’s such a simple spell.  And it takes no more labor to do a thousand blocks, once it was properly set up, than it does to do a hundred.”

Asalon stared at the wand as if it were a treasure.  “Excellent,” he finally sighed, as the implications sunk in.   “So we get a thousand blocks for the price of one block under the old price, or five blocks under the new price.”

“Ten blocks under the new price,” I corrected.  “We’re lowering our prices, with this new supply.  Oh, Parru will still need to do a few batches a day, just to keep up the pretense that we’re doing it locally, but the overall work level will decline.”

Asalon looked horrified.  “Lower prices?  Are you mad?”

I grinned.  “My madness brings our customers big savings,” I countered.  “Which means we’ll get more customers.  Tell me, Asalon, in your business experience would you rather sell a few things to a few people at a high price . . . or sell one thing to everyone for a low price?”

Asalon is not stupid, and he can do math.  I could see the beads of his mental abacus clicking as he worked out the raw figures in his head.  Then he gave a broad smile.

“My friend, we really must marry our children to one another in a celebration of joy and prosperity,” he suggested.  “I have a son, not terribly bright but a good worker, and just twenty years old—”

“My nine year old daughter might be more than he can handle,” I chuckled, thinking of Ismina fondly.

That caught Asalon off-guard.  “You . . . you have a family?”

“I do, back in Castal,” I revealed.  “And that’s all I’ll say about them for now.  Perhaps you’ll meet them someday.  But I think you’d like my daughter.  She’s shrewd, like you.  My eight-year old daughter is more like my wife, sweet and forgiving.  But neither will be ready to wed for awhile yet, unfortunately.”

“Probably just as well,” sighed Asalon.  “My son Asmaran is hardly a prize,” he admitted.  “No ambition.  I suppose Parru will inherit the ice business while Asmaran sits at home and collects his rents.  But I also wanted to tell you about the troubles we’ve been having,” he added, as he tucked away the wand in his satchel. 

“Troubles?  Was the icehouse damaged in the riots?” I asked, concerned.

“No, no, we had a couple of our stout fellows around, no one bothered us.  But we’ve had other issues.  Someone keeps sabotaging our carts, when they cross the river, and twice now someone has slipped a dead rat into our stock,” he said, frowning.  “We caught it both times before they went out to customers, but Parru says that there’s no way that could happen on its own.”

“No, the arcane filtration would keep anything like that from happening.  Did he keep the blocks?”

“He not only kept them, he did some spells or something on them.  He wanted to figure out who was doing it.”

“And did he?” I asked, interested.

“Only that it was unfiltered river water that did not originate from our spring,” he revealed.  “And that it used regular Imperial magic, not a charm, to be created.  Nor did it have the insulation spell we use, apparently.  Now Parru scries the storage locker for that spell to spot the counterfeit blocks,” he concluded, proudly.

I nodded.  “Good lad.  That narrows the suspects.  Keep me informed if anything else happens like that.”

“I don’t mind a little good-natured rivalry, Mirkandar – this is Farise, it’s expected.  But this is getting threatening.”

“I’ll handle it,” I promised.  “And I’ll send someone to improve the magical protections on the place.  A man named Sandoval.  A warmage.”

“That’s why I like having you as a business partner, , Mirkandar,” Asalon sighed.  “You seem to think of everything.”

As much as I appreciated the compliment, as it turns out I didn’t think of everything.  I spent the next two days out in the field, handling the backlog of commissions with Ruderal.  I immediately noted a change in the lad since his return from the Yule holiday.

I had excused him from attending me at Yule so that he could return to Alshar to visit with his mother over the holiday.  Ruderal had been working doggedly on the mission, and had performed beautifully.  At first I thought he might be moping about not seeing that girl anymore, but his moodiness seemed to beyond a mere break-up.

He finally broached the subject of his frustration on his own – but it had nothing to do with a girl.

“Master,” he finally asked, while we were doing a suite of protection spells on a middle-class residence in the North Hill district, “I need some assistance with a spell.  A location spell,” he revealed.

I was surprised.  “What are you trying to locate?”

I could tell he was struggling with whether or not he should tell me, but he finally relented.  “My father,” he finally admitted, with a sigh.  “You said he had fled towards Farise, so I’ve been trying to find him since we got here.  With no success,” he complained.

It was my turn to sigh.  “Rudy, Moudrost is a veteran Seamage, and he doesn’t want to be found – by anyone,” I reminded him.  “I’m not particularly familiar with the magic of the Vundel – all right, actually I’m entirely ignorant of it – but I would guess that they have some fairly potent spells for that sort of thing.  If Moudrost is smart and wants to evade his former masters, he’s probably employing every trick he knows to hide,” I suggested, gently.

“I know, but I was trying to find some way around it,” Ruderal confessed.  “It was a sort of experiment.  I tried all the regular ways of finding someone with Imperial magic – it was a kind of test for me, in a way – but I got nothing.  I tried scrying, I tried general location spells, exclusionary assays, elemental tracking, even some obscure spells I looked up like Anmeter’s Coincidental Inquisition.  Nothing,” he said with disgust.

“Anmeter?” I asked, surprised.  “That is obscure.  So you’re convinced you’ve tried everything?”

“Almost,” he answered.  “When I went back to Alshar to visit Mother, I had hoped that I could track a locket my father had given her.  It was an heirloom, something he’d carried for years before he met her.  I even used a psychometric assay and a resonance spell, but it didn’t work.  Or he’s not here, anymore,” he said, his voice heavy with frustration and anxiety.

“I had no idea you were working on something like that,” I confessed, guiltily.

“Well, I was worried that if I told you that you’d tell me to stop,” he pointed out.  “Tyndal always says that it’s better to ask for your forgiveness than your permission.”

“I must thank my old apprentice for passing along that bit of wisdom,” I said, dryly.

“But it worked.  I tried every spell I could think of without you noticing.  I even got Lemari to help me look around some places in person.  But we came up with nothing.  So I figured it was time to come to you for ideas.”

I heaved a big sigh.  I couldn’t blame the lad for trying, of course, and I should have anticipated him doing so.  Knowing you were in the same city as your missing father would be far too tempting for most normal sons to ignore, and Ruderal was not normal in any sense of the word.

But there was a danger in seeking Moudrost, and he knew it.  I had demanded the Seamagi stop their pursuit of their former brother, but that didn’t mean that they had stopped looking.  If Moudrost appeared in the open, I had no doubt he’d attract their attention.  I didn’t want to expose him to that – and neither did Ruderal, I knew.  But that hadn’t stopped him, either.

“Let me give it some thought,” I sighed.  “Maybe there’s a way.  But I commend you on your exhaustive search.  It sounds as if you used all the tools in your power, and some very sophisticated ones.”

“I kept a notebook and everything,” he nodded.  “I wanted to be thorough.”

“More thorough than I would be, on a commercial commission,” I admitted.  “Anmeter’s Inquisition is a difficult spell.  Most adepts would pass it over because it’s that complicated.  You didn’t.  Whether it worked or not is secondary.  But that’s the kind of work a journeyman mage would do,” I pointed out.

“It was just magic,” he shrugged.  “Once you understand the basics, the rest of it is just looking things up and practice.”

“Which means, I think, that you’re almost ready for your journeyman examinations,” I said with a sigh of resignation. 

“Master?” he asked, surprised. 

“Well, you can’t very well be my apprentice forever,” I pointed out.  “You’re a grown man.  You’ve taken to the art with discipline and excelled in your studies.  You’ve completed every challenge you’ve been given as an apprentice, and I know being the Spellmonger’s student is particularly challenging.  I think you’re about ready,” I proposed.

“I . . . I don’t know what to say,” he admitted, a cascade of expressions washing across his face. 

“Do you not think you’re ready?” I challenged.

“Me?  I don’t know.  Sure, I think.  But then . . . I don’t know,” he sighed.  “I haven’t thought about it.  But what happens when I take them?  What if I fail?”

“Then you can take them again in a year.  But you won’t fail.  Tyndal didn’t,” I reminded him.  That seemed to give him pause.  Tyndal is a good warmage, but academics was never his strong suit, as a rule.

“But . . . what if I don’t fail?” he asked, a worried look finally settling on his features.  “What happens if I pass?”

“Then you will be released from my service, granted a charter from the Royal Court Wizard, and you’ll be your own man,” I predicted.  “You’ll have a journeyman’s documents, a good recommendation from your master, and a witchstone.  You can do whatever you want to do.”

“But . . . what do I want to do?” he asked, mystified at the question.

I chuckled.  “Only you can figure that out.  My other apprentices all achieved nobility and status through their hard work and sacrifice during the war.  Tyndal and Dara became landed magelords and Rondal went into service with Duke Anguin,” I reminded him.  “Your apprenticeship has been less dangerous, but also less rewarding.  But it’s traditional for a master to endow his former apprentice, if he feels his work and service was worthy.  Don’t worry, the Spellmonger will not send you into the world without something in your purse.”

“I’m not worried about making a living,” he dismissed.  “I’m worried about what to do with myself, after I . . . after I don’t work for you.”

“Well, you’re learning a bit about the commercial side of magic, you’ve seen the academic and bureaucratic sides, which one do you prefer?”

“I honestly don’t know,” he decided.  “I . . . I guess I need to think about that.  I’ve been so busy looking for my father I hadn’t even considered taking my examinations and . . . and losing my position.”

I didn’t mean to laugh, but I couldn’t help it.  “Rudy, I think you can pretty much do anything you want to, as one of the Spellmonger’s former apprentices.  I can always find a job for you as a journeyman.  But I’m not insisting.  It’s a big world out there.  The war is essentially over.  You might want to see a bit of it before the next one inevitably starts.  Meet a girl.  Fall in love.  Get married, have children, build a home, start a life.  Magic is an excellent foundation, but it’s not a worthwhile life on its own,” I counselled.

We went back to work, and my apprentice was thoughtfully quiet for the rest of the job.  We finished up and it wasn’t until we were walking back to the practice that he brought up the subject again.

“Well, I suppose I’ll have to start working with Larask again,” he decided, as we went through the Cooper’s Market on our way to the next job over in High Bridge. 

“I thought you hated working with Larask?” I asked, surprised.

“I don’t hate him, I’m just . . . not fond of him,” he said, self-consciously.  “He’s just a kid.  But that’s why I need to work with him again.  Not on magic, maybe, but on being an apprentice.  He’s not ready to do it all on his own yet,” he assured me.

I chuckled.  Rudy was concerned for me, and the hole he knew he’d be leaving in my life once he was elevated.  Most apprentices wouldn’t be so worried about their former master.  His thoughtfulness was endearing.

“We’ll see about that.  Master Thinradel tells me that he’s given the boy a proper grounding in elementary thaumaturgy and he has performed to expectations.  That’s academic language for ‘he beat the fundamentals into his tiny little head until he finally listened.’  So we’ll see how he performs. 

“But you might be right,” I sighed.  “Larask is my responsibility, and I cannot pass him off to Thinradel indefinitely.  Perhaps I’ll summon him here.”

Ruderal looked horrified.  “Master?  Is that wise?  He’s only thirteen!”

“Almost fourteen,” I reminded him.  “Besides, how old were you when you went on your first adventure?”

“Ten,” Rudy admitted.  “By I was kidnapped by gangsters and sold to goblins,” he pointed out.  “I didn’t have much of a choice.”

“Nor did Larask when he was kidnapped from a fair and held in the dungeons of the Witch Queen for weeks,” I countered.  “Just because it took him a while to get used to his new life doesn’t mean he should hide from it.  Farise is teaching me that sometimes the best way to conquer a fear or an anxiety is to embrace it, and all of its consequences.”

“Like revealing to your master you’ve been taking time off to clandestinely search for your father instead of working on the important espionage mission he’s dedicated to.” he suggested, guiltily.

“Just that sort of thing, yes,” I agreed.  “But don’t worry, I think we can find your father, eventually, if we apply ourselves to it.  And get lucky.  And don’t worry about me, once you’ve taken your own journey.  I got by before you came along, I’ll survive after you’ve gone,” I promised.

“I know, Master,” he sighed.  “That doesn’t make it any easier.”

He was certainly correct about that.


Chapter Thirty-Three

A Cracked Pot

A good adept realizes soon after he opens his practice that the simplest spells are sometimes the most rewarding, financially and professionally. 

A Handbook for the Practicing Adept

Author Unknown

The next morning I sent Ruderal to handle the last of the work backlog while I got ready for my reception.  That meant acquiring a formal robe in my size befitting my station and new office.  I had no idea what that might entail, but Asalon did, and by noon I emerged from the little tailor’s shop in North Hill with a splendid blue-gray robe of shimmering Unstaran silk, complete with a matching skullcap and a demi-cape of a darker hue in Gilmoran cotton – “against the weather”, the little tailor assured me.

I found that laughable.  To me it was just as hot, humid, and rainy now as in the summertime.  A half-circle of cotton just meant I’d be wearing a wet sheet over my shoulders.

But I did look handsome in the thing, as I examined myself in his looking glass.  I tipped extravagantly for the speedy service, ordered three more in different colors, and headed back to the practice – where I had a client waiting for me in front of my practice.  I didn’t technically have clinic hours that day, but when a client shows up, you see them, if you can.  Especially when it was a fifteen-year-old girl possessing a copper token you’d given away as a premium.  It was the girl I’d met in Rudy’s company the other night, Lemari, carrying a basket.  She looked unhappy.

“I’m sorry, Master Mirkander, I didn’t want to bother you during clinic hours and risk running into Rudimon,” Lemari explained, uncomfortably as I led her into the practice.  “We didn’t part on the best of circumstances,” she added, guiltily.

“I never asked him why you broke it off with him,” I assured her.  “None of my business.  I do hope it wasn’t anything Rudy has done,” I said, as I led her under the wyvern skeleton and up to my consultation office. 

“No, no, nothing like that,” she assured me as she took a seat.  “Rudy is wonderful.  He’s just . . . it’s just not . . . it was me,” she confessed, her eyes downcast.  “But that’s not why I’m here,” she said, a moment later.  “Rudy was kind enough to give me that token, and I wanted to know if it was still valid.”

“Of course,” I assured her, picking it up and looking at it in the light.  “What arcane service can I perform for you today?  And . . . just so you know, I don’t try to get back lovers, or make people fall in love, or that sort of thing,” I added, warningly.

“No, that’s not why I’m here,” she said, shaking her head.  She picked up her basket from beside the chair and removed a wrapped bundle from it.  “I had an accident,” she said, sorrowfully.  “I live with my aunt and uncle, and I was cleaning one day and broke this vase,” she said, opening the bundle to reveal a fairly simple looking broken bowl.  It was about nine inches wide and about four deep, and it had a lid that seemed to be intact.  It was glazed a dark brown color – nothing special, that I could see.  “I was wondering if you could repair it,” she asked, shoving the basket at me.

I stared at the piece for a moment.  “I suppose I could, my dear, but I see these things in the market all the time – and for a lot less than the cost of a spell.  Why don’t you just purchase them a new one?”

“Because this was my uncle’s apprentice piece,” she groaned, her lower lip trembling.  When my girls do that, it invokes the paternal in me.  “He’s incredibly proud of it – that’s why it’s displayed on the mantle,” she explained.  “It’s irreplaceable.  I didn’t mean to break it, and I thought about just gluing it together, but he’d notice that in an instant,” she assured me gravely.

“No doubt,” I nodded, understanding her situation.  “Professionals are touchy about their personal trophies, let me assure you.  But magic can repair it, nearly as good as new,” I assured her.

“Can you . . . can you add something so that he won’t notice it?” she asked, worriedly.  “I really don’t want him to find out.  They’re so kind to me, taking me in, and my cousins give them such troubles, and I don’t want to be any more trouble for them than I already am, and—”

“I can help,” I pledged.  “Indeed, it won’t take but a moment, if you’ll help me put it together,” I said, calmly.  “And yes, I can make it seem completely innocuous, if you’d like.”

“I would be greatly in your debt, Master Mirkandar,” she assured me, earnestly.  She pouted her lips in a familiar way.  I had five sisters, I knew when I was being worked on.  No doubt she was concerned about price.  An orphan living with her aunt and uncle probably didn’t get much pocket money.

“Don’t worry, there’s no charge,” I told her, quietly.  “The token was for a free enchantment, you’ll get this one free.  It’s easy,” I explained.  “You just have to convince the different pieces that there isn’t a space between them anymore.  Watch,” I said, and then began to assemble the piece. 

“Rudimon said he’d do it for me, but then we . . . well, it would have been unfair of me to ask him,” she decided.  “But he did give me the token and explained how it worked.  I figured it was worth a chance to come talk to you.”

“I like helping people,” I reassured her as I tacked each new piece together with a temporary binding cantrip.  “It’s one of the reasons I became a Practical Adept, instead of trying to get a job as a court wizard or magical teacher.  Magic is too useful to be confined to the wealthy,” I said as I fitted the shards together to see what I was working with.

“Is that why you sell your ice so cheaply?” she asked, as she handed me the next piece.

“Yes, actually,” I shrugged.  “Once you know how to do something impressive like that, you want to share it with people.  At least I do.  Some of my colleagues prefer to keep it an expensive luxury for their own benefit.  I saw an opportunity not just to make money, but to help other people a bit.  But it’s a bad habit to get into, for an Adept.  If you’re too compassionate, you don’t make enough coin to survive.”

Lemari looked around at the neatly-appointed study, the scores of books on the shelves, the instruments and trophies and oddities I had placed here and there to impress the gullible.  I suppose it worked.  “You must be doing pretty well, then.”

“I do all right,” I agreed, as the last piece was added.  “Here, let me cast the permanent spell, and then I’ll add the noticeability charm.  It will only linger for a couple of weeks, but after it gathers a little dust I don’t think your uncle will notice anyway.” 

With that I cast Marfin’s Binding, the standard spell for mending broken crockery, and all of the seams where the breaks had been faded until they could barely be discerned.  Marfin’s Binding had been around for centuries, and was a staple of footwizards and hedgewitches.  The unnoticability spell was next – more complex than Marfin and requiring a little more power, but when I was done a hundred people could pass by the thing and not realize it was there.

“All done,” I said, as I triumphantly replaced the lid on top.  It fit perfectly.  “You have your extremely valuable, extremely basic pottery restored, my dear.  Put it back where it was, and I think you’ll escape discovery.”

“Thank you!” she said, sincerely.  “You have no idea how worried I’ve been about this.  My uncle is a kind man, and slow to wrath, but . . .”

“Say no more,” I said, quieting her.  “Just remember where you got the spell when you need magic in the future.  You never think you do, until you do.”

Lemari was a sweet girl, I reflected, as she left with the carefully re-wrapped pot, and a conscientious one.  She was young, innocent, and didn’t deserve the chaos that was going to overwhelm her life in the future, I thought as I watched her leave. 

It did my heart good to do a simple kindness for an orphan who was just trying to live her life.  Farise was filled with thousands just like her, I figured, and I had an obligation to them as Elector to ensure that they had some kind of decent government, before I left Farise. 

That one act of kindness, that one broken pot mended with magic, was going to be more important than I anticipated, as it turned out. 

Because in Farise things are not what they seem.

***

The address for the reception for the Electors I was invited to was deep in the High Bridge District in the northern, uphill part of the city.  It was a cascade of lovely townhomes descending down the sleep slope of North Hill, each tiled roof rising even further than the one before it. 

While largely residential, it did have a neighborhood high street, the Bridge Market, some offices, a few higher-end artisans, a number of quaint little chapels, picturesque parks, and the occasional monument to Farise’s storied past to add charm to the neighborhood.  High Bridge was an economic transition point, a place for people with enough money and status to claim they were from the east bank of the river . . . when, in fact, there were better houses available for cheaper just over the bridge. 

The reception was at a place called the Hibiscus Pavilion, an elegant private walled garden in the midst of a quiet residential section of the district.  It was about three acres, with a grand open-sided pavilion in the center surrounded by a maze of plants and flowers, with the namesake hibiscus featuring prominently.  The sort of place you could have a wedding, if you needed to, or a picnic with three hundred of your closest friends. 

That night it was decked out with parchment lamps strung from the trees and the sides of the pavilion, or dangling from ropes strung between poles.  Inside the pavilion the illumination was even more impressive, with a three-wicked oil lamp on every post and a three-tiered mirrored chandelier hanging from the ceiling.  Tables were filled with delicacies and bottles of every vintage of wine, brandy and spirit imaginable.  It was a lot like the party Alperrik threw for his wife’s birthday, but nicer.  In fact, he used the same musicians and the same dancers as last time, too, and likely the same caterers, but it was classier, somehow.  I guess that tells you what you need to know about what Alperrik thought of his wife.

Alperrik himself was mingling with his guests when I arrived with Ruderal – I didn’t want to brave this event alone, and Darriky said he would be late in arriving.

“Ah!  The Ice Wizard!” Alperrik boomed when he saw us.  His face was split into a grin, and he made a point to clasp my palm in the traditional Imperial gesture of greeting.  “It’s such an honor for you to be selected for this, Mirkandar,” he said, his voice pretending to be a whisper.  “I was just as surprised at hearing your name as I was Darriky’s – or my own!”

“It’s an honor to serve,” I said, weakly.  “And an honor I didn’t seek.  Who was the one who mentioned my name?” I asked, suspiciously.

“I don’t know, but you can thank him later,” the adept chuckled.  “This could be a very big opportunity for you, Mirkandar.  Things are changing, and a new order is arising.  Regardless who ends up in the Citadel, this is a chance for an enterprising young adept to make a name for himself.  Here,” he said, taking a long bright yellow ribbon from one of his servants and presenting it to me.  He was wearing one over his plum-colored robes.  “It’s not official, but I wanted us Electors to stand out, so people could see us.”

“Thank you,” I said, without much enthusiasm, but I put it on. 

“It’s symbolic,” he explained.  “The original mercantile flag for Farise was a yellow chain on a green field – a golden chain, according to the lore.  These ribbons represent the golden links between us Electors as we convene to bind the future of our beloved Farise.  And who is this handsome young man?” he asked, finally looking toward Ruderal.

“My apprentice, Rudimon,” I said, proudly.  “I thought he might like a chance to see how the magi on the east bank enjoy themselves.”

“Always room for an ambitious young adept,” Alperrik agreed, sizing up my apprentice.  “I’ve taken nine apprentices myself, over the years.  Eight have become competitors, so far – don’t they know they’re supposed to journey, as journeymen?  Away?” he asked, rolling his eyes.  “But they’re good adepts, and that’s what is important.”

“He’s a bit . . . much,” Ruderal pronounced, as we wandered away from our host as he greeted new guests. 

“He’s just getting warmed up,” I assured him.  “I’ve only met the man once, but he made an impression on me.  He’s that kind of middle-aged professional who’s been practicing his trade for years and accumulated a little wealth, power, and influence.  So he’s dabbling in politics.  He’s not one of the major players amongst the adepts in town, but he’d like to be.”

“Oh, he has ambition,” Ruderal agreed.  “Soaring ambition.  But he’s also honestly enthusiastic about all of this.  He really wants to see it succeed.”

“He’s an idealistic fool,” I said, quietly.  “This entire Congress is a farce, something to waste everybody’s time with until the Merwyni get here.  But we must play along,” I encouraged him, with an overly enthusiastic smile.  “But our image suits our purpose: new mage in town makes good, along with his plucky young apprentice.”

“’Plucky’?” Ruderal asked, with a snort.  “I’m not ‘plucky’.”

“Well-meaning, then,” I suggested.  “Still, this is a lot more attention than I wanted, right now.  And Alperrik has invited quite a few people that I’ve never met before.  Why don’t you fetch us a couple of drinks while I take a look around?  It’s still early, yet, but I want to see who was invited.”

As it turned out, there were several adepts I didn’t recognize wearing the same yellow ribbon as I.  I made a point of introducing myself, making some small talk, enduring a couple of good-natured digs about my heritage and the ice business, and I moved on. In a way, it was like a court function.  The same basic social rules applied.  And I didn’t need Ruderal’s special Talent to see what assholes most of my peers were.

There were a lot of magi from the west bank of the river, though, more than I expected.  As much of a blowhard as Alperrik was, he had tried to open up the Congress to the lower-class magi and hard working fellows from Bluestem and North Hill, even some poor sod out in Cooper’s District.  He was a very generous elitist.

I saw Ary of House Mariska, the tall Unstaran merchant prince speaking with one of the other Electors, and a couple of richly dressed spice merchants I’d met at the last party.  But Femeru and Lentilus, Darriky’s friends from the other side of the river were also there.  I recognized one of the men who had attended Rellin Pratt at the last affair.  I waved to Alperrik’s wife.  Several of my wealthier clients were also in attendance, and were surprised that their humble adept was actually important.

Over in one corner of the pavilion I saw three older magi in darker robes who I knew were each members of the five largest firms in Farise, the ones who had contracts with the palace and the shipyards.  None of them wore yellow ribbons.  I found that telling. 

Those men were the old, wise, and obscenely wealthy patrons of much of the magical community in Farise, including commercial and academic interests, and their unwillingness to participate as Electors told me what they thought of the chances of successfully electing a Doge.  Before the invasion, they were the type of men I’d imagine would be on the Privy Council, or whatever the Farisians called it, not merely interested observers of the process.

But they were here.  They weren’t working against it.  I found that interesting, too.

One of the few women wearing the ribbons I saw was an elegant matron about my age with very striking features and a nose like the beak of a hawk.  She had a long cascade of dark Imperial-heritage hair spilling over her shoulder, chased with silver wire and streaked with gray.  She was wearing a simple but elegant burgundy dress cut in Remeran style.  She was arguing quite animatedly with two men I didn’t recognize – and she reminded me of Pentandra. 

Pentandra would have loved this party, I reflected.

“Good evening,” I said, when her two companions had finally fled.  “I see you’re an Elector as well.”

She gave me a good, thorough examination, top to bottom.  “Yes, and I was born here.  Imagine that.”

“Not all of us were that fortunate,” I admitted. With my best charming smile.  “I am Mirkandar the Magnificent.  Practical Adept.”

“Lady Tirika of House Irmoa,” she said, granting me a perfunctory bow.  “I’ve heard about you.  The Ice Wizard.”

“That’s just a sideline,” I assured her.  “But a profitable one.  What does your house do?” I asked, innocently.  In point of fact, I knew what her house did.  She was one of the magi that we’d assembled a dossier on – though not one I had anticipated meeting. 

House Irmoa was her husband’s house, but Tirika herself was descended from an old Imperial family – the kind that trace their lineages back to Archmagi and legends.  Though small, House Irmoa specialized in complex enchantments, the kind you use to ensure that the entire sewer system was adequate for the amount of rainfall and could adjust itself accordingly.  It was the sort of high-end magic that wealthy municipalities can invest in to keep the flooding to a minimum.  But since civic services for such things had been shut down since the invasion, I was guessing that House Irmoa was having a hard time.

“A little bit of everything,” she said, understanding the subtle dig.  “So what is a Narasi barbarian wizard doing deciding the fate of Farise?” she asked, accusingly.

“I wish I knew,” I confessed.  “I was out of town when I was selected.  I have no idea what I’m doing here.”

“Typical!” she snorted in frustration, and rolled her eyes as she sipped her wine.  She really did remind me of Penny.  “This entire thing was a mad plan from the beginning,” she said, shaking her head.  “There’s no way we can make a fair selection with the Alshari sword at our throats.”

“What would you favor as a course of action, then?” I asked, because everyone likes talking about their own opinions.

“Me?  Something better than this circus.  All of this was designed as a means to put Pratt the Puppet in the Citadel and make him dance for them.  Fools!” she condemned with a snarl.  “How long before Castalshar decides to come along and invade again?  Or do they want to be ruled by gangsters and pirates?”

“I thought pirates were a respected profession, in Farise,” I pointed out.  Indeed, there was a kind of underground pride about having the corsairs use the city as a base, I’d noticed. 

“Not by respectable people,” she insisted.  “Commerce raiding and privateers are one thing, but those thieves will attack anyone.  Piracy!  It’s just representative of the greater breakdown of law and legitimate authority in Farise.  Like smuggling or slavery,” she said, sneering at the word.

“Or wanton assassination,” I pointed out.  “So what do you consider the most important qualification when it comes to a new Doge, if Pratt is unacceptable?”

“Besides good armor and a high tolerance for poison?  Reestablishing our sovereignty,” Tirkia decided.  “That’s where things in Farise really went off course.  Grigor tried to use sovereignty like a weapon against the Five Duchies, and it got us invaded.  But when we lost the law, we started faltering even more than when we lost the navy.”

“Sovereignty is important,” I agreed.  “But once lost, how does it return?  A gift from the gods?” I suggested.  I was just bantering with her, but she took the bait.

“Whether from the divine or the mundane, sovereignty springs from the hearts of men,” she said, sincerely.  “It can only be established with their consent and permission, lest we live in a tyranny.”

“I nearly think we already do,” I pointed out, sympathetically.  “The philosophers say that sovereignty is the product of one man with the will to use violence to establish and protect the land and its people in the name of the divine.  I don’t disagree with you, but as a practical matter how do the ‘hearts of men’ go about establishing sovereignty?  In the Duchies, it’s done with a sword and the chivalric code and Luin’s common law.  That demands that the knights submit to the will of the people as expressed by the clergy, the representatives of the gods.”

“And how does that work for you?” she asked, critically.

“Mostly very poorly,” I admitted.  “But they have established a conduit for sovereignty.  Farise’s sovereignty was left over from the Empire,” I reminded her.  “There is no more Magocracy to ensure Farise’s sovereignty.”

“You . . . are not wrong,” she admitted, grudgingly.  “Without the means to defend ourselves, any pretense at sovereignty is doomed.  We are occupied and beset by corsairs.  Which is why I’m not particularly hopeful about this circus – I mean, this Congress.  It lacks legitimacy itself.”

“Maybe if we pretend hard enough, no one will notice,” I suggested.  “Look, you are not wrong, either.  We have no mandate here than what we have created for ourselves.  But at least someone is doing something,” I pointed out.  “It might be misguided, corrupt, poorly-conceived and doomed to failure, but at least they’re – we’re trying,” I corrected.

Tirika looked at me thoughtfully.  “So are you really committed to this madness, or are you merely a victim of circumstance, Ice Wizard?” she asked, suddenly amused.

“The two are not mutually exclusive.  Surely the gods would not have placed me where they have unless they intended me to have some influence on the outcome of events.  Or, at least, that is what I tell myself every morning.  If this Congress can dredge up some pretense to establish sovereignty as a polite fiction to create a working government, it creates its own legitimacy,” I suggested.  “History informs us that is how nations are born.”  As if to punctuate my words, the rumble of thunder could be heard in the west.  Our lovely evening was about to change.

“So you’re a student of history, are you?” Tirika asked. 

“Among other things.  It’s a hobby,” I conceded. 

“And what does your scholarship suggest will be the fate of Farise?  I’m genuinely interested.”  I considered the question, as I offered her my arm.  I felt a premature raindrop on my face.  It was time to move back into the pavilion.  Most of the other party-goers were doing likewise. 

“If I had to speculate, I would say that this Congress will elect a puppet of the existing economic powers in the city, who will then struggle against the Alshari until one emerges victorious.  He will rule as a strongman for a year or two, or until he is challenged by a foreign invader.  If he is weak, then Farise becomes a dependency and colony.  If he is strong, then Farise emerges as an independent power in a dangerous world,” I offered, as we made it to the pavilion just in time for the first drops of rain to fall.  A flash of lightning flared in the west.

“That’s . . . depressingly realistic,” Tirkia admitted with a sigh.  “I cannot disagree with your assessment, Mirkandar, but I strive against it.  I would see Farise independent, able to chart our own fate in uncertain waters.  But the boldness required for that kind of future seems to have all but died out here.  That’s why that little shit Pratt is so popular,” she admitted.  “He might be as stupid as porsago pudding, but he’s bold.  He captures their imagination,” she said, regretfully.

“Honestly, I think it’s more important to establish how we do this, rather than who we elect,” I suggested, as I led her to the punch table.  Farisian punches are strong and deceptive, laced with fruit juices and sugar and spices but mostly comprised of sugar rum and brandy.  This one was displayed in a gigantic silvered clam shell of some sort.  “Establishing what process we use may be more vital than who we inflict that process upon,” I reflected, as I secured two small porcelain cups.

“Inflict?” she asked, amused, as I filled a cup and handed it to her.  “That’s an odd way to put it.”

“I’m no expert on the selection mechanism,” I admitted, “but from what I understand the original process was designed to test the wisdom and magical ability of the new leader, whether it be Doge or Archmage.  A series of tasks, tests, and trials that would establish the superiority of the candidate before they assumed power.”

“Well, yes, but those rites are antiquated,” she argued.  “Mere ceremony.  The selection of an archmage – or a doge – became a matter of political pragmatism.  Those trials were just a formality since the Later Magocracy.”

“Are they?” I challenged, as I grabbed my cup and led her to the banquet tables.  Though there was no formal dining period, from what I understood, a number of cloth-covered tables and chairs had been set up to facilitate the buffet.  “It occurs to me that just electing a man by rote doesn’t really do justice to the high office he’s being given.  If some wish to vote for Pratt, I take no issue with that – but we don’t have to just hand the place over to him and then go die in his struggle to keep it.  We can make it a challenge to obtain,” I proposed.  “It seems only fair.”

That caught her interest.  Her eyes lit up as I held her chair for her.  “Oh, I like that idea,” she admitted.  “Make him prove he’s worthy to rule, before he gets the scepter.”

“Why, as Electors, I believe we could establish any requirements we wish,” I pointed out.  “If we’re re-founding the government, then it stands to reason doing so on the foundation of the old provides at least a hint of legitimacy,” I reasoned, “and the old rites were, as you pointed out, archaic.  If Pratt wants to found an empire, let him prove that he has the stuff of emperors within him.”

“You’re a lot smarter than people give you credit for,” Tirkia admitted, grudgingly, as she sipped her punch.  “Most see you as just a Narasi spellmonger scheming for opportunity in the ruins of Farise.  Or a fool who will be executed as an occupier once the revolution happens, you know.”

“There’s to be a revolution?” I asked, amused.

“According to this new faction that announced itself this morning,” she informed me.  “They ambushed an Alshari patrol in Cesshaven, took hostages, and announced the beginning of a new revolutionary movement: the Farisian People’s Army.”

“The Farisian People’s Army?” I asked, surprised and amused.

“Yes, an army of a few dozen at most,” she explained.  “All young hotheads from the depths of Cesshaven who think they have the moral right to seize power and rule for the benefit of the poor.  Some version of this springs up every couple of years, actually – it’s nothing new.  Republicanism, democratic ideals, foolish visions of a communal utopia spouted by desperate people who can’t do math but feel they have the moral obligation to rule.  Usually they’re just an ignorant front for some greater power.  But this People’s Army killed three men, and took hostages for a few hours before they slid back to their cesspools.”

“That is interesting,” I conceded.  “Back in Castal we have the occasional peasant’s rebellion with the same sort of ideas.  Something like that is happening in the Westlands, actually, I believe.  But it rarely amounts to anything.”

“Nor will it here,” she agreed.  “Those poor idiots are setting themselves up to attract attention.  It’s one thing when the Contramara stages an attack.  There’s no use trying to track them down.  But these idiots are acting openly.  Those fools have made themselves targets for the Alshari, now, and no one will hesitate to sell them out.”

The rain started to fall in earnest, and some of the stragglers from the garden were arriving under the shelter of the pavilion at a run.  Darriky was one, I noted, but right behind him were a string of others – including Durgan Jole, I saw.

That startled me.  From what Mavone had learned the old warmage lived somewhere near the Seva Straights at the south end of the Sound and only came to town periodically.  But the way he looked, it was easy to see he’d been on a bender. 

While he had donned a richly decorated robe for the occasion, he still wore his fisherman’s hat and his shabby sandals.  He staggered a bit as he mounted the stairs, his hat dripping with rainwater.  He looked around and blinked his one bleary eye before he headed for the butler’s table.

“Osaba is here?” Tirkia remarked, her eyes wide with surprise.  “It must be for the free drinks,” she concluded. 

“You know him?” I asked, just as surprised.

“Oh, he’s an old Wenshari adept who has been around a few years,” she dismissed.  “A lovable scoundrel.  He lives in a shack on a beach somewhere in the south, and invites the occasional mage out to the place to get drunk and screw around with magic.  He’s harmless,” she stressed.  “He’s another old drunken fool who was seduced by the ‘dusky maidens of Farise’,” she said with wry sarcasm.

“There are worse lives,” I suggested.  “And who is this behind him?  Horses?  Oh, Ishi’s Tits, is Pratt going to grace us with his presence again?” I asked in disgust.  “He showed up to Alperrik’s last party.  A complete boor,” I assured her.  “Worse than Alperrik.”

“Oh, we’ve met!” she assured me, her eyes narrowing.  “Let’s see what asinine antics he’s going to subject us to this time.”

The storm was getting closer and it began to rain harder as the newcomers entered the pavilion.  Most of the tapers in the garden had already been extinguished by the rain, so it was difficult to identify them until they came within the light of the pavilion’s lamps.

But the men who pushed their way into the shelter were not dressed as Sea Lords or pirates.  They wore the long, floor-length checkered cloaks of the Royal Censorate of Magic – and there were a lot of them.

There were other newcomers as well, Alshari exiles dressed as gentlemen, unarmored but each carrying a dueling sword.  They seemed a shabby-looking bunch, compared to the Censors, whose cloaks were spotless.  Their Alshari finery was showing some wear, and some of it was threadbare.  Exile was starting to weigh on them, I realized. 

But then a shorter, stouter man in Alshari garb strutted in, one eye squinting in the light while the other surveyed the crowd.  Clearly, he had exotropia, which was unsettling.  His hair was long and stringy, and the rain had slicked it to his bare head and over his shoulders.  He wore a full cavalry sword at his belt, and even had spurs on his heels though I couldn’t think of a possible reason why he’d need them.  I did not know him by sight, but I had heard enough about him to recognize him by description.  Tirkia was kind enough to confirm my suspicion.

“Ishi’s well-traveled twat, that’s bloody Count Cingaran!” she swore, horrified.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Party Crashers

To be a traveler in Farise means an invitation to the fabulous parties and entertainments the province is justly known for.  The Farisians prefer a buffet style of event, with music and dancing featured as entertainment, with a casual approach that bemuses the more socially rigid Remerans and Merwyni.  Farisian hospitality is warm and friendly as a rule and the open nature of the celebrations make unexpected guests a welcome and novel event at any Farisian party.
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In retrospect, I could see why Count Cingaran showed up to Alperrik’s reception.  While he was no doubt smarting from relenting to the demands of the magi to select Electors for a Doge, since he had permitted it, he wanted to participate.  The Electors who heavily favored Pratt as a candidate were having a reception elsewhere tonight, as were those few in the Congress who favored making Cingaran the monarch of Farise. 

We were the exceptions, I realized; Alperrik was, indeed, more invested in the process than the outcome, and was therefore unlikely to take a side easily.  That attitude had attracted a number of Electors who were therefore uncommitted to either Cingaran or Pratt – myself included, I realized.  I suppose that extended to Tirkia, Darriky, and the other Electors who had chosen to come to this party, because that’s how things work in Farise.  People go to the parties where their politics are best reflected, when it’s a political matter.  If Cingaran wanted to advance his case then we were the ones he had to convince.

Of course, doing it with a squadron of Censorate warmagi might have set the wrong tone.

Indeed, the entire pavilion fell silent, and even the minstrels ceased their playing, when Count Cingaran made his arrival.  The traditional anxious murmuring and whispers commenced, as everyone’s attention was drawn to the man who had made himself military governor of the city. 

“Is this where the Electors who have rejected Pratt hold forth?” he asked in a loud voice that was distinctly unpleasant, as if he were a giant talking crab and not an opium addict of noble birth.  Indeed, his independently wandering eyes had the glassy appearance of one who indulges in the expensive habit.  That did not make them more pleasant.

Indeed, Count Cingaran was as old and ugly as Rellin Pratt was young and handsome.  He had an enormous pot belly, the result of decades of wine and spirits, and his skin had a sallow complexion to it.  Wrinkles and scars adorned his face with equal abandon, and it was clear to all that His Excellency was a talented duelist in his youth. 

Those days were clearly past.  His stringy long hair was tinged with gray, as was the bushy mustache he grew to make up the account of his receding hairline.

But what Cingaran lacked in youthful vigor he made up for with stubborn arrogance and undeniable charisma.  He regarded the crowd with condescension, bordering on contempt.  After a moment’s silence, Alperrik shuffled forward and bowed in the Narasi style.

“Welcome to our little reception, gentlemen,” he offered in my native tongue.  It was a courteous gesture to a guest, of course, but the implication was instantly apparent to all: these were Narasi at an entirely Farisian affair.  Occupiers, not allies.  I don’t think Alperrik meant any disrespect – I could be mistaken – but being addressed in his native language seemed to irritate Cingaran.  He replied at once in thickly-accented Perwyneese.

“I was out riding with my men this evening when we were caught in a storm,” he continued in his crabby voice.  His lazy eye scanned the crowd alarmingly.  “I do hope you don’t mind us taking shelter here for a while and impose on your hospitality.”  It was a statement, not a question, and Cingaran strutted past Alperrik as if he were a servant.  The rain outside had become a torrent, coming down in sheets, now, which presented a dire backdrop for the man. 

“I am actually glad that this little group has convened,” he continued, his words lacking sincerity those he raised his voice to be heard over the rain, “and perhaps we can put to an end once and for all the troubles this fair city has endured.  Once proper authority is established,” he said – and no one had any illusions about who he meant as that authority – “then perhaps true order and prosperity will result. 

“Until then,” he continued, whirling around as he came to the center of the pavilion, “let no one forget who controls Farise.  Both the mundane and the arcane,” he said, gesturing around at the Censors.  I don’t know how they felt about being political props for their erstwhile ally, but I could imagine it wasn’t professionally fulfilling.  That didn’t stop them from being intimidating. 

“The recent troubles have brought to light a band of . . . dissidents among the magical community,” he continued.  “Now, I know none of you fine adepts would condone or support such ruthless and misguided people,” he said, his voice pregnant with sarcasm, “but I thought it prudent to remind everyone that while Cingaran is in charge, there will be order in Farise.  Even among the magi,” he finished, with a growl.

Alperrik scooted forward and put his hand on Cingaran’s shoulder, while he gestured to the crowd.  “Of course your men are welcome to stay and share our refreshments.  It is only proper to honor the guests of Farise thus,” he said, and escorted Cingaran to the beverage table, where the big silver clam full of booze beckoned.

“This is blatant intimidation!” Tirkia muttered under her breath.  “The gall of that man to show up here . . . and say something like that to us!” she said, indignantly.

“If his point was to inspire a reaction in us, then wisdom dictates that we deprive him of victory by denying him that reaction,” I counselled.  “The best weapon against a man like that is indifference, not outrage.”

“It is truly annoying when a foreigner and a thaumaturge lectures me on wisdom . . . and is correct,” she admitted.  “I still want to gouge his eyes out.  Especially that creepy one,” she said with a shudder.

I chuckled, and noted again how much Tirkia reminded me of Pentandra.  I resolved to introduce them someday.  They would get along famously, if neither of them were assassinated first.

We watched quietly as Cingaran made the rounds near the buffet table, then settled into the largest, most throne-like chair available – one of those tall monstrosities from the Duchies with its own little awning, like I had back in Sevendor – to preside over a banquet he was not invited to.

His men were just as pushy.  The Alshari exiles were rude and aggressive as they spread out through the crowd, engaging the guests in short, brutish conversations.  Almost all of them were armed with those long thin blades the Alshari prefer, the ones they use for dueling.  We watched in fascination as they interrupted the dancers, insulted the musicians, and were generally boorish to the Farisians. 

“I can see why you don’t like us,” I admitted to Tirkia, as we watched.  “I know a few Alshari.  If it makes any difference, most of them aren’t like that.”

“It doesn’t.  These are the Alshari we know, and they’re awful,” she pointed out.  “The Remerans were slightly better,” she admitted.  “They at least knew how to behave at parties.”

“It’s the Censors you need to watch,” I warned her.  “Notice that very few of them are indulging in drink.  They’re disciplined.  The Alshari gentlemen are not.”

“They’re warmagi, correct?” she asked, curious.  “They mostly keep to themselves.”

“Most of them are,” I agreed.  “And they always keep to themselves.  These are the last dregs of the order, the fanatics and screw-ups who had no better place to go.  But they know their business,” I conceded.  As I glanced around casually at the Censors, I noted that they were hugging the perimeter and just standing around, their cloaks furled about them and their mageblades peeking out behind their shoulders.  They looked stoic, impassive, but capable of springing into action at a moment’s notice.

The storm took that opportunity to flare more lightning and thunder, providing a dramatic feel to the event.  The rain was coming down so hard it was difficult to hear anything.  I sipped my punch and just enjoyed the evening.  Until Ruderal contacted me, mind-to-mind.

Master, there is a problem, he stated flatly, when I accepted the spell.  There is something afoot, here. I—

Before he could finish his warning, a flailing figure threw itself across the pavilion with a maniacal shout, waving a dagger in the air.  Another shout came from behind my shoulder – not an angry shout.  It was the depraved shout of a determined man who was not prepared to survive.

Automatically I put my arm on Tirkia’s shoulder and shoved her under the table.  In moments the entire place was filled with knife-wielding little Farisians, mostly dressed as servants, attacking the Alshari exiles for the most part.  I rolled under the table to join Tirkia.

“Who the hell are they?” she demanded, her eyes wide as people started scuffling in the aisles.

“THIS IS AN ACTION OF THE FARISIAN PEOPLE’S ARMY!” a fierce-sounding male voice screeched as he jumped on the punch table and waved a bloody knife in the air.  There was a savage grin on his face as he basked in the shrieks of the guests. He was uncomfortably skinny under his plain white vest, one of the thousands of poor who survived on porsago and tea in the slums.  But he was a fire-breathing revolutionary if I’ve ever seen one. 

A moment later someone threw a warmagic bolt into his face, knocking him violently to the floor and dumping the big clam shell full of punch over him as he went.  As armies went, this one was amateurish.

“The Farisian People’s Army, apparently,” I answered Tirkia calmly.  The Censors and the Alshari were already moving to confront them, drawing blades and engaging the erstwhile terrorists who clearly hadn’t anticipated their presence here.  Perhaps they didn’t know what the Censors were capable of, or perhaps they didn’t care in their revolutionary zeal, but they were about to find out why the magi of the Nasari lands feared them.  “It would be wisest if we stayed out of the way,” I counselled Tirkia.

“Surprisingly, I don’t feel like mingling, at the moment,” she agreed, quietly.

The Alshari and the Censors were making short work of the terrorists, all of whom seemed to be young, skinny, and dramatically unskilled in combat.  They shouted a lot – they seemed more interested in frightening the attendees than doing damage.  Most of the partygoers were unarmed civilians, commercial magi unprepared for a fight.  They seemed to have had a couple of lucky strikes once they revealed themselves, slashing the arms and faces and bellies of a few surprised Alshari as well.

But their daggers and knives were no match for rapiers and mageblades and warspells.  The Censorate is always just waiting for a reason to use magical violence, and the FPA toughs gave them a perfect excuse to indulge themselves.  The revolutionaries were completely unprepared for that.  In moments the surviving terrorists were being herded into a central location, and everyone was tense.

That’s when I saw it, out of the corner of my eye.  I wouldn’t have, had I not been on the floor.  But under the table was a small piece of stone that looked familiar to me.

Fulgurite, I recognized it, as I picked up the shard to be certain.  It proved to be the same substance I’d examined the other night, down to its enchantment.  And the implications of that were enormous.  To underscore that fact, the storm chose that moment to throw more lightning over the western mountains.  It was almost over the city . . . where it would rain down bolts of destruction that the enchanted fulgurite would attract. 

The Farisian People’s Army attack was cover for a larger operation, I realized with horror.  One designed to concentrate people under the pavilion during a thunderstorm where they could be thrashed with lightning.  But no one but I knew that.

Master! Ruderal broke into my thoughts, excitedly.  Are you all right?

I’m fine, and hiding under a table with a pretty lady, I assured him.  What were you—?

I wanted to tell you that something was amiss, and I expected violence, he reported.

I think we’ve past that, now.  Thanks for trying to warn me, though.

This wasn’t the violence I was expecting, he insisted.  I was walking around the buffet and ran into one of the dancers.  That is, I saw her . . . doing something.  Something suspicious.  The thing was, I recognized her.

The dancers all wear veils, I reminded him.  How could you – oh, I said, realizing what he meant.  Rudy’s special Talent allows him to see far past the surface of someone and into their soul, a reflection of their self-awareness.  Once he knows you, it doesn’t matter what disguise you’re in, he’ll know who you are.  So who is it? I asked, confused.

Lemari! he informed me.  I don’t know how, but she’s dressed as a dancer, and she was putting something under that big chair in the center of the pavilion just before Count Cingaran sat down.  A little brown bowl, I think.  No one noticed it, though, and Cingaran’s fat ass is sitting directly over it.

It only took a moment for me to put it all together.  Lemari.  A little brown pot – one that had my arcane signature on it.  The fulgurite.  The bloody Farisian People’s Army attack.  Someone – the Contramara, I guessed – was trying to assassinate the Count.  And as many other enemies it could. 

With lightning.

“Run,” I instructed Terkia in a hoarse voice, as I prepared myself.  I realized what I had to do.

“What?” she asked.

“Run!” I repeated.  “Forget your pretty dress and your dignity and run as far away and as fast as you can.  Now!” I insisted, pushing her back out from under the table.

I give her credit.  She did exactly what I told her to.  Pentandra would have tried to argue.

Ruderal, get ahold of that little pot, quick! I ordered him through our link.  I’ll create a distraction.  Just get it, and then put it somewhere harmless, and then get the hell away from it.

All right, Master, but what—

Fulgurite! I explained.  That enchanted fulgurite!  It’s everywhere, on the floor, and its going to draw lightning any moment!

I didn’t hear any more from Rudy – when he understands what to do, he does it.  I wish all of my apprentices were so attentive.  But removing the pot wasn’t going to diminish the danger, much.  I realized that there were plenty of shards of fulgurite scattered on the floor under our feet.  There was no telling where else they had been planted.

The last of the Farisian People’s Army toughs were being dragged into a common pile at the center of the pavilion, angry Alshari gentlemen standing over them with swords.  Most of the terrorists had been subdued violently, with many of them holding freshly bleeding wounds or nursing battered faces.  Count Cingaran looked livid, I saw.  He returned to his ornate chair – the one that had been trapped – and surveyed the frightened-looking attackers.  There were about eight of them still alive, I noted.

In a moment or two, no one would be alive.  The storm outside was only getting more intense.  And I could see the cobbled floor of the pavilion was scattered with the tiny nodes of fulgurite.  Enough for a dozen strikes or more.

We had only seconds, I realized.  There was no dodging this, unless I wanted to manifest a staff and use the Ways to escape.  That would have abandoned the rest of the company to the lightning.  I couldn’t let that happen, as much as I despised the Censorate and the creepy Alshari count.

Instead of trying to flee, I quietly conjured the Magolith from its hoxter while I was concealed under the table.  The moment it manifested I felt my mind latch on to the familiar tool.  I didn’t have time to search, I realized – instead I made a plea directly to the Handmaiden.

We’re about to get hit by a lightning strike!  Do something! I begged it.  Perhaps not the most masterful moment of my career, but I didn’t have much choice.  Before she could even respond to me the first bolt of lightning pierced the roof of the pavilion and struck the far end of the structure. 

I will contend with it, the Handmaiden assured me.  I didn’t pay much attention to the spell she selected from the library of them in the Magolith, as my ears were ringing from the report of the lightning, but the cascade of raw electricity that poured down from the sky no longer could reach the pavilion.  Instead it seemed to be re-directed to the sides, where it struck harmlessly amongst the trees and surrounding buildings.  I tucked the Magolith into my robe to conceal it. 

I got it, Master! Ruderal reported into my head – the only way I could hear anything, at that moment.  I stuffed it into a hoxter.  No one saw me, he assured.

Excellent.  Get out of here and make your way back to the practice, I ordered.

That might not be possible, Master, he said, his mental voice full of foreboding.  There are men in the rain.  Magi, he insisted, surrounding the entire gardens.  At least two dozen.  I can see their enneagrams through the rain, he explained.

Magi?  What are they doing? I asked.

Just standing watch, for the moment, he answered, but they have violence on their minds, too.  I’d say they were preparing to attack.  Be careful, Master!

Go find a quiet place where no one can see you and go back home through the Ways, I repeated. 

I won’t leave you behind, Master! he insisted.

I’m about to do something stupid, and I don’t want to worry about you, I countered.  I’m using the Magolith to keep the lightning at bay, but I don’t know how long that will work.  Get out of here!

I’ll see you back at the practice, Master! he finally agreed.  I sighed with relief.  Good apprentices are hard to find.  Sensible ones are priceless.

Looking around, I could see everyone staring at the odd behavior the excessive amount of lightning was engaging in.  Lightning bolts danced across the garden with savage fury, briefly turning night into day with the electric brightness.  My eardrums were pounding with each succeeding strike, and my heart was threatening to leap out of my chest.  Every nerve in my body was encouraging to indulge in the panic I so richly desired. 

Instead I used magesight to peer through the gloom.  Indeed, there were men approaching the pavilion on foot, slowly.  I hoped Tirkia had gotten away.  There was no mistaking their intention, either: magesight revealed the personal magical protections they had donned for the occasion.  Most carried weapons, staves or swords.

If Rudy was right, those magi out there would use the lightning bolts as a distraction.  They were the cleaning crew, I realized.  Whomever was left after the lightning strikes would be vulnerable to their spells and their blades.

Darriky found me, about then.  My Farisian friend pulled me out from under the table, his new wand in his hand and a tough expression on his face.  I assured him I was fine in silence, as I tried to conceal the Magolith under my robe.  The smell of ozone wafted through the pavilion, through the raindrops.  My deafness began to be replaced by a humming.

“Warmagi!” I mouthed to him, knowing he couldn’t hear me either.  I pointed into the rain to try to communicate to him, but he shook his head in confusion.  “War magi!” I repeated, more slowly, enunciating each word. 

Before Darriky understood my message, the arrival of the warmagi made the point moot.  It was clear we were under attack again, this time from trained professionals.

They were clothed in dark robes, and wore hooded masks on their faces, concealing their identity.  Only a few had actual mageblades, I saw, but almost all carried wands and rods, and many also held long daggers – even an oversized Ilnarsi “knife” about three feet long.  They moved toward the open sides of the pavilion through the rain, their arms raised as they began casting war spells.  They weren’t as potent or as frequent as High warmagi of Sevendor and Vanador threw, but they were sufficient for the purpose.  Someone burst into flame.  Someone else fell with a hole in their face.

This was an ambush, I understood.  The warmagi were about to slaughter everyone at the party.  The Contramara were not playing around.

I nearly dropped the Magolith when the first arcane strikes came.  Bolts of thaumaturgic energy shot out towards us from all sides.  A few of the Censors had the presence of mind to cast defensive spells, but most of the people inside were unprotected from the unexpected blasts. 

“Cover me!” I said into the humming silence, automatically using the hand-gesture for that order, the first two fingers raised and then bent at the middle knuckle.  Darriky looked startled, but nodded, pulling his warwand to the ready.

I took a deep breath.  It was time to do something stupid.

Only, someone beat me to it.

While I was preparing to reveal myself as the Spellmonger in this time of crisis, Durgan Jole had decided I was taking too long.  He snatched a mageblade from a Censor’s hand and plunged into the rain to meet the foe on his own terms.  In seconds the big, slovenly adept danced across the rain-soaked grass, leapt up on a planter, and attacked a pair of the robed attackers.  His form was absolutely perfect.

That got the more valiant and less intelligent among the crowd to rally, somewhat.  A few Censorate warmagi shouted war cries and followed Dugen into the rain, and a couple of Alshari duelists were stirred up enough to follow suit.  It wasn’t a lot, but it broke up the attacking magi’s skirmish line a bit.  Another bolt of lightning illuminated a few more partygoers arming themselves and taking up defensive positions, as other screamed and squealed in the chaos.

I needed the Magolith to keep the lightning at bay, so my left hand clutched it under my robe.  My right hand – the hand that had itched to be free for weeks, for just this sort of situation, called my staff to me by the sliver of knot coral inside it.  My working staff as a Practical Adept, that is, not any of my others.  It was the one that was at hand.

The moment it snapped into my hand, I turned it like I was couching a lance.  As I watched the warmagi start to bound up into the pavilion, I took careful aim, twisted my body – and summoned a cubic foot of pure ice from the hoxter pocket.  It manifested right where I wanted it to, flying across the pavilion in an arc that stopped in the hooded face of one of the warmagi.  He went down, hard.  I don’t know if he made a sound because I still couldn’t hear anything but muffled sounds and incessant ringing.

Darriky clapped me on the shoulder and took aim at a second attacker with his new wand.  Alas, the man’s defensive spells kept the blast from stunning him unconscious, but it did stagger him long enough to let me smash him in the face with my staff. 

“Get everyone out of here!” I shouted at the top of my lungs, as I gestured to Darriky.  He nodded and started grabbing people, urging them to flee into the storm.  Considering what some of the warmagi were doing, I didn’t blame them.  The attackers were hitting anything they could, as they arrived in the shelter, and things were starting to get bloody.

It was stupid of them, I realized.  The entire point to warmagic is to damage the enemy as much as possible from as far away as possible.  Combat magic is for when tactical magic has failed, in most cases, or in defense.  The smart thing to do would have been to keep their distance and flay us with magic.  That’s what I would have done.

But that led me to another question, one more existential and important: what would Mirkandar have done?

We were under attack, of course.  But most practical adepts and other civilian magi have the same response to that sort of thing as any other man.  Unless you were trained, foolish or particularly brave, most people’s first response to crisis is to hide or flee, not to confront it. 

But what would Mirkandar do?  Indeed, what would Mirkandar do?  I had a split second to decide.

The trick with the ice was reflex, the first and easiest weapon at hand in a moment of self-defense.  The Magolith was still concealed and busy with protection spells.  By all rights, Mirkandar could run screaming into the night and it would be perfectly acceptable.  I was technically unarmed, as much as anyone knew.  Running away was just good sense.

But it didn’t seem terribly magnificent, I decided. 

Even though Mirkandar had no military training or experience in combat, he was just the sort of person, I determined, who thought that sort of thing wasn’t terribly important.  Mirkandar had an ego, a sense of civic duty, and a heroic streak.  He did not have Minalan’s cynical perspective on the subject of violence.  Plunging into a thunderstorm to valiantly fend off well-armed attackers was just the sort of stupid thing he’d do.  Mirkandar was well-meaning that way, I realized.

I took a deep breath and tried to locate the biggest knot of attackers still approaching.  Only a few had gotten into the pavilion, and the Censors seemed occupied with them, so preventing more from coming in was a priority.  I raised my crappy little staff, gave a fearsome, wordless war cry, and plunged boldly into the tempest.

There were others who were doing likewise, but only a few.  So there were very few potential witnesses when I banished my common staff and brought Avalanche to my hand from its hoxter to replace it.    Mirkandar might be naïve enough to dive blindly into battle, but I was not going to chance my fate to fight as poorly as he would have.  Good wizards cheat.  I used the most potent tool at my command and was ruthless in how I used it.  It was a challenge to wield one-handed, but then I’m smart.  I attacked my enemies from a distance, first.

I tried to keep my counterattack low-key.  I really didn’t want anyone to identify me as the Spellmonger, and the rain and the confusion was sufficient to conceal that, as long as I didn’t get too showy.  Thankfully there were plenty of spells I could call upon from the enchanted staff that had little or no visual effects.  As I identified each warmage in the gloom I burned them down with invisible death.

They revealed their own amateurishness as they refocused their attack on me, choosing to run me down and try to slay me in person.  That was a mistake.  Prince Maralathus could defeat experts using his spear one-handed.  Add in the offensive spells Avalanche could hurl at my command, and there wasn’t much contest.  Any warmage who attempted to press an attack fell the next instant. The familiar rhythm of combat returned to my limbs as I danced the spears in the rain. 

I accounted for at least three, perhaps four of them during the melee, and took shots at others.  I entangled their defensive spells and shredded their personal protections, when I could not reach them more directly.  Man for man they weren’t bad warmagi, I decided as I moved from one stance to another, they just were unorganized and underpowered.  Terleman would have beaten them into the dirt.  Azar would have eaten them for luncheon. 

I finally stopped, when there wasn’t any more of them within reach.  Indeed, they seemed to be falling back.  The unexpected counterattack seemed to have broken their nerve, as a flare went up and the attackers began to withdraw from the garden.  Some limped as they did so.  The storm was receding, now, so I put the Magolith back into its hoxter.  But one last flash of lightning illuminated the scene for a flickering instant.

Across the fallen bodies, shredded shrubbery, and muddy rain water I saw Durgan Jole watching me with his one good eye.  It gleamed in the electric light of the storm.  In that instant I could see a curious look on his face . . . and realized I still held Avalanche in hand, gleaming like a beacon. 

I hurriedly replaced it for my normal staff, and the next flicker of lightning revealed the plain weirwood rod, not the impressive magical weapon.

But Durgan Jole sees more with his one eye than a man with four eyes could.  He’d seen it.  He’d seen me.  He knew.

In an instant he’d crossed the garden to stand next to me, using warmagic to augment his speed.  He looked at my common staff, and looked back at me.

“I trained you,” he pronounced.  It wasn’t a question; it was an observation.

“I . . . you’re Durgan Jole,” was all I could say.

“No one here calls me that,” he said, as the rain lightened even more.  He gave me a long and thoughtful look with that one critical eye, and I felt like he was examining every cell in my body.  Then his jaw set, his lips pursed, and he heaved a great sigh.  He saw my yellow ribbon and that seemed to settle the matter for him.  He held out his hand.

“Come with me, if you value Farise at all,” he instructed.  It was an offer, not an order, but a whisper from Durgan Jole was an order.  It wasn’t much information to go on.  And I had no idea who he was working for.  It was sheer madness to trust a provably dangerous man who was widely acknowledged to be a decrepit old drunk.

“Lead the way,” I nodded, at once . . . and followed him into the dark and stormy night.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Durgan Jole

No mention of Farise as a destination would be complete without the discussion of the storms that come with such frightening frequency.  For the most part, the Farisians shrug off all but the most powerful and destructive tempests, but to the visitor these almost occurrences can be a frightening experience until you grow used to them.  Not surprisingly storms, lightning, and rain are frequent motifs in Farisian art and culture, and the storm gods Orvatas and the Storm King feature prominently in them.   No one truly knows why Farise is subject to such powerful disturbances, but it is easy to see why the locals claim some external power that condemns the peninsula to the whims of nature’s violence.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

The storm was moving out into the Sound but the rain still fell at a steady clip as I silently followed Durgan Jole through the darkness and gloom.  My ears were still ringing from the effect of the lightning strikes, and my shoulders ached a little after the brief fight at the pavilion garden, but my mind was spinning with the surreal nature of my evening.  It was clear that the warmage had a purpose in retreating from the scene, but I had no idea why he had included me in his plans. 

He had recognized me as a former student, for some reason, but I had no idea how.  He had seen Avalanche in my hand and had recognized it as a weapon of power, and caught me in my deceits.  But I had no idea where he was going or why.  And I had even less idea why I felt compelled to follow him. 

He led me down to the river, not toward a bridge, which surprised me.  But moored to a small dock was a boat.  Durgan went straight to it and began preparing to depart.  When I paused, he looked up, and that one baleful eye fixed itself on me like a beacon.

“Get in,” he instructed.  A score of questions came to mind, and I considered asking each and every one of them.  But I kept my mouth shut and got in.

I’m not my best, on boats.  I’ve taken passage on a fair number of river barges, and have one voyage on a leaky troop ship under my belt, and discovered I was decidedly a landsman by choice and inclination.  But I was familiar enough with them to know how to help cast off.  In a moment we were drifting south along the river.

“Why did—” I finally began.

“Quiet!” Durgan barked.  “No talking until we reach the Sound.”  I glanced around into the darkness, and activated magesight.  I saw nothing of concern.  There were a few people on the banks, but they were ignoring us.  Perhaps that was Durgan’s purpose – to keep them ignoring us.  I watched as he unshipped the oars of the boat and began steering our course more directly.

We crossed under the Market Bridge almost immediately, and five minutes later we were passing under the Doge’s Bridge.  Durgan kept his attention focused on the oars, only occasionally glancing around at the banks and bridges.  He seemed especially intent on the Palace Bridge, the busy thoroughfare that connected the harbor and the Great Market.  Once we floated quietly under its lighted expanse he seemed to relax a little.  By the time we crossed the Harbor Bridge, he was a lot less tense, I could sense.

“Who are you?” he asked, simply, once we were safely past the Harbor Bridge.  The rain had slowed to a drizzle, although we were chasing the storm out into the Sound.

“Mirkandar the Magnificent, Practical Adept,” I said, automatically, and added a little bow.  “I have a new practice over in Bluestem.  Some people call me the Ice Wizard,” I added. 

“Who are you really?” he asked in the same tone.

“I’m not certain I want to answer that, just yet,” I replied, after considering the matter a moment.  “We’ve only just met.”

“You’ve been hanging around Farise for months,” he reported in a low voice as he rowed.  “You’ve made a name for yourself in a very short time.  You’re a warmage, but you pretend to be a commercial adept.  You’re Academy educated.  You’re Castali.  Your apprentice is Alshari, probably from Enultramar.  You’ve been back to Castal recently.  And I trained you,” he concluded.  “So we’ve already met.  Who are you?  Really?” he repeated for the third time.

I sighed.  “My name is Minalan.  Yes, you did train me, at Relan Cor, before the invasion.  I made the Long March, and I was in the assault on the Citadel.  Then I spent almost half a year in the occupation.”

“I knew it,” he grunted, as he steered the boat southward, into the Sound.  “I knew I trained you as a Spark.  Minalan, you say.  Sorry, I’m bad with names.”

“Call me Mirkandar,” I offered.  “That’s what I’m going by now.  Osaba,” I reminded him.

“So what are you doing in Farise, Minalan who calls himself Mirkandar?” he asked, in a very Wenshari way. 

“Selling ice,” I shrugged.  “Practicing commercial magic.  Dabbling in thaumaturgy.”

He looked at me skeptically.  “What are you really doing in Farise?”

I paused again, and considered the matter carefully.  I had no reason to trust this man, other than our brief acquaintance at Relan Cor.  I admired him, certainly . . . but I knew virtually nothing about him. 

I wanted to trust him, I realized.  He had been a figure of calm authority at a very chaotic time in my life.  He had taught me secrets to my craft that had saved my life over and over again. 

Yet that was fifteen years ago or more.  A lot had changed, including both of us.  I wasn’t just a scared recruit anymore, and he wasn’t the towering figure of warmagic he’d been back then.  He was either an aging drunk or some kind of agent for someone, or both. 

But my intuition was telling me to trust him.  I might be wrong, but I wasn’t indecisive.  And Durgan Jole had always said that it was more important to be decisive than to be right.

“I’m here to conquer Farise,” I informed him, softly.  The admission took him by surprise, and earned me a raised eyebrow.

“Are you, now?” he asked, softly, amusement playing on his thick lips.  “All by yourself?”

“I’ve got a really good apprentice,” I assured him, confidently. 

“And balls the size of beer barrels,” he said, honoring me with a chuckle.  “How is that going?”

“Better than I’d anticipated.  But it’s still a project in progress.  We’ll see how it plays out.  How about you?” I asked, a little hesitantly.  “What are you doing in Farise?”

Jurgan paused a moment and regarded me with his one good eye.  “Research,” he supplied in a tone that told me he was unlikely to elaborate. 

I wasn’t sure how to reply to that, so I avoided the subject directly.  “Who are you doing research for?” I asked.

“Durgan Jole,” he answered, curtly, as his eye stared at me.  “Now, help me steer this thing in the lee of the storm, or we’re going to have a rough ride.  There’s another storm moving in, but we can make it there between them if we hurry,” he said, offering me an oar.

I took it, but decided that the time for pretense was over.  I had revealed myself to Durgan already.  With the prospect of getting caught at sea with a thunderstorm looming, it wasn’t time to be demure.  He suspected I was more than I seemed.  Neither was he, clearly.  I wasn’t trying to brag, but I’m lazy and I’m not nearly as fond of rowing as Durgan apparently was.

I manifested my baculus and cast three of the spells I often used on river barges, back when I traveled that way frequently.  I was proud of those spells.  One reduced the surface friction on the hull of the boat, one reduced the density of the water in front of the boat, and one summoned a small water elemental to push the boat along when you rowed, increasing the efficiency of every stroke.  Combined, they sped up water travel quite a bit. 

Durgan looked at me with a mixture of surprise and amusement as I activated the last spell.  The boat started moving forward almost on its own when he dipped his oar.  “Are you so averse to hard work?”

“It’s magic in the service of man,” I reasoned, with a shrug.  “It seems a shame not to use the spells I know.  Besides, I thought it might give us a chance to talk a bit more before we arrive at . . . where are we going, exactly?”

“My house,” he grunted, as he took the oar back from me and began steering the boat.  “It’s not that far.  Four, maybe five hours, if the current is with us.  Maybe less, now,” he chuckled, as the boat picked up speed without much effort from the warmage.   

“Why are rowing into the Sound five hours away from Farise in the middle of the night between two thunderstorms after a particularly vicious terrorist attack?” I asked.  It seemed a perfectly sensible question, I thought.

“Are you afraid?” he chuckled as he bent his back to the oar to help push the boat faster.

“No, I’m just trying to plan my evening,” I admitted.  “But it does suggest a question that’s burning on my mind.  Why did you choose me to join you on this excursion?  Why not Darriky?  Or Alperrik?  Or any of the others?”

“You ran into the fight, not away from it.  You managed a powerful spell while you fought and kept your form reasonably well.  You kept the lightning at bay,” he explained, grudgingly, as he kept the boat moving through the waters of the Sound.  The rain had almost stopped entirely, a brief respite before the next storm came.  It was already rumbling in the west, just as the eastern band of clouds began spitting lightning in the distance.  “That was impressive.”

The waves were rough, but only mildly daunting to the warmage, and with the spells at play we were slicing through the whitecaps like a knife.  I think he just liked to row.  “That takes power and craft.| he continued, grudgingly.  “You fought decently – of course, since I trained you.  And you’re a thaumaturge.  I have need of one.”

That took me by surprise.  Of all the reasons I could think of that would find me on a boat in the Sound in the middle of a tempest-tossed night, an emergency call for thaumaturgy was not among them. 

“You need a thaumaturge?  Really?” I asked in disbelief.  “Ishi’s tits, why?”

“I need to show you something,” he assured.  “Several things, actually.  I’m hoping I can trust you,” he added, warily.

“A fair point,” I agreed.  “There’s no real reason why you should.  But I suppose that depends entirely on what you are trusting me with.  Treasure?  Ancient secrets?  Your daughter’s virtue?  There’s nuance, in trust.  It’s built on good relations and clear explanations, in my experience.”

He chuckled, which I found gratifying.  “I will begin by telling you a little-known secret: I’m a windmaster,” he said, as he glanced over his shoulder.  “My initial elemental expression of rajira was the air.  What was yours?” he asked, conversationally.

“Fire,” I revealed.  “My father was a baker.  My sister pissed me off one morning when I was staking the ovens with firewood and they spontaneously burst into flame.  I was talking to a wizard by the end of the day.”

“I did a lot of windwork, back in Wenshar,” he related, as he rowed.  That gave a kind of cadence to his words, which was compelling.  “But when I became a warmage, I stopped fussing with it as much.  I didn’t speak of it.  I still used it when I had need, but I rarely discussed it, even with friends.  I was trained at Alar Academy.  Two years before I got myself thrown out and had to finish as an apprentice.  I was actually good at thaumaturgy,” he said, proudly.

“It’s a difficult discipline,” I conceded.  A lot of people think they’re good at thaumaturgy.  The basic rules are pretty easy, of course, but as with most things, it gets complicated the more you understand it . . . until you just don’t understand it anymore.  A real thaumaturge will keep pressing until he does understand it.  Those who shrug and decide they’d reached the limits of magic thought they were good at thaumaturgy.

“It gave me a good foundation when I went into warmagic,” he agreed.  “I kept at my studies off and on, over the years.  It made me a better warmage.  It gave me the understanding of magic I needed to craft my own spells.  But like the windwork, I kept it quiet.”

“I can see how that could come in handy,” I agreed.  “I’ve used it myself in warmagic.”

“I was retired when Duke Rard asked me personally to train his warmagi for the invasion.   I knew him when I worked the Amberly Rebellion.  I didn’t want to, I was retired.  But every mercenary has his price.  Instead of refusing, I named one so high I didn’t think he would meet it.  Gold, lands, titles all this he could easily grant.  I asked for the one thing he could only give me if he was successful.”

“Rule over Farise?” I suggested.

“Do I look like a fool?” he asked, sharply, a sneer on his lip. 

“Well, that hat isn’t doing you any favors,” I pointed out, critically.

He paused in his rowing and shipped his oars.  Then he carefully pulled a sachet from under his robe and fumbled with it before holding up a tiny object that had a faint glow of its own.  A shard of irionite.

“He granted you a witchstone?” I asked, surprised.  “Where did Rard get one?”

“From Orril Pratt,” Durgan said, replacing the stone in the bag. 

“That’s Pratt’s stone?” I asked, my eyes wide.  “How in nine hells did you get that?”

“It was my price,” he said, as if it was obvious.  “Rard was honorable and paid it, as we agreed.  He made up some story about giving it to the Censorate for safekeeping, but I took it.  I needed it.”

“Why?” I asked.  I understood the desire, of course.  Every real adept was allured by the prospect of the virtually endless arcane power irionite promised – I’d built a career on it.  But usually there was some particular purpose to such a desire, I’d found.  After interviewing and testing so many warmagi who sought a witchstone over the years, I’d come to appreciate what that fundamental desire might say about the man who had it.

“Research,” he admitted with a shrug.  “I needed the power for my research.  And this stone in particular,” he added.  “When I explained to Rard, he agreed.”

“That must have been some proposal,” I said, admiringly.  Rard didn’t mind using magi and our powers, but he wasn’t particularly interested in the science behind the wonders he employed. 

“It was considered vital to the security of the realm,” Durgan said, picking the oars up again and returning to his labor  “After he made himself king, he fulfilled his promise and gave it to me, provided I keep it out of the duchies and away from the Royal Censorate.  That’s when I came here and started my research.”

“So what kind of research are you doing that requires a witchstone?” I asked. 

“I’m about to show you,” he grunted, as the boat changed course slightly. 

He rowed in silence for a half-hour straight, without a rest.  We were headed deeper into the Sound, I knew, although I could not have told you where we were in relation to anything – it was inky blackness from horizon to horizon, with the storms occasionally illuminating the darkness in the distance. I saw no landmarks, only endless water. But Durgan seemed to know where he was rowing to.

Finally, he took a break and shipped the oars once again.  I thought he was just resting from his efforts, but he stretched and sighed, catching his breath, before peering up into the darkness.

“There it is,” Durgan Jole said, as he nodded at the sky. 

“There what is?” I asked, confused.  “The ocean?  They sky?”

“Use magesight,” he grunted, making the combat hand sign for it for emphasis next to his one good eye as he looked at me with disgust. 

I did . . . and was instantly surprised.  There was something there, in the sky, once the arcane world was revealed to me.  Something magnificent.  Tendrils of magical force curled across the cloudy heavens and spiraled around a central node.  It was a savage scar in the fabric of reality that drank in primal currents of arcane energy like a jagged hole in the bottom of a bucket.

A molopor.

I was one of the few magi in the world who had witnessed a molopor, I knew.  More than one, if you wanted to get technical.  Indeed, I’d seen one up close, and I kept another in my cellar.  I’d even seen a jevolar, an even rarer phenomenon. 

But now I could add a third to my list.  Above the sea hovered an invisible instability in the fabric of reality, a rend in existence that distorted the very Magosphere.  A field of great intensity waxed and waned in power as the impossibility drew the natural currents of energy from across the octaves into its ravenous maw. 

It was an aberration of space and time, more brutal in nature than the smooth disc under the hill in Boval Vale, more primal than the elegant, ceaseless transformations of the Snowflake.  This one was wild, untamed and untamable, a force of nature in its own right.

I realized what I was looking at.  Another legend had intruded on my life. It was an eventful evening.

“Stormbringer!” I said, in a harsh whisper.

“Aye,” Durgan said, with a sigh.  “Stormbringer. The bane of the fleets.  The Storm King’s own sea axe.  Antir’s Wrath.  The Sorrow of the Shattered Sea.  The Shipwrecker’s pet tempest,” he named it as I studied it’s arcane glory with magesight. 

Curiosity forced me to bring Insight into hand, and I got a much more detailed view of the magical abnormality.  As I shifted perspectives through the baculus, bewraying the molopor with spells of great perception, I noted an unusual excitement begin to emanate from the tool.  The paraclete within the baculus seemed overjoyed at the results of its examination.  I tried to ignore it and interpret what it was telling me.

“It moves, you know,” Durgan said, his gruff voice filled with wonder as his lone eye regarded the thing.  “I think it’s the only one that does.  Most of the time it’s out over the Shattered Sea.  It drifts in an irregular area that stretches from the south side of the Sound out more than a hundred and forty nautical miles south, and more than ninety, east-to-west.  It has no set course, no regular path, no predictable pattern.  It just is,” he said, with solemn appreciation.

“And that’s what you’re researching?” I asked in disbelief. 

“Aye,” he sighed, as his eye continued to gaze up into the rain-swept night sky at the thaumaturgical aberration above.  “Isn’t she beautiful?”

***

Usually, when a wizard is speaking of a unique natural phenomenon, it has the good taste to lurk in a secluded grove or a distant cavern or otherwise at the margins of civilized lands, out of the way and difficult to find.  Rarely is such a thing a force of geopolitical stress, much less meteorological importance.  Stormbringer is the exception.

Stormbringer is the exception to a lot of rules. 

It’s certainly a molopor, for instance, but it is not stationary the way that most other observed molopor phenomenon were.  It wanders over the seas – the Shattered Sea, in particular – and looms ominously on the horizons of several major trade routes.  It also varies in height, according to legend, sometimes skimming the waves and other times soaring high overhead.

I had studied it at the Academy as part of a long list of such curiosities in one of my classes – Magic and Natural Philosophy, I believe – and Stormbringer always stood out amongst the known molopors as an aberration amongst aberrations.  Because even though it cannot be observed directly without magesight, the effects of Stormbringer are known to every mage and mariner.  As the name implies, when the conditions were right the molopor, among other things, attracted storms. 

Not just normal tempests, but localized hellstorms that could dash the mightiest ship to splinters.  Entire fleets had been lost to Stormbringer’s impersonal wrath over the centuries, often turning the tide of history and dashing the fortunes of the brave.  Fierce winds, high seas and destructive lightning were all associated with the wandering molopor.  The powerful elemental forces of sea and sky were transformed by the rift into a periodic atmospheric instability that had an unpredictable and often violent effect on the weather across the Shattered Sea. 

It wasn’t merely a force of nature, it was a force of the unnatural.  As bad as the storms were, the dangerous molopor could manifest other arcane effects.  Even the leviathans steered clear of it, when they were on this side of the sea.

Needless to say, it had become an object of cultic reverence amongst the mariners of the Shattered Sea.  It is largely credited with being the inspiration for the rise of the Sea Lords and their unique religion, though it had been a bane to their fleets as often as it had served as their protector.  It was said that the fabled island of the Fairtrader could only appear in the lee of the Stormbringer, for instance, and the sacred ships of the Sea Lord gods were most likely to manifest in its wake.

Stormbringer was fascinating.  It had been a subject of study and speculation since Colonial times, I knew.  Seamagi and Imperial adepts alike had led expeditions to find and examine the phenomenon.  Those who were lucky enough to return brought incredible reports of the mysterious thing.  Not just normal observations, but thaumaturgical assays and thorough readings with common arcane instruments.  There were entire books covering the expeditions that the Archmagi of the Early Magocracy dispatched to study the object.

Only it wasn’t an object.  It was an event, and it waxed and waned in its power and intensity.  It moved periodically, but not with any predictable pattern or in any specific direction.  Yet its movements were not completely random – sometimes it seemed to behave almost intelligently. 

There were plenty of accounts of Stormbringer seeming to chase some wayward ship across the waves for days, subjecting their crews to everything from visions of the dead to steaming mists of toxic fumes to swarms of sealife that would relentlessly attack them.  Even the most objective of researches had a tendency to admit that the thing seemed to have a malevolent intelligence about it.  There was certainly plenty of maritime folklore that supported that theory.

Nor was it a mere curiosity that compelled their fascination with the thing.  Along with the complicated charts concerning the tides, the location and ferocity of Stormbringer was vital to the trade routes between Merwyn, Remere, Castal and Alshar.  Wise captains steered clear of its last reported location.  The problem was, it could change, and quickly.  Or it could linger for months in roughly the same location. 

Nor were there storms just in its proximity.  Thanks to the chaotic nature of the elements, Stormbringer could spawn tempests hundreds of miles away.  It was one of the reasons that this part of the ocean was known as the Shattered Sea.

And there it was, above me, hanging in the sky like a malevolent unseeing eye as I gazed upon it with magesight. 

“Orril Pratt’s stone is attuned to the thing, somehow,” Durgan explained as the boat drifted under the aberration of reality.  “I haven’t figured out how, yet, but the two are definitely connected.  With that stone you can tease a gale out of that thing in a few hours.  I’ve done it,” he assured me.  “He might even have been able to encourage it to move.  I haven’t figured that out yet, either.”

“Incredible,” I said, unable to tear my eyes away from the rip in reality.  “You really are doing research.”

“When you’re a windmaster, things like this fascinate you,” he admitted, as if it were a fault.  “You get a little obsessed with them.  I’ve been consumed by Stormbringer since I first heard about it at Alar Academy.  When Rard needed me, that was my price: Pratt’s stone and a chance to do research here in Farise, away from the Bans on Magic.  But that’s also why I need a thaumaturge,” he confessed.  “I . . . I have reached the limits of my understanding of the phenomenon.  I’ve made some impressive discoveries, but I cannot continue without a new perspective on it.  A thaumaturge’s perspective.”

“Well, Master Durgan, you have lucked upon the right mage for the commission,” I conceded, as I finally let magesight drop and regarded the warmage one again.  “I’m sure you’ve heard of me, at some point in your researches.”

“Mirkandaro?” he asked, confused.  “Markando?  You must excuse me, I’m terrible with names.”

“Mirkandar the Magnificent is my . . . assumed name,” I reminded him.  “My actual name is Minalan.  But my full name and title is Count Minalan the Spellmonger.”

The light of recognition began to flicker across his features.  “Minalan.  The Spellmonger,” he repeated.  “Yes . . . yes, I’ve heard of you.  You were the one Rard used as a pretext to make himself king!”

“Among other things,” I agreed.  “But yes, I am Minalan the Spellmonger.  Baron of Sevendor, Count Palatine of the Magelaw, Head of the Arcane Orders, Royal Marshal Arcane, and a bunch of other titles.  Of all the adepts you could have kidnapped tonight, you chose the very one who might be able to answer your questions about the molopor.  I have one, you see,” I said, casually.  There are not too many people you can brag about that sort of thing to, I realized, but Durgan Jole might be one. 

“You have a molopor?” he asked, confused.

“A quasi-molopor, depending on how you define such things.  It’s a long story.  But I’ve also seen – and used! – the big one in the Mindens.  I won’t say I understand them, but I’ve seen more of them up close than any man alive.  And I have the specialized tools you’re going to need to figure that thing out.”

“That might be helpful, then,” he admitted, after a long pause.  “I heard you were some sort of sensation at court, so naturally I didn’t credit some of the stories I’ve heard about you.  But then I didn’t really pay attention, either.  Reputation is a brittle thing.  And I live a secluded life on purpose.  Minalan the Spellmonger.  What are you known for, would you say?” he asked, skeptically.

How do you introduce yourself to a legend?  When some people consider you a legend?  The self-assessment Durgan invited was fraught with traps, I realized. It was not a time for embellishment, but neither was it a an occasion to be demure. 

“I would say I’ve been primarily responsible for leading the magical effort against the goblin invasion and contending with the subsequent calamities,” I suggested.  “I founded a couple of colleges of warmagi to fight the war, a couple of magical academies and a thaumaturgical college.  I also re-structured the administration of magic as a profession in Castalshar, after the Censorate was banished.  I built a castle into a mountain, and built a city under a rock.  I built the first magelands in modern memory, and accidentally created a unique and valuable magical mineral.”

“Is that all?” he asked, deadpanned, as he took up his oars once again.

“I’m the designated ambassador to the Alka Alon for the kingdom and humanity at large.  I’m the sworn enemy of a couple of evil dark lords and some fine Gilmoran gentlemen.  I fought the first Magewar since the Magocracy fell.  I’ve pioneered a revolution in thaumaturgy and enchantment.  My experiments in dimensional magic led to a network of portals linking the capitals of the Duchies together by magic.  I’ve led the resurgence of the magi as a class and a culture in the aftermath of the Bans.  I’ve taken the oaths of over three hundred High Magi I have invested with irionite.  And I’ve since learned how to create irionite myself,” I said, proudly, as I held up one of my recent pebbles.

Durgan regarded me with his one eye a long time in silence before he began to row. 

“I believe you.  You don’t have the air of a man with enough imagination to make up such things.”

“Well, I am in disguise,” I pointed out, a little irritated at his judgment.  “But I’m telling you the truth.”

“The truth is often stranger than legend,” he said, as he continued to row.  “When I mentioned your air, I meant your literal air – your breath.  Windmasters get a sense of such things as when it’s being used to be deceitful, and when blows with the truth.  You might be a fool, but you are not a liar, not about these things.  At least you didn’t claim to have slain a dragon,” he said, as he began to really put his shoulders into rowing. 

“Three, actually.  Or at least participated in their slaying.  Scoring that sort of thing is complicated.  But I’ve made friends with one, since then, so I have mixed feelings about it now.  But enough about me,” I continued.  Durgan could either believe me or not, it didn’t really matter, I knew.  “I still have questions about you . . . specifically why you even came to that crappy party tonight.  I can’t imagine you rowed five hours across the Sound for free booze.”

“I have something else to show you,” he promised, as he strained his back into the oars.   “At my house.  We’ll be there soon.  It’s part of my research.  And it’s why I was at that party tonight.  I didn’t come for the free drinks.  That was just a bonus.  Now you’re making me want a drink,” he frowned.  “I meant to grab a bottle before I left.”

That, at least, I could help out with.  It took me a few moments to pull from my various hoxter pockets the right key to the proper hoxter for what I sought, but a moment later a bottle of sugar spirts – the dark rum that is so favored in Farise because it’s cheap and potent – tumbled into my hands.  I uncorked the conjured bottle and held it out for Durgan. 

He paused his rowing long enough to take a long draught of the liquor and then passed it back to me with a grateful sigh.

“All right, you’ve impressed me,” he admitted, as his lips formed a smile for the first time.  “Maybe this will work out after all.”


Chapter Thirty-Six

Morningstar Beach

If the northern jungles of Farise’s Arisife province are mysterious, the sunny beaches of the southern Straights of Seva are splendidly sublime, with miles and miles of empty sand to enjoy.  A number of local cottagers fish or forage on the beach for shellfish, crabs, and local delicacies, and the area is a popular place for pensioners to retire after a life spent pursuing a fortune.  You never know what eccentric fellow you might encounter as you watch the monkeys of the forest chase seagulls across the surf, but Farise’s southern beaches are a true gem of the province, not to be missed.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

The entrance to the Farisian Sound is at the extreme southern end of the peninsula, a gap between the eastern and western spurs of the mountains about five  miles wide known as the Straights of Seva. 

Seva is the ocean-facing western province flanking the strategically important waterway.  It’s an agricultural province controlled by a cartel of merchant houses, and the terrain, while arable, is hilly and rough to cross.  A spur of the western mountains that runs nearly to the Sound makes it difficult to advance much further north, strategically speaking, and a relatively small force can garrison the approach to the rest of Farise pretty easily.

On the eastern side of the Straight, however, is a spit of land that technically belongs to Terrasa province, but since most of it is a thin strip of thick jungle skirting impassable mountain ridges, there’s little actual settlement there.  It’s highly exposed to the punishing storms that whip in from the Shattered Sea.  Even porsago has a tough time thriving in such conditions.  There’s a very small strip of wide, sandy beach that spans from the jungle to the sea, however, that’s absolutely beautiful.  The smugglers who make it their primary route from the sea often retire there.

That was the beach the Narasi assaulted when the naval invasion of Farise happened, I knew.  It was a bloody battle, and if the veterans of the Long March hadn’t been threatening Farise unexpectedly from the north at the time, diverting the Farisian troops to counter us, the Duchies would have lost the campaign on that beach.  I would have ended up dead or a prisoner.. 

After the war, it was the home to a couple of settlements of fishermen, a tiny garrison town, and a motley collection of shacks and huts, the abode of hermits, recluses, beachcombers, retired smugglers, becalmed mariners, and exiles.  There were no roads to speak of, no real government or bureaucracy, no wild tribes to fear and no one lurking in the jungles but smugglers, wild hogs, troops of monkeys and the occasional tiger. 

It wasn’t an expensive place to live, if you weren’t choosy about your lifestyle.  This was the only portion of Farise that could grow coconuts, and the jungles were filled with them.  Citrus trees grew in abundance.  The local cantina stocked freshly smuggled black rum at delightfully low prices, the local food was simple but delicious, the garrison brothel had six different whores of various ages and prices, and the beaches extended miles and miles with barely a human being around.

It was the perfect place for a retired warmage to conduct difficult thaumaturgical research, in other words. 

Durgan brought his boat to an ancient dock on the northern shore of the peninsula just before dawn before carefully covering it with a tarpaulin and stretching manfully. 

“Welcome to Morningstar Beach,” he said, tiredly.  “My place is just a couple of miles away, through the jungle,” he informed me as he began to take a piss off the dock. 

“The jungle?  At night?” I asked, curious.  Perhaps there was something in my voice.  Durgan looked up at me while he was pissing, which is always disconcerting. Especially with one eye.

“You are afraid of the jungle?” he asked, amused.  “It’s perfectly safe.  It’s an old smugglers path.  The worst thing we’ll see is an old smuggler.  Shall I try to summon a couple of dragons for you to make it challenging enough?”

“How did you find a place down here?” I asked, changing the subject.

“A lot of us old timers like the beach,” he reasoned, as he sighed and put his equipment away.  “I’ve known a few old Sparks to settle here, in their declining years.  One died and his place became available.  It’s cheap.  It’s simple.  Lots of fish.  There’s a lot of entertainment to be had staring at the ocean,” he conceded.  A good place for a man to pause and reflect on his life as he nears the end of it.”

“My dad bought a farm to do that,” I chuckled.  “I didn’t think good warmagi ever retired.”

“The smart ones do,” he shrugged, as he stumbled up the path into the jungle.  “You make more money teaching warmagic than practicing it, and you live longer.”

It was already twilight when we actually went through the jungle, so I didn’t need more than magesight to reveal the dangers therein.  There weren’t any to speak of, but that didn’t decrease my wariness.  Durgan Jole, on the other hand, the man who screamed the importance of situational awareness and stealth at me for weeks at Relan Cor, staggered noisily through the underbrush without a care in the world.

The sun was just rising when we finally came to Durgan’s home, a surprisingly well-built house on a slight rise in the jungle.  From his front door you could see out into the ocean proper across the gleaming white beach.   

“My home,” he grunted, as he dispelled the spellbinding on the door and opened it.  “It should probably have a name, but I never got around to it.  I’m terrible with names.”

“It’s nice,” I said, as I looked around.  And it was nice – if you were a hermit or a reclusive wizard. 

The front room had a few chairs, a shapeless couch and a small table arranged in a sitting area that had seen a lot of use.  There were shabby old pillows strewn everywhere, and it was separated from the other front room by a beaded curtain that granted the illusion of privacy. 

The room Durgan used as a workshop and library was small but well organized. Books, scrolls, and folios full of notes were cataloged and well-attended.  But the kitchen area was a chaotic disaster that made me wonder how Durgan had put on so much weight.  It had a small woodstove, an alcohol stove, and a wicker hamper where he stored his food next to a big clay cistern.  His bedroom was tiny, at the back of the house, and contained a bed, a chamberpot, a pile of laundry and nothing else.  Indeed, the entire house reflected a military man living alone, with no one but himself to please. 

But there was virtually nothing there that suggested that he was a warmage.  There was no fighting harness hanging by the door, no mageblades hung on the walls, no battle staff or fighting spear leaning in the corner.  A casual observer would only see the lair of a beachcombing barfly, a reclusive adept immersed in his research and rum.  Indeed, empty rum bottles seemed to be the centerpiece of his decor. 

I could see why he hadn’t named it.  It might have been cozy, but it wasn’t particularly distinctive.

“So what did you want to show me?” I asked, once he had opened up the house to the dawn sunlight.

“Later,” he dismissed, as if it was an afterthought.  “I just rowed halfway across the Sound in the middle of the night.  I’m an old man.  I need a nap,” he insisted, as he stumbled back to his bedroom.  “You should, too.  The couch isn’t too unbearable for sleeping,” he recommended. 

I sighed in frustration, but he was probably right.  I was tired.  I wasn’t an old man, but then I wasn’t a young man anymore, either.  I’d been in the first scrap I’d had in months, had an uncomfortable sea voyage in a rainstorm, I’d witnessed a molopor I hadn’t expected to encounter, and had engaged in a verbal duel with an old mentor through the night.  Sleep beckoned, and the couch didn’t look that uncomfortable. 

But before I slept, I knew I had duties to perform.  I closed my eyes and contacted Mavone, mind-to-mind.

I just wanted to check in and let you know that I’m alive, I reported, dutifully.  I’m sure Ruderal had quite the tale to tell when he returned last night.

You had us concerned when you didn’t come back to the practice, Mavone conceded.  Are you safe?

Perfectly, I agreed.  After the skirmish I met up with an old comrade and we went out for drinks, I explained.  Durgan Jole.  We’re at his house, now.

But Durgan doesn’t live in Farise, Mavone pointed out, confused.

That’s why it took us a while to get here.  But we’re at his place at the beach, on the Straights.  But this is important, I added.  Durgan knows things.  He revealed some of them last night, I’m going to get more today, after a nap.  I’ll give you a full report when I return, I promised.   Were there any repercussions this morning from last night’s attempted massacre? I asked, wanting to change the subject.  Until I knew what Durgan’s role in all of this was, I didn’t want to say too much to Mavone. 

I’m still waiting to hear, Mavone admitted.  From what Ruderal told me about it, it sounds like it was a hit from the Contramara, he suggested. What happened?

That’s what I think – with the assistance of some new group called the Farisian People’s Army, from over in Cesshaven.  They were the distraction, I think, that allowed the Contramara to strike at both the Censorate and the Alshari exiles simultaneously.  I don’t think the Electors were the actual target.  They placed enchanted fulgurite all over the place, and were counting on multiple lightning strikes to soften things up before they sent in their warmagi to finish things off.

But that’s not how things went, Mavone observed.

I had to dig out the Magolith to protect the place from the lightning, I explained.  I kept it hidden, and it did the trick, but it could have been ugly – there were a lot of people there, and a lot of fulgurite.  They were especially after Count Cingaran.  They placed a piece in a pot under his chair while he was there, hoping for a direct strike on him.

So that’s where the pot Rudy brought back came from, Mavone reasoned.

Yes.  And to make things even more interesting, that wasn’t the first time I’d seen that pot.  Rudy’s friend Lemari brought it to me earlier that day to have me mend it with magic . . . and make it unnoticeable.  She had an entirely reasonable story about it, too.  But my arcane signature was all over it.

You would have been connected to the strike, if anyone investigated, Mavone concluded.  Rudy told me about the girl.  He recognized her enneagram under her disguise.  He’s beating himself up about not realizing that she was an agent, he added.  He says he thought her deceitfulness was romantic in nature, not professional.

He wouldn’t be the first young man to be betrayed by a beautiful spy, I offered, thinking of how Isily had seduced me in the Wilderlands.  It’s a lesson learned: beware the dusky maidens of Farise.  He’s lucky, actually: his powers let him see it coming, and he got out of the way.  A normal man would have believed the lie for the sake of her beauty and been far more vulnerable.

He’s not feeling lucky, at the moment.  He’ll be thrilled to hear you’re all right – he’s been up all night with Atopol, worrying about you.  He thought you’d been overcome by the warmagi, or killed by assassins, or kidnapped or something.

Tell him I’m just following a promising lead that came to me unexpectedly, I suggested.  He should relax and get some sleep.  That’s what I’m about to do.

Apart from the unexpected terrorist attack and assassination attempt, how was the party? he asked. 

Pretty good, I conceded.  Kind of like a court reception, only more blatantly political.  I had a couple of good discussions and made some contacts, I said, and then told him about the talk I had with Tirkia of House Irmoa.  After I finished, he paused a moment before returning to me.

I have her listed in the files, he assured me.  Married to another adept, one Ausart Irmoa, both work as part of a distinguished family firm in Tirza.  She’s from one of the old magical families in Farise herself, of course, the usual claims of descent from the Archmagi and doges over the centuries.  Some money, but not a lot.  The family has business interests in trade and shipping, and its primary focus of industry is textiles: silks, cottons, and the really rare stuff from the Shattered Isles.  So that fits that she’d be made an Elector.  But that’s about all I have on her.  She’s a small player, but she’s a player. 

She had some intriguing ideas, and was generally cynical about the process.  You should maybe start tracking the opinions and politics of the Electors, if you haven’t already, I suggested.  It might be valuable.

It might be moot, he countered.  While you were dodging lightning bolts, Lorcus and Jannik both came in last night.  They used different sources, but both are reporting that the Alshari exiles were already planning on ignoring anything the Farisians did with the Electors, and arresting anyone proclaimed doge who isn’t an exiled Alshari count.  And there’s no reason they can’t.  Without some sort of militant force backing the doge, there’s no good reason to take him seriously.

Pratt has his rats, I reminded him.  That might be enough.  Still, regardless of the outcome the process is important, I argued.

Important for whom? Mavone asked, pointedly.  Min, our job here is to subvert the current order and impose our own, he reminded me.  We need to stop the piracy.  We don’t need to be mucking around in politics.

It’s all mucking around in politics, I argued.  Even if we burned the fleet, killed everyone in the Citadel, and took over directly there would still be politics that would need mucking.  That’s the nature of the beast.  Now, we can do it poorly or we can do it adeptly, but either way we’re going to get as dirty as we get bloody, before this is done.  That means identifying legitimate centers of authority that we can influence and put into positions of power.  Tirkia might qualify.  She was pretty reasonable about the situation here, a lot more reasonable than Pratt or Cingaran.  Disgusting man, by the way.  It’s almost a pity he didn’t get assassinated last night.  Consider that an official report from the field.

So noted, he agreed.  I’m not saying it’s not important, I just wonder how much time you’re wasting with this sort of thing when the time for action is nigh.  The rest of our operations team is supposed to arrive today, and we have no plan of action yet, he complained.

We’ll come up with one as soon as I get back, I promised.  This meeting with Durgan Jole might change my perspective on what we need to do.  He’s been kicking around Farise for years, now, not getting involved in local politics.  He has some secrets worth hearing, and which may have a bearing on our plan.  Give me a day or two to sort it out, and then we’ll know how best to act. 

Why is Durgan so important? Mavone asked with a mental sigh.  Sure, he’s a legend, but he looks like a shadow of his former self.  A wider, rounder shadow, he added.

Like everything else in Farise, there’s more to him that he seems, I countered.  I learned some interesting things last night.  I’m assuming I’ll learn more today.  Like why he showed up at a political rally in the first place, and was willing to fight a bunch of attacking warmagi with a borrowed mageblade and pure gall.

That would be an interesting question to answer, Mavone conceded.  Just . . . don’t linger, he warned.  Things are starting to get tense in Farise.  You can feel it on the street.  I don’t know what it will take to spark an event that will compel action, but it could happen at any time.  I don’t want to be overtaken by events.

I’ll keep that in mind, I promised, as I realized just how tired I was.  Just try to keep a lid on the pot until I get back.  But I need a nap, first, I concluded.  It’s recently come to my attention that I’m not a young man anymore.

***

I woke around noon, but before Durgan, who seemed unshakably asleep in his tiny bedroom.  It seemed a shame to wake him, not to mention physically impossible, so I contented myself with a few moments prowling his garden in a rare instance of solitude.  To be honest, it was difficult for me to say which ‘me’ was enjoying the solitude.

Minalan the Spellmonger appreciated the subtle and pervasive wardings that guarded the little cottage; Durgan had been lavish with the warmagic, demonstrating the kind of paranoia he had beat into our heads at Relan Cor.  The cottage was in a defensible position, it would be easy to see anyone approaching down the jungle path, and the path to the beach in the other direction was strewn with glyphs that discouraged passers-by from intruding. 

But to the eye of Mirkandar the Magnificent, it was a cozy little retreat from the cares of the world.  Fruit trees surrounded the cottage, and I picked several oranges and a grapefruit for my breakfast as I waited for my host to awaken.  I also took the time to install a Waystone behind a large orange tree while Durgan wasn’t watching – I would want to return here, I reasoned.  There was a small chicken coop with four hens and an overly-belligerent rooster which yielded five eggs.  I found porsago soaking and some smoked fish in the kitchen.  I conjured some fresh biscuits, a pitcher of cream, and a few rashers of bacon from the stores of my hoxter pockets to complete my meal. 

For once, I reflected as I started a fire in the tiny stove, no one really knew where I was, what I was doing, or required my service.  The ocean and the sounds of the placid jungle had sent me to sleep, and the roaring surf of the incoming tide placated my mind as I put breakfast together.  It was an unexpected moment of peace and calm that I relished, just as unexpectedly.  Minalan felt safe.  Mirkandar felt intrigued.  The ancient memories were, for the moment, quiet. 

And breakfast was delicious.

Of course, the smell of freshly baked biscuits and bacon was irresistible – and these had been tucked into the hoxter pocket from my brother-in-law’s oven in Sevendor moments after they emerged, golden brown and crying out for honey or molasses.  It made the fried porsago I prepared a timid mockery.  I felt triumphant about that, for some reason.

But hot biscuits can summon when magic fails.  Durgan finally stirred from his bedroom, stumbled out into the garden to take another piss, and after a few moments regarding the surf in the distance he found his way back into the kitchen.

“Biscuits,” he noted, approvingly.  “You conjured them?”

“Perquisites of being the Spellmonger . . . and the son of a baker,” I offered.  “Once I had the magical means to ensure a steady supply of baked goods, I made it a priority.  It impresses people. And I made juice,” I pointed out, proudly.

“The man conjures fresh biscuits from the air with magic and he’s happy he made juice,” he said, shaking his head.  “It seems an abuse of the art to apply it to something so mundane,” he said, reprovingly.  He also took a biscuit.

“You’ve had a witchstone longer than I have,” I pointed out, as I served him some eggs.  “Haven’t you realized how easier magic is – how easier your life is – when you use it to your benefit?”

“I use the stone for research,” he said, gruffly, as he ate.  “It’s powers are too dangerous to be trifled with.”

“It’s actually not that powerful a stone, compared to some others I’ve worked with,” I countered.  “The one in my pocket is smaller, but just as robust.  But it’s really more about your approach.  Magelights, for example.  We use them all the time in my land.  Yet you still use tapers,” I pointed out.

“I am trying to keep a low profile,” Durgan pointed out.  “Tea!” he said, suddenly.  “We need tea.  Good biscuits, but better with tea,” he said, and wandered over to the kitchen.  He filled the kettle from a cistern and started to stir up the coals in the stove.  I sighed, drew a little power, and cast a spell.  The kettle began to steam on its own.  Durgan gave me a look with his one eye, sighed, and began making tea.

I was feeling bold, I suppose.  Bold enough to ask a personal question of the man.

“I’ve always wanted to know,” I asked, conversationally, “how did you lose your eye?  There was always a lot of speculation about it back at Relan Cor.  None of us had the balls to ask you, though.  Most of us thought you lost it during the Siege of Daros, when you breached the outer wall.”

Durgan chuckled to himself as he unwrapped a linen pouch of tea and dumped it in an earthenware teapot.  “Daros?  No, I had long lost the eye before that.  Before I even became a warmage,” he answered, shaking his head.  He paused, and pulled back his long stringy hair from the side of his face, displaying his empty socket and the jagged scar surrounding it.  It was long faded, but must have come from a horrific wound.

“Blades don’t leave scars like this,” he informed me, letting the hair return to obscuring it.

“So what happened?” I asked, intensely curious. 

“It was a hunting accident,” he admitted with a sigh.  “I was fifteen.  We were out hunting with bears.”

“You were hunting bears?” I asked, impressed and appalled.  I’d seen a few of the specimens in the Wilderlands, of course.  I didn’t know much about them, beyond folklore, but by reputation they were incredibly strong, highly dangerous omnivores with strict territorial ideals.   I’d seen a few from afar in the Wilderlands, and once in a traveling circus.  The Kasari even had an entire cult devoted to bears.  They had a reputation for being difficult and dangerous to hunt.

“No, no, no,” Durgan growled, “we were hunting with bears.  My uncle, my brother and I.  We had a pair of hunting bears,” he explained, as if it was as common as raising hounds or hawks.

“Hunting bears?” I asked, even more shocked and surprised by the idea.  “What in seven hells do you hunt with bears?”

He looked up at me, fixing a stare with his one good eye.  “Any godsdamn thing we want to,” he assured me, as he poured boiling water into the teapot.

“My people come from the far west in Wenshar,” he explained, casually, as he replaced the top to the teapot and let it steep.  “From the wild country, up in the foothills of the Kulines.  A hard place to make a living, unless you hunt.  And you’d better hunt.  It’s three hells of a life for a farmer, bearable for a herder, but it’s a hunter’s paradise.”

“Never been much of a hunter, myself,” I admitted.  Durgan shrugged.

“Those hills are filled with all manner of game – and predators seen no other place in the Five Duchies,” he said, as he set out two battered old ceramic cups whose handles had long broken off.  “Hill lions, great wolves in packs of a hundred, ezgukatus hiding in the forest canopy, ready to strike, cave bears – more than twice as large as the mottled bears we hunt with, and vicious to the core.  A hundred other species that can raid your holding, kill your stock, and sometimes your family.”

“So you domesticated bears,” I nodded, not sure I believed him.

“Yes, for centuries,” he assured me as he added a shard of sugarcane to each cup.  “The smaller mottled bears.  Only about three hundred pounds, most of them.  But they’re quick, they’re strong, and they’re smart.  Very smart.  More than a good hound.  They hunt better, too.”

“That doesn't sound very sporting,” I pointed out.

“We hunted for food and to defend our holding, not for sport,” he reminded me.  “All of the families along the western hills have hunting bears.  We need them.  They’re smart.  They’re tough.  They’re fiercely loyal and very affectionate.  Very protective.  Good sentries, too.  Nothing gets past a bear.”

He poured the tea into the two chipped cups, and handed me one. It was hot to the touch, but I wasn’t about to whine about that in front of Durgan Jole. 

“So that winter we were hunting out past Marble Hill, right at the frontier, and we were hunting great wolves.  They were menacing our hold since Yule, and my uncle wanted to move them along.  There wasn’t so much snow on the ground, then, and we took our bears and our hounds and our spears and bows, mounted our horses and rode in search of them.”

“And you found them?” I asked.  I wasn’t ordinarily fond of hunting tales – dear gods, I’ve heard enough to last a lifetime from my knightly vassals – but few of those had ever featured a bear as a protagonist. 

“We found five – dead,” he added, taking a sip of tea.  “It was a terrible mess, too.  Blood everywhere.  No sign of what did it.  The rest of the pack had been run off.  The animals were spooked.  My uncle, who had been my master in magic for three years, cast spells seeking whatever did it.  My cousin and I tried to look everywhere at once.  Before my uncle could get an answer, it came back.  An izotsara.”

“What?  Never heard of it,” I admitted. 

“It’s a kind of land worm,” he explained.  “But warm-blooded.  Only comes out at winter, but they usually stay higher up in the Kulines.  Huge thing,” he said, his eye getting misty at the memory.  “As long as three wains with their teams, end to end.  A great white furred beast with six powerful claws and a mouth that could bite a horse in half.”

“Dear gods!” I exclaimed.  I had seen plenty of examples of such horrors myself, of course, but an izotsara sounded awful.  “It attacked?”

“Like a . . . like a bolt of lightning,” he said, with a flash of a grin.  “It bit my uncle’s horse in half.  All three of us tried to fight the beast with spears and bows and even swords.  My uncle used what spells he could.  I got knocked off my horse by it’s tail.  It slew the hounds as easily as it slew the wolves,” he said, shaking his head.  “But not the bears.  “My cousin’s bear was named Curly, and mine was named Poppy,” he continued, as he sipped his tea. 

“Poppy?  Poppy the bear?” I asked, amused.

“She was a pretty thing,” he recalled, fondly.  “Brown and black with little streaks of white in the winter.  She had the softest fur, after she shed.  She was big, too – almost four hundred pounds.  A good girl,” he emphasized.  “Valiant.  And smart.  All mottled bears are smart,” he reminded me, “but Poppy was brilliant.  Cunning.  Wise.”

Something from Andrew’s memory tugged at me – an old Terran expression.  “She was . . . smarter than the average bear?” I suggested, suppressing a grin.

“Yes, yes, much smarter – smartest bear I ever knew.  She and Curly charged at that worm over and over again, while we tried to stab it and hack at its limbs and avoid its jaws.  Horrible time.  Very exciting,” he admitted, “but certain death if we made one mistake.

“So, of course I make a mistake,” he admitted.  “I was young, it happens.  I was too excited to cast a spell – this was before I was a warmage, remember – and I stupidly got off my horse to try to run close with my spear.  I was an idiot.  The front claw flew out at me, knocked my spear away, and pinned me to the dirty snow.  Shredded my shoulder,” he said, rubbing his right shoulder.  “It was going to crush me.

“Then Curly launched himself at the worm’s throat, while Poppy attacked the claw that was holding me.  She was very loyal, ever since she was a cub.  And smart.  She tore into the soft spot behind the beast’s knee.  Her claws and teeth were everywhere,” he said, envisioning the scene, his one eye dazed as he recounted it.  “I’d never seen her move so fast, or howl so loudly.  She twisted around,” he said, pantomiming the act, “and buckled the knee enough for me to slide free.

“But her back claw struck my face,” he said, with a sad sigh.  “She saved my life but it cost me an eye.  Good bargain,” he conceded.  “No regrets.  My uncle blew the worm’s head off after that with a spell, but it was too late to save my eye.  Poppy felt awful about it,” he said, guiltily, “but I’ve never seen a braver bear.”

“That’s quite a tale,” I admitted.  “I never knew the Wenshari hunted with bears.”

“It keeps the Valley Folk at bay,” he shrugged as he sipped.  “They’re tough bastards, but no one wants to fuck with a bear.”

I sipped the tea – it was bitter, even with the sugarcane.  “What is this?” I asked, the taste unfamiliar in my mouth.

“A kind of lotus that grows in the jungle, called auverny.  Natavia.  It’s a powerful restorative.  It keeps my liver from falling out of my body,” he admitted.  “I would have been dead years ago without it, with as much rum as I drink.”

“We were wondering what was keeping you going,” I said, sipping the bitter tea with more appreciation.

“We?” he asked, an eyebrow raised.

“Well, I’m not here by myself,” I admitted.  “As I said, I want to conquer Farise – or something like that.  I have an entire team here.  Clandestinely, of course.  I would appreciate it if you didn’t mention it to anyone,” I added, apologetically.

“Who would I tell?” he shrugged.  “No one believes an old drunk, anyway.  Besides, I don’t get involved in politics,” he declared.

“I kept saying that to myself over and over again, but no one ever listened,” I complained. 

“Sometimes you have to make the world listen,” he grunted.  “Even when it doesn’t want to.  Just make certain that you have something important to say.”

“Says the reclusive wizard who no one has heard from in years,” I pointed out.

“I don’t have anything important to say,” he said, defensively.  “The world doesn’t want to hear from an old Spark.  And I don’t want to be responsible for the world,” he reasoned.  “You make peace with that, at some point in your life.  If you are wise.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” I agreed.  “Right now I’m responsible for the entire thing.  And particularly Farise.  I need a way to banish the pirates and keep them from using it as a base,” I explained.  “That’s my mission.  And it’s on a deadline.  Merwyn is sending their armada here in the spring,” I revealed.  “Before they get here, I need some way to fortify Farise against them and the pirates.  And that’s going to be a problem.”

“It’s not my problem,” Durgan pointed out.  “But defending Farise is easy.  Pratt did it for years,” he reminded me.  “Once you understand Stormbringer’s role in Farise and you have the stone, you can keep anyone out of Farise.  But,” he added, “if you don’t want to be so heavy handed about it, there is another way,” he suggested.

“I’m listening,” I said, because when a legendary warmage and eccentric researcher says he knows another way, you listen if you’re wise.

“I’ll show you this afternoon,” he pledged, “when the storm arrives.”

I glanced out the window.  There wasn’t a cloud in the sky.  The ocean looked sincerely untroubled.  “What storm?” I asked. 

“The one I arranged for when we came to Stormbringer, last night.  Don’t worry, it will be here.  And then you’ll understand everything,” he assured me.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Bottling the Lightning

The magic of Farise is sublime, and the mystery eternal.  But it can overwhelm you like a tempest, if you aren’t careful.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

“Have you ever seen this before?” Durgan asked, placing a stone in front of me on the outdoor table.  He had secured a bottle of rum immediately after breakfast, and mixed it with fresh fruit and cane syrup, so I suppose there was some wholesome nutrition involved.  The acidity certainly cut through the funky taste of the potent black liquor.  I obligingly added some ice, just to be fancy.

“Yes, actually,” I said, gingerly picking up the shard and holding it up to the light.  “And recently.  Fulgurite,” I supplied.  “The fused remnant of glass that is formed when lightning strikes the earth, particularly silica heavy soils . . . like beach sand.  A Royal Censor asked me to identify it a few weeks ago, which I did.  It was evidence at the site of an assassination.”

Durgan’s eyebrow rose as he packed his pipe.  With the breeze picking up, the bright sun, the hypnotic surf, and the warm fuzzy hum that the rum provided, smoking a pipe seemed natural.  “This will be easier than I thought, then,” he grunted.

“I had one of my fellows steal a sample from the Censorate’s vaults,” I continued, tapping the stone.  “From a different crime scene, this time – and subjected it to an intense thaumaturgic assay.  It revealed to be comprised originally of beach sand.  Further analysis showed that it had an embedded thaumaturgic spell, one that cast a large field of positive ions such that it would naturally attract lightning when energized and exposed to storms.”

“This will be much easier than I thought,” Durgan admitted, his eye a little wider.

“Furthermore, the presence of identical spells in the matrix of the glass suggests the same adept created them both.  Since both were used in a series of attacks tied to the Contramara, I theorize that they have an adept with snowstone working with them to provide magical munitions for their insurgency,” I finished.

Durgan puffed on his pipe for a few moments before answering.  “All right, you know a lot,” he conceded, after a few minutes.  “But here is what you don’t know: I was the one who created the fulgurite,” he revealed.  “But I didn’t do it for the Contramara.  No, it was one of my experiments.  I made a discovery.  I told someone about it.  And someone sent a thief to steal it from me,” he said, darkly.

I puffed my own pipe for a moment, because that’s a useful thing to do when you need to think about something.  So was drinking rum.  I did a little of both before I answered. 

“Tell me,” I finally said, because I couldn’t think of anything better to say.

Durgan shrugged.  “I went to Farise after my discovery because I wanted to check with some of my academic friends about whether or not it had been discovered, before.  I was subtle about it,” he added, defensively, “but I needed to know.”

“And someone connected with the Contramara heard about it,” I concluded.  “What do you know about this thief?”

Durgan sighed, guiltily.  “She’s a young girl, no more than sixteen.  A niece of one of my friends.  She got her rajira a few years ago, and came down here to get some tutoring.”

I looked at him skeptically.  I’m not one to judge a man’s vices, and I’d had plenty of my own over the years, but the suggestion that he was merely tutoring a young girl alone at the beach, surrounded by rum and romantic locales, was questionable.

“She’s young enough to be one of my granddaughters,” he dismissed, before I could say anything.  “I’m a dirty old coot, but I have my standards.  I prefer a mature whore, one with a bit of back garden.  I was just coaching her in a few spells as a favor to a friend.  But . . . she had to be the one to nick my supply of fulgurite.  I . . . foolishly demonstrated them to her.  Pride,” he said, shaking his shaggy head.  “It never pays.”

Something struck me.  “What was this girl’s name?”

“Lemari,” he answered.  “But sometimes she calls herself Haizea – the foolishness of youth, seeking a better name at a difficult time of life,” he dismissed.  “A sweet girl – or so I thought.  She spent almost two months here, last summer.  Smart, too – she had me fooled.  Innocent, she seemed.  But she had the makings of a talented adept, I think, so I showed her a few things.”

“Lemari,” I repeated.  “I know her.  She had me mend a pot for her . . . and make it unnoticeable.  My apprentice found it at the pavilion last night.  It had fulgurite in it.”

“I knew it was a mistake, showing her,” he sighed.  “It’s dangerous stuff, that batch.  I didn’t know she had any political connections, so I didn’t think there was any harm.  I was a foolish old man.  But I came back from Farise one night and most of my cache was gone.  I tracked her down a few times to try to get it back, but by that time they were already roasting their political enemies.”

“So you didn’t do it on purpose,” I reasoned.

“No!” he insisted, looking offended at the suggestion.  “I’m not political.  I’m a mercenary.  A Wenshari,” he said, proudly, “and I’m not political there, either.  A good warmage never gets political.”

“That’s something I wished you’d taught at Relan Cor,” I said, shaking my head.  “So what did you teach this girl?” I asked, suddenly curious.

“Intermediate magic – she had the basics down already, her aunt is a good adept.  Double and triple chords, using the mid-range octaves, a little practical enchantment, a couple of useful higher-order spells, some thaumaturgic theory, and . . . well, she wanted to learn the mageblade.  So I taught her a few things,” he added, casually, and a little defensively.  “But apparently someone else has taught her a few more.”

“Lovely,” I sighed.  “The thief who is trying to frame me for an assassination she orchestrated was trained in the mageblade by Durgan Jole.  And armed with magical fulgurite that can suck the lightning out of the sky.”

“You fought three dragons,” Durgan dismissed, as he stood and stretched.  “One little girl should be no challenge.  Come,” he said, as thunder rumbled in the distance.  “It’s time to show you.”

“Show me what?” I asked, confused. 

“How I bottled the lightning,” he said, cryptically, as he finished the last of his rum in one long draught.  “The storm approaches.  The hour is at hand.  There are preparations to be made.  Spells to be cast.  Fates to be spun in the eye of the storm.”  He paused dramatically, then belched.  “And bring the bottle.  It’s always better when you have a good buzz going,” he assured, solemnly.

***

The sky in the east darkened as the storm blew in over the ocean, brash and belligerent.  As we made our way to the beach, the clouds formed one solid wall of angry gray as the eastern winds started blowing with increasing urgency.  The ocean under the front was turning a stark gray, and the waves began showing more energy, their white caps churning the surf like harbingers of misfortune.. 

Durgan dragged a thick canvass bag behind him as we walked.  With the clear skies and sunshine in the west and the storm in the east, the panorama of the shore seemed a stark dichotomy, a struggle between chaos and serenity laid out before us.  In the distance, I could see a ship running in front of the storm toward the Straights, trying to achieve the safety of the Sound before it was hit.  I observed that they might be in trouble.

“They might make it,” Durgan conceded, as he threw down the sack.  “But then they might not.  Mariner’s luck that they do,” he nodded.  “Now, I learned about fulgurite by accident,” he began, while I regarded his equipment as he removed it from the bag.  Several long iron staves or rods, I saw, as well as a thick wooden mallet.  “I found a naturally occurring piece when I was walking the beach, one night.  It had a faint thaumaturgic signature – I still don’t know what spell or natural magical force had acted upon it, but it lingered.  That’s what attracted me to it.”

He took a few of the iron rods and the hammer, and found a clear area on the beach.  He continued explaining as he pounded the rods into the sand, about five feet apart, his aged arms smiting the poles with precision and force..  I stood by and watched and sipped at the rum.

“I did some research at the library in town – that’s where my friend came in, to give me access – and I learned enough about fulgurite to construct a theory.  It seemed sound enough, so I tried my first experiment,” he said, as he finished pounding the second rod into the sand.  He stretched, groaned a little, and then dug a couple of pieces of fulgurite out of his pouch and laid them at the base of each rod.

“I found this technique listed in an old book of natural history – pre-Magocracy.  That was enough to give me a hypothesis and an apparatus for a trial.  Of course, the first spell I used as a test was one to summon the lightning,” he continued, as he picked up two more poles from the stack.  “Natural, of course.  Elementary, really.  So I set my first iron pole and cast the enchantment at the base of it in the sand, to lure the bolts from the sky.”

“That sounds dangerous,” I observed.  It was very strong rum.

“It’s lightning, of course it’s dangerous,” he shrugged as he pounded the third and fourth pole in place.  “But I’m a windmaster,” he reminded me.  “We can smell the lightning before it strikes.  It’s actually quite an experience.  And it’s easier to do now that I have fulgurite that summons lightning . . . over and over again,” he said, proudly.

“So you can make the enchantment permanent,” I reasoned.  Durgan stopped pounding in the fourth rod and looked at me.

“You don’t understand,” he said, uncomfortably.  “It isn’t just permanent, like a regular enchantment.  Fulgurite is delicate,” he explained.  “It takes the shape of the bolt, melting everything in its path at tremendous heat in a split second.  When it cools, and you remove the sand from around it, the resulting structure is highly fragile.  It breaks very easily.  And once you break off a piece . . . well, every piece it sheds contains the complete enchantment you cast.  Up to about two grams of fulgurite will have the spell permanently embedded in it.”

He said it calmly, but what Durgan was telling me was revolutionary, I realized at once. 

The commercial enchantments that the two bouleuterions produced were often embedded in thaumaturgical glass as part of the process.  You don’t need a lot of glass, of course, but each bonce needs to be heated to its melting point while you cast the enchantment it will bear, and then a few other spells to seat it well and ensure it works properly.  Even with irionite and snowstone, a relatively simple spell takes time and effort for the enchanter to lodge into glass – hours, sometimes. 

But Durgan had discovered a process, it seemed, that would allow a single enchantment to be replicated multiple times in an instant.

“How many shards did you get from your lightning spell?” I asked, feeling faint.  The brisk wind felt good on my face and persuaded me not to get queasy at the thought of the ruthless Contramara with a few dozen shards.

“Nearly six kilograms worth,” he admitted, gravely, as he fetched the last two rods.  “The girl took about two kilograms worth.  Enough to destroy Farise, if they’re smart about it.”

“They’re smart enough to use it and only destroy a bit of Farise at a time,” I predicted.  “It’s quite elegant, actually.  A bit random, but if it works and you do get a lightning strike, it’s a powerful effect.  A man dies quick by lightning.”

“And smells like roast pork,” Durgan added.  “This isn’t the little bit of voltage you get from offensive combat spells.  This is the seed of the angry sky, the product of elemental forces of nature at their most profound.  What spell do you want to try?” he asked, as he finished with the last rod.  He had them in a hexagonal configuration, each one about four or five feet apart from the others. 

“What?” I asked, confused.

“If we’re going to the trouble to demonstrate the technique, we might as well pick a few useful enchantments for the trial,” he reasoned, patiently.  “I have prepared six beds.  I have lightning stones aplenty.  The enchantments should be varied, using several different octaves and disciplines, and they should range from simple to complex to rate the effectiveness of the technique.  What spells do you want to try?”

That sent us into ten minutes of debate about the subject.  I wanted a diverse enough array of enchantments to test the limits of Durgan’s claims, but also something that I would find useful. 

I chose magelights that activated at dark for one of the poles, the gutbuster enchantment, the ice-producing and insulating spell I had gotten so familiar with, the enchantment to compel truthfulness I recalled from the Fountain, a pyrotechnic display spell that sent a harmless, brightly colored shower of sparks into the air for about five minutes, and a simple tracking spell I used for finding things that get frequently lost. 

It was a bold slate of widely divergent types of enchantments, from simple change-states to photomancy to neural triggers to some fairly sophisticated blue magic – it takes a clever approach to convince someone to disregard their best interests and confess what’s really on their mind.  I cast each one into the sand at the base of each iron rod while Durgan found a good observation spot a safe distance away.  And to ensure the quality of my work, I conjured Insight and made certain that every rune was well-crafted.

“Now we just energize the lightning-summoning spells and get the hells out of the way!” called Durgan when I was done.  The wind was whipping at my clothes by then, and the foreboding wall of angry clouds was nearly upon us.  Lightning lit up the darkened sky in the distance, already.  When Durgan Jole summons a storm, I remarked to myself, he doesn’t screw around.

“Is this far back enough?” I asked, skeptically, as I joined the old wizard.

“Any closer and you’ll get fried,” he agreed.  “Any further away and you can’t enjoy the full experience.”  He passed me the bottle of rum, after surveying the site.  Almost half of it was gone already.  The wind was gusting powerfully, and the rumble of thunder was growing louder.  The waves were pounding against the shore with an increasingly frenetic frequency.  Rain began to grace us, like rice at a wedding.  I took a sip of the rum.

“You don’t want any kind of shelter?” I asked, doubtfully, as I watched the malevolent clouds advance. 

“Shelter?” Durgan asked in astonishment, his lone eye wide and his long hair and beard blowing in the wind.  “Why would you want shelter?  This is living, man!  You can’t get more alive than this!” he assured me, confidently. 

“Would a chair be permissible, then?” I asked, after a moment’s thought.  “I just want to watch.”

“Suit yourself, Spellmonger,” he shrugged, as he grinned into the approaching storm.  “A bold man embraces the kiss of nature on his face!”

“And a wise man knows what a bitch she is before she puckers up,” I countered, as I searched my hoxters.  When you have pockets within pockets, it can be difficult to keep track of the minor things.  But I finally found what I sought: a campaign chair from my field equipment leftover from the Winter and Spring Wars.  I didn’t mind the rain, so much, but the prospect of straining against the wind annoyed me.  Besides, I wanted a good seat for this, and crouching in the sand just wasn’t my style. 

I watched as Durgan took a position in front of the iron rods, his robe and hair flapping in the wind, and thrust his right hand above his head.  I could see the Mad Mage’s witchstone clutched in his fingers, and a moment later I could feel it.  He began by casting protective spells over us, which I appreciated, and then constructing whatever spells he needed to augment the effect. 

But he looked like a madman, in the teeth of the storm.  There was a huge grin on his face as he directed the powerful elemental currents he was harvesting from the wind, combined them with more energy from his stone, and converted it into thaumaturgical action.  I recognized that grin.  I’d worn it myself when I was in the midst of a particularly interesting bit of spellwork.

The storm erupted around us and for the next several minutes nothing seemed to happen.  Durgan looked as if he was conducting the storm, not merely enduring it.  I could feel the build up of expectation as he wove his magic around the site.  The waves were throbbing in my ears with angry rhythm, the wind sprayed rain and sand with painful force, but Durgan ignored it all as he cast his spells.

The first bolt of lightning startled me to the point of nearly pissing myself.  That’s the thing about lightning: even when you expect it, it’s a shock when it happens.  Being that close to the raw ferocity of nature expressed as the sudden correction of an atmospheric electrical imbalance was inherently traumatic: the bolt was unfathomably bright, a jagged column of raw power reaching from the sand to the heavens that dazzled my eyes with its intensity.

It was beautiful and terrifying all at once.  My heart nearly stopped with the sudden shockwave that is produced by a bolt of superheated electrical plasma that burns the very air out of existence.  The resulting vacuum produced the powerful wave of thunder that pounded against my entire body, my entire being, and rung my skull like a temple bell.  It was an entirely impersonal, natural event that inherently threatened my life.  The visceral response I had to the existential nature of the experience was profound.  I could feel every ounce of my blood pounding in my veins.

“One!” Durgan shouted, triumphantly, into the storm and my ringing ears, and then laughed maniacally for a moment as the smoldering sand around the pole continued to spark a bit.  “You didn’t pass out!  Good!” he encouraged, before he turned his attention back to the tempest.

It took a few more moments for the storm to generate a second strike, and my eyes were still dazzled when it came.  But I could clearly see a forked bolt blossom out of the clouds and strike two different iron rods at the same instance, burning the image of its savage beauty into my retinas.  It was just as sudden and unexpected as the first one, and just as traumatic.

But it was a little easier, the second time around, too, I noted as I resisted the urge to bury myself in the sand.  It took force of will alone not to succumb to my instinct to do just that.  The chair was helpful – my hands had a death grip on the arms.

“Two and Three!  A double!” Durgan announce with another mad cackle.  His protections must have included a sound dampening spell, among others.  There’s no way I should have been able to hear him after two strikes.  “Halfway there!”

I was trembling and trying to catch my breath as my heart threatened to pound out of my chest.  My skin tingled and every hair on my body stood on end.  I could smell the burnt ozone smell on the wind, and it made me want to recoil.  It was like being in the heart of the storm, seeing the birth of thunder up close.  I was terrified. 

But Durgan managed to coax three more bolts down to his apparatus, each one another powerful hammer blow on my senses . . . but each succeeding one was marginally easier to bear, I realized.  My adrenaline was as high as if I was in the heat of battle.  My lungs throbbed as I gasped for air.  But I felt entirely alive, after feeling I was certain to die.  Indeed, I perversely began to anticipate the experience a little.

I could see why Durgan wanted to be drunk for it.  The rum helped, a little.  It relaxed me to the point of receptiveness, and allowed me to recover more quickly from the powerful assault on my senses the lighting had produced.  It fed my courage – it was one thing to be actively fleeing from the possibility of lightning, in the midst of a storm.  It was another to wait patiently for a bolt you knew was inevitable, and then bear the proximity of the blast without running for your life.  Rum is good for that, I noted.

The old wizard stumbled back from his position, his hair and robe soaked with rain, and collapsed into the sand face down next to my chair.  Trembling, I leaned over and peered down at his sprawling body.  I was just about to ask if he was well when he turned his face toward me.

“There is no other feeling like riding the lightning!” he gasped with a solemn grin.  “It strikes at your soul.”

I couldn’t argue.  I’d been through some painful, uncomfortable, and exhausting experiences, and my ancient memories had subjected me to lifetimes’ more.  But he was correct.  The primal experience of a lightning strike conjured something deep in my soul.  My perspective changed, a little.  The elation I felt about surviving the experience was transformative at a fundamental level.  Life seemed just a little more precious.  Mere worldly obstacles became less daunting in the face of it.  You can’t come that close to your own demise and not feel something.  It gives you a feeling of power.  It makes you feel alive and very much awake.  It also exhausts you, as the adrenaline settles down.

“Now what?” I asked, limply.

“Now, we wait for it to cool,” he advised.  “It’s best for it to cool and cure for a few days before you dig it up, I’ve found.  By then the enchantment will be set into the fulgurite.  So . . . how about a drink to celebrate?  And get out of this rain?  You can avoid the lightning, but you always get wet, with this spell.  I’ve had enough Nature kissing my face for one evening.”

***

It was odd, returning to the dry security of his house while the storm continued to rage outside.  But a fresh bottle of rum and a conjured dinner from the Alembic soon soothed me.  It took a healthy glass of rum to calm my nerves enough to hold a conversation.  Durgan spent an hour explaining his technique to me, and asking for my thaumaturgical advice on a few things he was still uncertain about.  I did my best to answer or provide solutions available to me with my potent enchanting tools. 

Over dinner, the topic changed to politics.  Durgan might not be political, but he did have opinions about the Farisian situation, and I appreciated hearing them.  He’d been an observer of the degrading conditions of the city since the middle of the occupation, and had gotten to know the Farisians as well as any Castalshari man.

Besides, it gave me an excellent chance to pick his mind on how best to conquer the place.  When the best warmage in the world is available to advise you on the subject, a good wizard takes advantage of it.

“The problem is the Straights,” he said, as he poured his third drink over dinner.  “The channel for most ships is just under a mile wide.  Unless you control that, you can’t control Farise,” he pointed out.  “It only takes a couple of ships to hold it in force, a couple of boats full of archers to discourage any sort of landing on either side.  Loiko had to land his troops much further down, and then marched them up.  But the channel in the Straights is the key to Farise.”

“So, how do you propose I contend with that, in my position?  What would you do?”

Durgan considered the matter, and whether or not he wanted to get involved, but I was trying to invoke his sense of professional pride.  I succeeded.

“What if you could hold the Straights without ships?” he proposed.  “What if you could do it with magic, alone?”

“I’m open to suggestions,” I encouraged him.  “You have an idea for that?”

He did.  A magnificent one, and the sort of thing that only an adept of great vision and skill could have conceived.  It required the use of his fulgurite technique, but it was novel and very difficult to overcome to my mind.  It had the added benefit of concentrating the power to hold the Straights into the hand of one man, not an army or a navy. 

“It would be expensive, and take some time to install, but I think it would work,” he concluded, after he had answered my questions about it.  “But once you control the Straights, you control trade in Farise – which means you control Farise.”

“It would take more than that to control Farise, but it would give me a lot of leverage,” I reasoned.  “I know you won’t fight for pay anymore, but . . . can I interest you in taking the enchantment commission?” I asked.

He looked at me, startled.  “What?  You really want to do this?”

“You made a very compelling argument,” I pointed out.  “You say you can do it, I’d like you to do so – on my behalf.  Surely the support for your research doesn’t last forever,” I pointed out.

“It’s not about the money,” he dismissed, as he pushed his dish away and leaned back in his chair.  “I have plenty of money.  It would mean getting involved in politics.”

“Not at all,” I assured him.  “That is, you wouldn’t have any real involvement.  I would just be hiring your services as an enchanter, I reasoned.  “I would be the one involved in the politics.  You’re just doing work for hire.”

“It’s not like training warmagi,” he protested.  “I’ve never done anything like that before.  Research, yes, but producing something like that . . .” he trailed off.

“Would be a suiting capstone to the career of the legendary Durgan Jole,” I proposed.  “As you pointed out, it would be a hell of an achievement.  Not something seen since the days of the Magocracy, if then.  I can build you the supporting enchantments to see it happen,” I promised.  “It has nothing to do with your politics.  You’re just fulfilling a commission for a customer.  A very wealthy customer.”

“But I don’t need money!” he insisted.  “I’m wealthy myself.  I was given a beautiful estate in Wenshar.”

“I could pay you in ways no one else can,” I pointed out.  “You wanted a witchstone from Rard – I can give you three this very moment.  You want snowstone?  Magical crystals?  Do you want to build the tools that will help you really understand Stormbringer at a primal thaumaturgical level?” I asked.

“You could do that?” he asked, skeptically. 

I conjured Insight once again and handed it to him.  “My thaumaturgical baculus – technically, a famulus, called Insight.  It has its own witchstone to power it, and it is imbued with the spirit of a very meticulous ancient sea creature as a paraclete, a kind of magical assistant.  It’s about the most delicate magical appliance in the world.  I built it.  I can build one for you, customize it to work with the Mad Mage’s stone, and you can explore Stormbringer in ways you cannot even imagine,” I promised.

“Tempting,” he murmured, as he examined the rod.  “Good work, here,” he admitted, with a sigh. 

“But that’s not all,” I assured him.  “I have resources you cannot guess, experts from the Alka Alon and the finest academies in the world.  I have enchanters and thaumaturges at my call.  Soon I’ll have access to information on Stormbringer going back to its discovery.  I’m more than a little curious about the thing, myself,” I admitted. 

“But there is another thing, and one you might be more comfortable with,” I continued, as I saw him waver.

“I do not fight for money anymore,” he said, warily.  “I’m too old for that shit.  I want to die in that little bed in there, in a pool of my own vomit, in the arms of a beautiful whore, or comfortably in my estate in Wenshar surrounded by my loving grandchildren.  Dying for other men’s money is a fool’s game.”

“I cannot argue the wisdom of that,” I shrugged.  “But I don’t want you to fight for me.  I want you to train warmagi once again.  For me.”

“Warmagi?  But you said you had warmagi,” he said, confused.

“Oh, I do, the best in the world – and a good many of them benefitted from your training.  There’s none better,” I said, sincerely.  “I want you to work with a few of my men to learn the newest techniques and magical munitions.  But then I want you all to train some new recruits.”

“Why?” he asked, mystified.

“Because if your commission works as intended, I’m going to need them to control the city.  If anyone is going to stand up against the forces that rage in Farise, it will have to be a force disciplined and trained and armed with irionite,” I explained.  “Farisian warmagi.  And I can think of no one better to train them than Durgan Jole.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Death By Committee

Even those from the great cities of Perwyn and Merwyn and Cormeer have been impressed by the modest but efficient nature of the Farisian civil service.  For such a small place the city’s proud tradition of civic pride sees the locals eager to attend to the smallest of urban details to ensure a safe and pleasant environment for all in a way any great metropolis might envy.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles
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“It’s about time you got back!” Mavone said, testily, as I emerged from the Ways into the cellar of the practice.  “The city is on the brink of insurrection, and you decided that it was time for a holiday?”

“It was an important lead,” I argued, as I steadied myself and suppressed my nausea – partially from the transfer, and partially from the rum.  “Durgan Jole is an asset,” I insisted, perhaps a little too forcibly to be taken seriously. 

“Of course he is,” Mavone agreed, his voice patronizing to the point of caricature.  “He’s a very powerful man with one eye and a reputation for rugged manliness.  I’m certain you were flattered by the attention.”

“No, no, it wasn’t like that.  But it was . . . instructional,” I assured him, as I marshalled my resources.  “I learned where the enchanted fulgurite is and found out a few things we didn’t know about the Contramara, among other matters.  Really, it will be useful.”

“And I am terribly glad to hear it,” Mavone agreed.  “We’re going to need every scrap of intelligence, it seems, and every spy deserves a romantic beach getaway.  But the entire city is going to five hells and our chief-of-station was absent after an unexpected assassination attempt,” he reminded me in a chiding tone.  “It might surprise you, but things are a little tense.”

“What is our status?” I requested, as I heaved a sigh.  I knew what my responsibilities were, and as intriguing as Durgan Jole and his revelations had been, there was an ongoing operation I was in charge of.  Mavone took a deep breath.

“Events are moving quickly.  Let’s start with the repercussions from the  attack on the Hibiscus Pavilion,” he began, as he walked with me toward the stairs.  “The palace – that is, the Alshari exiles – have claimed that native insurgents were behind the entire thing.  Since the insurgents are screaming that they were responsible, no one doubts the fact.  But Cingaran had a response prepared.  The Alshari invaded the Cesshaven district, this afternoon, and have rounded up over a hundred suspected insurgents of the Farisian People’s Army.”

“Where the hell did they come from?” I asked, as we entered the main hall from the kitchen.  “We’ve been here months, and haven’t heard anything about them until now.”

“They’re new . . . sort of,” Mavone explained.  “There’s been a smoldering political movement in the slums for decades, and according to our sources it flares up from time to time.  The usual egalitarian message the poor always use to justify violence – it’s the bankers, or the nobility, or the merchant class oppressing them.  Pretty much anyone who is wealthier than they are is the enemy.  The Farisian People’s Army is an iteration of that.  Until a week ago, no one had ever heard of them.  Then they had a dozen members in Cesshaven, and then a hundred with chapters starting up in the other districts.  But it is strange that such a group sprang up so quickly and is well-organized enough to pull off an assassination attempt.”

“They weren’t that organized, they were hopelessly outclassed,” I corrected.  “I saw them fight: amateurs.  Street fighters, at best.”

“That’s the thing,” Mavone frowned.  “It’s not their effectiveness I’m questioning.  There are plenty of gangs out there for hire, right now.  But any organization that develops that well, that fast implies someone else’s purse paying for their porsago.  Why them?  You said they were amateurs?”

“They brought knives to a swordfight and bungled it entirely,” I affirmed.  “If it wasn’t for the warmagi and the lightning strikes interrupting, they would have been massacred by the Alshari on the spot.”

“About the warmagi,” Mavone said, stroking his chin.  “They don’t appear to be part of the People’s Army.  The two bodies that were recovered were adepts from the other side of the river.  Well known mercenary warmagi,” he supplied.

“That’s got to be the Contramara,” I suggested, as we headed up to his office.  “The Restorationists are mostly common adepts, not warmagi.  But the Contramara certainly have access to some professionals.  They were definitely behind the lightning attacks, as Durgan informed me, and they have allies in the magical community.  But the attacks didn’t seem particularly well-coordinated with the FPA.”

“I don’t think they were,” Mavone agreed.  “I think it was two different groups whose operations conflicted.  Or one group with two parties who didn’t know the other one was going to be there.  Both are realistic possibilities. 

“But the political repercussions have been fascinating,” he continued.  “Count Cingaran issued a general curfew for the entire city todaym before he invaded Cesshaven.  It will be interesting to see if he can enforce it.  Meanwhile Rellin Pratt has come out and demanded a full investigation and hinted that Cingaran staged the entire thing as a pretext to suppress the magi Electors.  The Censorate is trying to investigate, but no one trusts them and they’re busy patrolling the streets looking for wayward warmagi.”

“Anything else?” I asked as I followed him up the stairs. 

“Your friend Darriky stopped by this morning looking for you – he was worried that you hadn’t gotten out of the Pavilion.  The last time he saw you, you were running into the darkness to face trained warmagi with a barely-magical stick.”

I winced.  “I kept Avalanche hidden.  Mostly.”

“I talked with him for a while – nice fellow.  Apparently you’re both supposed to attend the first full meeting of the Electors tomorrow at the Citadel, if the curfew allows it.  And we’ve seen an increase in activity around the merchant house that serves as Merwyn’s nest of spies in Farise.  Someone over there is not happy.  But neither are the Remerans or the Castali spies.  It’s been a busy day.”  Mavone led me into his office and took his seat behind his desk, pulling a leaf of parchment to him. 

“How about our people?” I asked, as I took a seat in the other chair.  “Are they all accounted for?”

“I’ve got Lorcus, Iyugi and Jannik out working their contacts for more information.  Sandoval is getting our strike team settled in the Spark Shack – they should be ready for work, soon.  Atopol, Jordi and Ruderal are out looking for someone—”

“Probably Ruderal’s ex-girlfriend,” I nodded.  “She is definitely a Contramara agent.  She stole the enchanted fulgurite and then tried to set me up to take the blame.”

“Sounds like an enterprising girl,” Mavone observed, appraisingly.  “And that’s the first time we’ve been able to identify an actual Contramara agent.  Lemari, is her name?”

“That’s the one she’s using with Rudy, but I wouldn’t count on it being her real name.  But I found out that she trained with Durgan Jole,” I informed him.

“Durgan is training Contramara spies?” he asked, alarmed.

I shook my head.  “He didn’t know she was affiliated with them, at the time.  He was just helping out with a friend’s niece.  But then she stole the fulgurite from him, and that revealed her association with the Contramara when lightning started hitting specific targets in town.  He’s been trying to recover it ever since.”  I went on to explain Durgan’s process for mass-producing enchantment, and his possession of Pratt’s stone, catching him up on my eventful holiday at the beach.

“You’re telling me that Durgan Jole has the Mad Mage’s stone?  That’s . . . that’s unbelievable!  Why the hell hasn’t he used it to take over the place?” he asked, almost offended.

“He’s not political – and strongly not political,” I explained.  “He doesn’t really have any local interest, outside of Stormbringer.  He doesn’t want power, he doesn’t want responsibility, he doesn’t want to found a new magical empire.  He’s an one-eyed old man who wants to be left alone to do his research.  But,” I continued, “I think I’ve convinced him to work with us on this, in exchange for some assistance with his research.  He’s willing to train some warmagi, and work on a means of magically defending the Straights.”

“That’s great,” Mavone agreed.  “Essential, even, in the long term.  But we’ve got riots in the streets and civil insurrection brewing in the slums at the moment,” he pointed out.  “We need to find a way to take advantage of it and turn it to our favor.  Controlling the Straights is a low priority.  What’s a high priority is figuring out how we proceed.  We are in desperate need of direction, oh Mirkandar the Magnificent.  Do we sit back and wait for a winner to emerge and then take them on, or do we try to affect the process?”

“I don’t think we have much time to wait,” I considered.  “Not if we’re going to be successful.  I thought about that a lot when I was with Durgan.  If we don’t make a move soon, we might not be able to have much influence over the outcome.  But I have a few ideas how we might proceed . . . “

We spent the next two hours concocting plans and contingencies that we could use to shape the emerging conflict.  It was clear that the Alshari were the main obstruction – no one liked them – but removing them was going to be difficult.  They didn’t have anyplace to go. 

Most were wanted for treason in Alshar – there were rewards for their capture and execution – and unless Merwyn allowed them entrance, they had no friends that might support them.  They had spent the last three years cultivating allies amongst the locals, but that support was fraying in the face of civil unrest.  The electrical assassinations weren’t helping, either.  The Alshari had borne the brunt of those.  Count Cingaran’s control was the result of the Alshari exiles’ strong feudal loyalties to each other, and depended upon the veterans and mercenaries that commanded his army. 

So we adopted a strategy in our planning of undermining that support.  Our understanding of the occupation aided us in that.  It really hadn’t changed all that much since Mavone and I had served.  Striking out in surprise ambushes against the poor idiots patrolling the streets might be gratifying, we knew, but it didn’t actually do much to harm the exiles’ ability to fight.  But if you really want to screw with an army in garrison, there was a plethora of ways to manage it without slitting one throat.

We hammered out a surprisingly comprehensive plan.  It would take time to set up and prepare some of the action, but if even half of the ideas we had worked the Alshari would be ready to leave Farise as soon as they could convince a ship to take them away.

“Does this mean we’re supporting Pratt and the Brotherhood, then?” he asked, critically, as we finished up.

“No,” I assured him.  “That is, we’re not striking at him right now, but that doesn’t mean I like the bastard or want him in power.  But he’s a better option than the Alshari, at the moment, so we’ll leave him alone unless he gets to be a problem.  Then we can deal with him.  If the Contramara don’t get to him, first.”

“The Contramara is the one element that scares me,” he admitted.  “I’ve tried to get one of our people to infiltrate, or at least make contact, but we can’t find anyone to make contact to.  This Lemari girl is the first time we’ve been able to even identify a suspected agent of the Contramara. Their security is too tight,” he said, with a mixture of frustration and admiration.

“Let’s call everyone in who can get here tonight for a meeting to flesh some of these actions out,” I suggested.  “They might have additional ideas, particularly Iyugi and Lorcus.  And timing is going to be a factor,” I reminded him. 

“It aways is,” Mavone agreed.  “But I’m feeling confident about this.  We’ve built up our strength and we know who we’re up against, more or less, and no one else has any idea we’re even here yet.  Now that you’re back safely in charge, we can go ahead and drop the hammer on some of these clowns and get back to civilization.”

I was surprised to hear that.  “You’re getting homesick?”

“There’s already six inches of snow on the ground back in the Magelaw,” he said, shaking his head.  “I’m enjoying not being there to contend with it.  But the novelty of Farise is wearing thin,” he admitted.  “I like to know that there’s an actual plan for ending an operation, not just starting one.”

***

I felt a little silly as I crossed town in my finery toward the Palace District the next day.  I was wearing long, formal Farisian robes of dark blue, which went well with my hat, and trying not to get the hem wet as I walked.  But I stood out, and I felt very self-conscious as people passed, as if everyone knew I was about to visit a brothel, or something. 

I had generally avoided the Palace District since I’d come to Farise.  I’d rarely gone to it during the occupation, with one prominent exception.  When the top of the Citadel came into sight above the other buildings, that exception grew sharp in my mind.  The night we attacked Orril Pratt and his men in the Citadel.

That had been a bad night.  The Mad Mage had conjured storms to dissuade us, but by that time the rest of the city had already fallen to the Narasi armies and we controlled the Palace District.  There was no hope for him to either escape or raise a real resistance, at that point.  Surrender would see his execution, so holing up in his fortress and fighting a defensive battle was his only option. 

The Citadel is an odd building.  It’s the closest thing to a castle in Farise, in that it serves as a defensive structure as well as an administrative one.  With eight sides and a domed roof, the seven-story building was physically imposing on the horizon, a constant visual reminder of the power of the Doge.  Attacking it had been a challenge.

Doge Grigor was dead, by that point, having hung himself in despair when he saw the Remeran ships landing in the harbor and dispensing Castali mercenaries in such great numbers.  Pratt had taken control of the defenses, and had sent his scant forces to block them – those that were left.  The Doge had already deployed the majority of them to counter – unsuccessfully – the surprise attack from the north that I was a part of.

Pratt held out for days, spending the lives of his men dearly while he prepared a deeper and deeper defense.  But at a certain point he’d been driven back to the Citadel grounds, where we prepared for a final attack.  As Pratt had kept his best warmagi with him, the Citadel was a dangerous maze of glyphs and battlefield enchantments – so the commanders decided that their best course was a frontal assault by a mixture of heavy infantry and virtually every warmage in their command.  Including me.

So the last time I was at the Citadel, I was storming it with my mageblade Slasher in one hand, a war wand in the other, blasting and hacking at every guard and ward and surprise spell I came across.

Did I mention we did this at night? Under fire? During a thunderstorm?

It was a bloody night full of terror and violence.  It was particularly bad for me when I stumbled into a Terrorizing glyph the enemy had laid down as a deterrent.  It was stupid of me – I had ignored Durgan Jole’s training, and had pressed ahead without using magesight, blundering right into the enchantment.  Then for twenty minutes I endured a magically-induced sense of abject terror at literally every little thing around me, friend and foe.

I’d experienced it before, of course, during training at Relan Cor, because they want you to know how to contend with that sort of thing before you encounter one.  But every bit of instruction about how to handle being terrified fled the moment the spell activated – and it was far worse than the relatively small dose we had received in training.

Every person I saw was an existential threat who wanted to kill me in painfully evil ways.  The great Citadel of the Doge loomed over me like a malevolent god.  The storm itself was conspiring to torture me, I felt, and even the birds and nightwebs above us seemed unbearably sinister.  For twenty minutes I cowered, even as my mates cast counterspells to unentangle my mind from the enchantment.  For twenty minutes my central nervous system was washed in an electric bath of adrenaline that kept me in a panicked state far beyond anything reasonable. 

Eventually, the counterspell worked and the feeling of terror passed.  The memory, however, lingered painfully in my mind for fifteen years.  The moment I saw the spot where I’d encountered the glyph, it all came rushing back to me.

I realized that I’d been purposefully avoiding the place for just that reason, as I regarded the gray stone building from a few blocks away. I paused, as I struggled with the memory, and attempted to marshal my resources.  Minalan was taking the experience very poorly.  Mirkandar tried to make it less personal. 

The battle of the Citadel had become legendary, and for good reason.  It was the last magical battle between the dying Magocracy and the Narasi invaders.  And with irionite being used on only one side, it was hard fought.  Everyone who had survived it was proud of it, and would have been willing to skip the entire bloody experience, if given the chance.  Except for a few fellows like Azar and Horka, and perhaps Terleman, that battle had been a repugnant nightmare to everyone who remembered it.

Eventually, the fit passed without anyone noticing.  Mirkandar’s perspective was helpful.  And as bad as the memories of that horrid night were, it wasn’t like a nearby lightning strike.  There was still plenty of anxiety associated with that night, to be sure, but it was easier to keep in perspective, after the fateful night at Morningstar Beach.

There was a certain healing character to the irony of the situation, too.  The night of the attack we had been assaulting the keep to remove a Doge.  Now I was entering its august halls ostensibly to elect one.  Life is strange, that way.

I was handed another yellow ribbon to wear as a sash when I arrived and was recognized and registered by an elderly lady behind a table.  The place was already crawling with Electors, I could see, as well as scores of well-dressed functionaries.  I didn’t know who anyone was, I realized, or what their various garments might represent. But I was ushered into the big chamber on the ground floor that served for such assemblies by one of the younger staff, and brought to an assigned seat.

That’s one thing I could say for the Farisians: while they could be maddeningly casual in their normal affairs, when it came to matters of administration they were surprisingly well-organized and officious.  Likely a product of their long history under the Magocracy, which prided itself on rules, custom, and a tradition for civility and efficiency in government.  And when that didn’t work, they stabbed each other.

I caught sight of Darriky, once I was seated, and waved just as I spotted Alperrik a few rows down from him.  It took me a few moments more to find Lady Tirika, but she was one of only a few score women in the body of more than three hundred.  She was present – and looked quite annoyed already.  Rellin Pratt was there, too, with his Sea Lord style vest and hat, doing his best to appear statesmanlike.  I vaguely recognized perhaps a half-dozen others wearing the yellow ribbon, but I couldn’t say I knew them at all.

The proceedings began with an address by the acting president of the body, an elderly adept known as Rinsilus the Sage.  He appeared to be about six years older than dirt as he shuffled up to the podium at the front of the assembly and then proceeded to mumble some introductory words about how auspicious the occasion was, the importance of the time-honored tradition of electing a doge, and the bright possibilities ahead if wisdom and prudence guided our selection.  It was as boring as watching wheat grow, but I suppose it was necessary.

He was followed by a much younger and more active mage, Adept Nandus.  I’d known him by his reputation as one of the partners in one of the larger firms, one responsible for shipbuilding and maintenance in Farise.  There’s an awful lot of enchantment that goes into building a good ship and keeping it running, apparently – and a lot of money.  His family firm had been handling the trade for over a century. 

Nandus was considered one of the wealthier magi in town.  He lived in the elite Heron Hill District, proper, instead of Tirza where most of his professional peers lived.  If there really was to be a new Farisian government, all those ships out in the harbor and at Calafel would need his firm’s services – likely at government expense. This was, perhaps, the best chance the magelords of old had of seizing power in Farise, and they were taking it. 

That told me a lot about who was steering this process. 

Nandus spoke eloquently and enthusiastically, and gave a little speech that mirrored Rinsilus in tone, but was far better delivered.  He was a good speaker.  He talked more practically about the wide possibilities of the future, once a Doge was elected, and the vital importance of the re-establishment of order and security in Farise.  After assuring us that anything could happen in our bright future, he conveniently began announcing committee assignments and explained their function.  That indicated to me that most of that future had already been planned for by him and his friends beforehand.

I was assigned two committees that day, first the Finance Committee and then the Qualifications Committee, each of which had ten members.  In Finance, Nandus explained, the committee would be responsible for drawing up a proposal to fund the new Doge’s government.  The Qualifications Committee involved drafting a set of basic qualifications for various government offices – first and foremost the position of Doge.  Both sounded uncomfortably like the little meetings my life in Sevendor was peppered with.

There were plenty of other committees.  Darriky was assigned to the Defense and Commerce committees, Alperrik was named to the Legal Affairs Committee and the Magical Regulation Committee.  Lady Tirkia was given a seat on the Budget Committee and also one serving with me on the Qualifications Committee.  There were about thirty committees, over-all, including an Executive Committee that didn’t include anyone I knew. 

I had little idea about the other Electors and their assignments.  Every now and then there would be a ripple of whispered conversation about a name and a particular assignment, I saw, but I just didn’t have the context of local politics to know how to respond. 

“Each of your committees needs to meet at least twice before next week,” Nandus advised.  “Within two weeks, you should have made significant progress.  In three weeks we will be holding another general meeting to vote on the proposals from each committee.  I urge you all to complete your assignments in a timely manner, else we risk losing the political moment for this opportunity,” he warned.

“Now, go meet with the other members of your assignments and get acquainted,” he continued.  “You do not have to meet here, of course – indeed, I would advise against it.  There have been too many accidents and surprising deaths lately.  Make your own arrangements and keep them private.  And do be safe.  There are plenty of people who would see this effort fail.”

Considering I was one of those people, it was hard to argue with that.  At best this convention would elect a temporary strong-man.  At worst it would be selecting who would become an inevitable political prisoner for whomever took over in force. 

Nandus dismissed us after that, and I spent almost twenty minutes trying to find the other members of my committees.  I began with the Qualifications Committee, because I recognized Lady Tirkia.  She was standing with a half-dozen or so of her fellows over to one side, and I was gratified at the wave and smile she gave me as I joined them.

“That’s almost everyone,” she noted.  “It’s good to see you, Mirkandar.  I wasn’t certain I would again, after the other night.”

“I’ve been to rougher parties,” I dismissed.  “I’m just glad you made it out unscathed.”

“Thanks to you,” she agreed.  “I heard it got even worse after I left.  People are talking about how you heroically grabbed your staff and ran to confront the warmagi.  Very brave,” she praised.

“I panicked, and treated them as creditors,” I joked.  “Really, I was just trying to keep people safe.”

“It made an impression,” she informed me.  “Whether that’s a good thing or not, I can’t tell you.  But based on that evening I got you invited to this committee.”

I looked at her blankly.  “Perhaps I should have been better served to leave you for the assassins,” I suggested.  She smiled at the joke.

“Really, outside of the Executive Committee and the Nominations Committee, this one will have the greatest impact on how the future government is shaped,” she promised.  “We can hand the new Doge a list of qualifications we demand from his ministers and secretaries.”

“And he can ignore them and appoint his cronies, just like they always do,” I pointed out.  “At least in my experience.  Without any method of enforcement –“

“We can discuss that at the meeting,” she interrupted with a smile.  “That’s why I wanted you.  I thought you would provide a fresh perspective.  You’ve seen how a feudal government works, and as much as we badmouth that system it has a lot of strengths.  You also don’t have a lot of long-seated interests, here.  You’re a kind of interested bystander,” she suggested. 

“So how did I get assigned to the Finance Committee?” I asked.  “If they think making a small fortune in the ice trade somehow makes me a financial genius, they might want to reconsider.”

“That one I cannot answer,” she confessed, putting a finger to her lips.  “My guess is that they put you on the committee to keep someone else from getting on.  Besides, if they screw things up they can always blame it on the Narasi adept.  I’m afraid you’re going to be used like that a lot, in this,” she said, apologetically. 

“Until someone sticks a dagger in my back,” I reminded her. 

“There’s that possibility,” she admitted, heaving a great sigh.  “A lot of people assume you’ll be sympathetic to Cingaran, because he’s a fellow Narasi.  That might attract some attention.”

“Nothing could be further from the truth,” I insisted.  “Having met the man, I have no loyalty to him because of his nationality.  Nor because of his hygiene.  Or his manners.  He reminds me of a lot of my noble clients back in Castal.  Which is why I’m in Farise.  That’s not the kind of lord I want ruling over me.”

“That’s good to hear,” she nodded, approvingly.  “He’s not terribly popular, at the moment.  I don’t think this new curfew will hold any better than his last one did, but it’s making people angry.  The western districts are nearly rioting over his arrests – more than half of them in Cesshaven were just bystanders who were in the way, not terrorists.  But if he’s distracted by that, perhaps he won’t interfere in this . . . abjectly corrupt process,” she said, shaking her head as she looked around at our fellows. 

She spent the next few minutes introducing me to the other members of the committee.  By tradition it was two-thirds magi, that is seven out of ten of us were adepts.  Three rather bland merchants had been included as the mundane voices on the committee, but the rest had been filled with my professional peers.

Tramarus and Garvo were two fellows from Tirza, from different practices, and there was an adept from High Bridge named Ormin and one from the Gilded District, a fellow called Ramusal who specialized in art restoration.  I didn’t even know there was such a thing as magical art restoration, or a market for such spells, but Ramusal looked well-fed so I suppose business was good.

But then the seventh mage in the group proved to be a bit of an oddity: an academic. 

Farise has had a magical academy and a functioning university for centuries, of course; Farisian physicians are highly valued in the duchies for their skills and breadth of knowledge, and Farisian magi tend to be amongst the best, technically speaking, at least until Sevendor and Vanador came along.  Both forms of education are necessary for a functioning society, of course, and usually where there is a mundane university and a magical academy in the same town, a sort of rivalry develops.

It is rare to find a mage who attended university, however, as very few magically Talented people choose to eschew a career in magic to pursue engineering, medicine, mathematics or obscure academic subjects.  Magic is just more lucrative.  Only in a fairly cosmopolitan place like Farise, and perhaps in Merwyn or Cormeer, do you even have the opportunity to see the two types of schools in the same place.

But Jakin Ssu was an aberration.  A small man with delicate features, he reminded me of Gareth before he’d gone to Anghysbel and grew some muscles.  They shared the same sharp wit and keen intellect, and the same devotion to the pursuit of their craft.  In Gareth’s case that was thaumaturgy and tekka engineering skills.  In Jakin’s case, it was theurgy.

I was shocked when he introduced himself as such.  Certainly theurgy is a recognized discipline in the magical sciences, but it was theoretical in terms of practice, much like necromancy or sex magic.  Unless a mage is independently wealthy, it’s not something he can pursue full time, and it’s obscenely difficult to find patrons to support your work.  One would think the wealthier temples would want to do so, but in general the clergy considered any serious attempt at studying the gods to be blasphemous, or at least disrespectful.  I think their reluctance has more to do with their reliance on their congregations’ blind belief and faith in the divine, and they do not want that challenged.

Farise has a more relaxed attitude about such things, though, as the Censorate was never in power here (until recently) and the temples had been excluded from participation in the government by law (and vice versa).  Imperial society saw religion and governance as two different things that were mutually destructive when they were combined, and so Imperial law and custom demanded a separation between the two. 

That allowed some leeway in what the university taught and studied that the schools in the duchies did not have.  Including indulging a wealthy student in studying the obscure discipline of theurgy. 

Jakin had been blissfully enwrapped in his studies when the occupation authorities shut down the university five years ago as a hotbed of resistance.  For the most part the occupation had ignored the small but distinguished quarter over on the other side of the Palace District.  Indeed, the university was seen as one of the great prizes we’d taken in Farise. 

But over time it became a safe place for dissident voices and eventually popular movements against the barbaric Narasi invaders, so Loiko Venaran had suspended classes.  He’d done the same with the magical academy, so Jakin had found himself without a position . . . and there was less call for theurges than there were thaumaturges in the profession.  He’d been living humbly off his savings and a few small investments, doing little arcane jobs for hire and waiting for things to stabilize so that someone would open the university up and he could continue his studies.

As this was the best chance of that happening, by his reasoning, he had put himself forward as a candidate Elector and had surprisingly been selected.  Like me, he was considered a kind of politically null voice in council, a place-filler considered to be easy to influence. 

That may have been a miscalculation.  It only took a few moments of conversation to convince me that Jakin might be the smartest man in that very crowded room.

One of the merchants assumed a leadership role for the committee and tried to start directing everyone in how they were to comport themselves, what issues he felt were important to address, and where we should meet for our discussions.  Thankfully the magi tended to resist such tactics, and Lady Tirkia did a fine job of shutting down his attempts and leading the discussion about the details for the actual meeting.  She reminded me more of Pentandra the more I knew her.

She offered her own upscale home for it and suggested meeting in two days’ time.  Since that seemed preferable to the public hall the merchant wanted to rent, the rest of us agreed.  A few more pointed comments from Jakin confirmed for me that he was, like everything else in Farise, not what he seemed.  Some adepts are good at muttering some sage-sounding advice or commentary while they work; Jakin seemed to have mastered the art.  I looked forward to our future discussions.  I had no doubt they would be lively.

The Finance Committee was a different matter.  The somber looking bunch who gathered near the marble staircase looked more like bankers than magi, and I quickly realized that I was one of the few of them that actually did more magic than bookkeeping.  Adept Nandus was a member, and quickly took command without challenge from the others.  All were from distinguished firms in Heron Hill or Tirza who had been around for a century or more.  They all wore the expensive silk skull-caps that such adepts favor.  In my tall, four-pointed hat I was the only aberration. 

The three non-magi on the committee were a banker, a legal advocate and a squirrely-looking fellow from the city’s moribund central counting house.  I was not looking forward to our future discussions.  I had every reason to suspect that they would be profoundly boring.

The Finance Committee agreed to meet at one of the upscale offices of the banker, over in the High Bridge District.  The proposed agenda included taxation, budgetary requirements, and oversight mechanisms.  I’d rather charge a castle full of poxy Nemovorts, but I knew that this was important work, the kind of quiet business that had far more impact on things than the Qualifications Committee.  And I had no earthly idea why I had been included.

Adept Nandus was cordial to me, and was clearly intrigued by the novelty of my inclusion on the committee, but after a friendly greeting he mostly ignored me.  It was awkward, but I didn’t mind.  It gave me the opportunity to observe and overhear a lot of terribly boring conversations between my committee mates that were actually quite important in terms of my strategies.  By the time the group was dismissed, I had gotten a rough feel for why these men were included.  But still no clue why I was.

“This is going to be absolute torture!” Darriky complained, when he found me after the Congress was adjourned.  “Defense and Commerce?  I know virtually nothing about the military, and if I was any good at commerce I wouldn’t be living in a crappy house in Bluestem!”

“At least you have the chance of a lively debate,” I pointed out.  “Look at the other members of my committee in Finance: they look like a funeral procession.  They were mumbling about tax structures and budgetary limits and monetary policy and I couldn’t understand a word of it,” I grumbled.  I saw Lady Tirkia and waved her over to us.

“So how did it go with your second committee?” I asked, curious.

“Oh, it’s a wish come true,” she said, sarcastically.  “Every young girl grows up dreaming of the day she’s named Co-Chair of the Budget Committee.  It’s like being a princess.  Shall we walk together?” she suggested.

“I do feel like making a retreat from this place, and there is strength in numbers,” I agreed.  We began filing out with the rest of our colleagues, shuffling through the ornate entryway and out into the painfully bright afternoon sun.  “At least it didn’t take too long.”

“Don’t get used to it,” Tirkia advised.  “This was the easy part of the process.  It promises to be a painful slog toward a goal that will likely signify nothing.  Something to keep us busy all winter, so we’re not ready for what’s on the horizon this spring.”

“Why, have you heard something?” Darriky asked, curious.

Tirkia bit her lip.  “Just rumors,” she admitted.  “Cingaran is paying his men with Merwyni gold, these days.  It makes you think.”

“And Pratt is paying his with Remeran silver,” Darriky pointed out.  “I doubt that means he’s about to sell out to Remere.”

“It means he took a Remeran ship at some point,” I theorized.  “Or sold a cargo to Remeran smugglers.  But Remere isn’t about to invade us.”

Tirkia looked at me sharply.  “Do you think Merwyn might?” she asked, as we passed through the entrance of the Palace district as it emptied into the concourse along the river.  It was a pretty walk, and part of the city I rarely visited. 

“They might,” I shrugged.  “I have no idea.  But the Duke of Merwyn has the largest fleet in the world, according to people who keep track of such things.  It’s easy to imagine he’s contemplating using it,” I proposed.

“That wouldn’t be much worse than what we have now,” Darriky grumbled, as we took a right and headed up the concourse.  It was a pretty day, even in the depths of winter, which meant it was as hot as Sevendor gets in the late spring.  The sprawling buildings comprising the Army and Navy departments were on our right, but the dark river on our left was still clad in a bright green swath of grass. 

There were virtually no structures on that part of the town, as the wide, flat banks of the river were actually well within its flood plain.  During the hellacious storms in spring and autumn the town got so much rain that the river backed up significantly, and that was the first part of it to go under.  So for centuries the doges of Farise had prohibited any construction there.  It was declared a park, and was perfect for picnics or games or grazing goats when it wasn’t under water, but that was about it.

Of course, the Narasi invaders had seen the lush fields in the middle of town and naturally assumed that the site would be ideal for a full tilting yard.  Farise had little pasture for horses, and those banks were just too perfect for that use.  So one of the early governors had spent lavishly on constructing a full jousting field on one unused portion of the bank in order to import the sport to the province.

It had been a colossal failure.  Farisians enjoy mass entertainment – the Imperial Theater was well-attended, before the invasion, and there were a few small venues in Heron Hill that exhibited dancing and other performances.  On the other side of the river everything from wrestling to animal fights entertained the masses – and puppet shows were in virtually every marketplace. 

But jousting was just too boring for the Farisians, apparently.  The pomp and ceremony, the ritual and the pageantry I had grown up with were just too tedious.  The spectacle of pretend violence (and the capacity for real accidental violence) just wasn’t enough to entertain them, and after a few initial crowds the attendees of the tournaments the occupiers held were almost exclusively Narasi.  When the next major storm hit the town, the listfield was under four feet of water, and the pretty bleachers and manicured field was left to rot when they receded. 

It remained a testament to the foolishness of occupation, in the minds of most of the Farisians, a monument to stupidity in the center of town.  Every now and then some homesick Alshari knight would take his horse out for some tilting on the empty lists, but the place was largely deserted, now.

Except for today, we noticed, as we passed by.  Today there was a crowd around it.  As we got closer, we realized why.  Someone had recently built a gallows on it, and a company of Alshari mercenaries were systematically hanging some of the prisoners they had taken from Cesshaven.

It was not a professional operation.  I’d only seen a few judicial hangings in my life, but there was no dignity or ceremony in what the Alshari were doing. 

A couple of the mail-clad guards would drag a bound Farisian out of the cage cart, another one would mumble the charges and sentence for the man before the noose was placed around his neck.  They had no blindfold or bag, and the panicked screams and protests and prayers of the condemned men rang out over the crowd until some Alshari thug unceremoniously kicked over the stool that supported their legs.

The resulting drop was brutal, and the faces of the men were tormented as they strangled to death.  The lucky ones had their necks snapped by the fall.  There weren’t too many lucky ones, I guessed.

“‘By Order of Governor General Count Cinghaiul’,” Tirkia repeated with disgust, having heard the impromptu herald’s words over the crowd somehow.  They were angry, I could see.

“What’s the charge?” asked Darriky, frowning.

“Insurrection, rebellion, and violence to the terror of the people,” she replied.  “They were just arrested yesterday!  How can they have been sentenced so quickly?”

“Because this isn’t justice, this is retribution,” I suggested.  “Cingaran is doing what feudal lords do in response to a peasant rebellion: round up the leaders and hang them quickly and brutally in public.  And then hang all of their associates, even those who didn’t participate, to keep people from considering rebellion in the future.  In a state of emergency they have the power of summary justice, without lawbrothers getting involved.”

“That’s a shit system,” Darriky criticized.

“I’m not in favor of it, myself,” I admitted.  “But it works to keep the peasants in line.”

“Execution without legal process is just murder,” declared Tirkia.  “Justice without sovereign authority is no more than assassination!”

“And hanging is barbaric!” Darriky agreed. 

“How did Farise execute criminals, before the invasion?” I asked, curious.  In Alshar, I knew, the preferred method had been with an axe for the nobility and hanging for the commoner.  In Castal they preferred a great sword – they were traditionalists.

“By magic,” Darriky said, as if it was obvious.  “The Minister of Justice would appoint an Imperial Executioner and leave the method of death up to him.  He would take the order and then find a just and merciful way to implement it – usually one commensurate with the crime.  But hanging?  Barbaric!” he repeated in disgust.  “Only pirates and slavers resort to hanging.”

“This will win Cingaran no friends,” Tirkia observed, as she looked around at the crowd.  “And it makes him look weak to the public.  I don’t like this, Gentlemen,” she assured.  “It’s no coincidence that he had them do it here, just as the Electors are leaving the Citadel.”

“It’s a warning,” I agreed.  “Intimidation.  He’s trying to head off the insurrection with a show of power.”

“He’s the one who should take a warning,” she said, shaking her head unhappily.  “When word of this gets out, he’s going to find out what an insurrection really looks like!”


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Action Plan

A practicing adept must be adaptable enough to respond to suddenly emerging situations requiring arcane intervention, of course, but he should also be able to formulate and execute a general plan of action in regards to his practice.  Waiting around your practice for someone to come knock on your door is no way to develop a viable business.  Having some understanding about what you must do to cultivate good, promptly-paying clients is essential, so conjuring a plan, even if the details are scant, is better than passively waiting for fortune to come to your door.
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Lady Tirkia’s words were prophetic.  By nightfall, word of the summary executions had spread across the river, and the riots began right at twilight.

This time they were centered in the Cesshaven and Porsago Districts, but they quickly spilled over into the Shipwright’s District and parts of Soundside.  Roads were blocked, markets barricaded, and angry mobs listened to speeches by torchlight to whip them into a frenzy.  The outrage in the streets was palpable.  There was even a little demonstration at the local Bluestem Market at dusk, loud enough to be heard at the practice.

Then night, fell and the armies of midnight emerged from the shadows.  Several of them either joined the mobs in their colorful costumes or embarked upon missions of retribution.  Where they met the Alshari mercenaries, there was violence.

“You know, it would be easier to plot the conquest of Farise if they quit having all of these riots,” Mavone complained that night, as we gathered to put the finishing touches on our first major operation. 

“I think the chaos gives us some important advantages,” Lorcus pointed out.  There were so many of us now that we had to use the main room in the downstairs to meet.  He and the others had been out checking their contacts all day, and had been only to happy to return to the practice when the violence began.  Sandoval was present with the new muscle, and Iyugi had returned from his mysterious outings.   Even Jannik had retreated from the Golden Tiger, and Atopol and his cousin Jordi had joined the group as well.

“It hides our efforts,” Mavone agreed, “but it also complicates them unnecessarily.  One of my contacts turned up dead this morning.  Nothing related to us, but it makes getting information more difficult when your sources keep getting assassinated.”

“With all the bodies dropping, no one will notice a few more,” Atopol pointed out with a shrug. 

“But this gives Count Cingaran every excuse he needs to clamp down on the town,” argued Jordi.  “He’s sent word to his navy at Calafil to send reinforcements.”

“And it gives the resistance all the more reason to increase their activities,” reminded Iyugi.  “These things can spiral out of control very quickly, when the public is engaged.”

“One way or another, we can’t ignore the opportunity,” I observed.  “Cingaran and his mercenaries are under stress right now.  They weren’t a very good military unit to begin with, and now they are being challenged on the streets.  If they weren’t recently paid, they might not turn out at all.  Our first operation is to reduce their effectiveness even more.”

“Are we going to assassinate him?” Atopol asked, with interest.  As an Alshari who had struggled against the Council of Counts in rebel Enultramar, he despised those who’d thrown their lot in with Count Vichetral. 

“He’s far to incompetent to remove from his position,” Mavone argued.  “And we don’t need to see a power struggle amongst the Alshari.  That would ruin our plans.  But,” he continued, “part of our plan is going to publicize the fact that he and fifty or a hundred of his closest friends are all wanted in Alshar, dead or alive, and most have hefty rewards attached to their heads.  Cingaran’s reward is three thousand ounces of gold, for instance.”

“Together, the allure of those rewards will make the senior leadership of the Alshari extremely nervous,” I suggested. 

“But they are here, and the reward is in Alshar,” Lorcus pointed out. 

“What if there were a designated representative of the Alshari court in Farise?” I proposed.  “Someone empowered to collect prisoners and issue rewards?”

That got everyone’s attention.  I explained the plan in detail, and was pleased when it was well-received.  There were details to be handled, of course, but I was confident we could sort them through.  That wasn’t the only weapon we had against them, but it would certainly put pressure on the military leadership of the Alshari. 

“Then there is the matter of the troops themselves,” Mavone continued.  “Garrisoned as they are, they can take control of the city relatively quickly if they are fully deployed and supported.  They just have too many numbers in town, concentrated in one place.  We’re going to give them something to get them out into the country,” he said, with a smile.  “Remember the old occupation forces, the Iron Wheel?  Lorcus, I want you and Ruderal to return to their encampment with enough coin to negotiate for them to advance on the city from the north.”

“You want them to attack Farise?” Lorcus asked, frowning.

“I want them to threaten to attack Farise,” corrected Mavone.  “If they can advance to a defensible position close enough to become a credible threat, then Cingaran will be obligated to send a force to block them,” he reasoned.  “At least a quarter of his troops, or as much as a half will be needed to be a realistic defense.  That will get them out of town and away from the streets for a few days or even weeks.”

“What about the reinforcements from his fleet?” asked Jordi, anxiously.  “He’s got at least a thousand naval infantry he can call upon.”

“I’m working on that,” admitted Mavone.  “Hopefully I’ll have a solution by the time the Iron Wheel marches.  Until then, we will work on these other little irritations to the Alshari forces.”

There were about a half-dozen little operations that we’d thought of to hamper Cingaran’s control.  The most audacious was to have Atopol break into his complex and steal the treasury he was paying his troops out of. 

Atopol liked that plan, I could see.  He’d been in Farise for weeks, now, and had barely stolen anything.  He promised results if we gave him a few days to set up the heist. 

“It’s not that we need the money,” Mavone reminded him, “we just need Cingaran to not have access to it.  Hells, you can leave a note from the bloody Farisian People’s Army claiming responsibility, if you want.”

“That would be quite unprofessional,” Atopol objected.  “I never let anyone take credit for a job I did!”

“Suit yourself,” Mavone shrugged.  “Just steal him blind, please.  Every copper penny you can get a hold of.  Jannik, I want you to insert a rumor over in Alshari territory to the effect that Cingaran is in secret negotiations with the Alshari to turn over his men to Anguin in exchange for a full pardon and the reward money.  And then start another rumor that he’s considering selling out his command to the Merwyni in return for a few estates and a cash payment.”

“I like it!” Jannik grinned.  “There are suspicions of both of those already flying rampant through the booze-soaked corridors of power.  That’s not making the Alshari’s Farisian allies rest any easier. What seemed like a certain victory for Cingaran is looking more and more like he isn’t going to be in power much longer.”

“Encourage that thought,” I agreed.  “The more his men suspect he will betray them, the less likely they will obey his orders.  Especially if he’s short on their pay once again.  And if their leadership starts to look shaky . . .”

“That’s where I want our new strike squad to start playing a role,” agreed Mavone.  “I have a list of important figures that are vital to the Alshari.  I want you to kidnap them,” he instructed, handing Sandoval a sheet of parchment.

“Kidnap?  Not kill?” he asked, curiously.

“We can always turn a live traitor dead if we want, but we can’t make a dead traitor alive again,” Mavone reasoned.  “Well, I suppose we could make them undead, but you understand my meaning.  Some of these fellows might be useful in the future.  And it actually works better for us if they just disappear, not merely turn up dead.  That throws some mystery on just why they disappeared and who is responsible.  Did they flee?  Were they kidnapped?  Were they participating in some cultic rite that went too far?”

“If we do even half this list,” Sandoval noted, “our cellar here will be full in a week.”

“We can’t turn the practice into a prison,” I objected.  “They could be tracked and found too easily here.  The Censorate would certainly figure it out,” I argued.

“We can just transport them to Vanador,” Lorcus suggested.

“No!” I insisted, perhaps a little too fervently.  “There are too many spies in both places.  I don’t want to involve either of them in this if I can help it.”

“We could use the Gray Dome,” Ruderal proposed, after a moment’s thought.  “Master Mirkandar has already placed a Waystone there, and the lower levels are both empty and secure,” he pointed out.  “If we can convince the monks to look the other way for a while . . .”

“They’re a temple, they’re always open to a bribe,” I nodded.  “Good thinking, Rudy.  Any luck finding that wayward girlfriend of yours?” I asked. “I still want to have a word with her.”

He had the grace to blush.  “Not lately, Master.  But Cat and I have been busy.  I’ll let you know,” he assured. 

“Now,” I concluded, “apart from Mavone’s list of potential kidnap victims, I have another idea how I’m going to thin out the leadership of the Alshari exiles . . .”

***

The targets for my plan were diverse, but they had all been identified as strong supporters of Count Cingaran’s rule, in one way or another.  And most of them were elites, wealthy men who felt safe behind dozens of armed guards. 

No man holds power on his own – I knew that from personal experience.  Even the mighty Spellmonger had a small army of loyalists to support me, from Banamor and Sire Cei to Gareth and Terleman, to hundreds if not thousands of others who ensured my rule.  Some did it out of personal loyalty, some did it out of their own interests, some did it out of a sense of duty, some did it for the fountains of coin I paid them. 

Regardless, without them I could not be a baron or a count.  Some could be considered functionaries, like Banamor and Gareth.  Some could be considered employees or vassals like Sire Cei and Dara.  But then there were others who I depended upon who had no official title or portfolio in my administration: Onranion, for instance, or Planus.  Their quiet support was vital for me to see my will done.  Get rid of all of them, and I was just one man with incredible arcane powers and a silly hat.

In Count Cingaran’s case, that foundation of support was actually an unlikely patchwork of sometimes competing interests and personalities.  When he and the others had fled Alshar it had been as a half-organized mob.  As Anguin’s loyalists rolled up the Great Vale and the Coastlands, his defeated foes had run with whatever they could carry and little regard to their fellow passengers.  A great many of them had plenty to fear from Anguin’s new regime due to their past allegiances and actions.  But among them were a cross section of corsairs, merchants, feudal lords, mercenaries, and corrupt clergy and officials seeking to escape justice.

That’s a rough base to shape into a foundation, but to Cingaran’s credit he had used the military he still commanded as a core and built layers of support around that.  The homeless knights and mercenaries that had arrived in Farise had a ready home, and from that he had built a new occupation army.  He had readily employed his fellow exiles in the administration of the occupation, though as an usurper he had no right to do so.  And he had made significant allies among the locals during the early days of his regime. 

Those were the ones hard to reach.  They tended to make their bargains through intermediaries and use their influence and power beyond the control of any civil or judicial authority.  They were the men who were untouchable by Alshar or the council or anyone save for the gods.  I needed to strike at them when striking at them was nearly impossible.

Ironically, many of them were the same local fellows the original occupation authority had tried to cultivate, and to them I suppose there wasn’t much difference which Narasi barbarian conqueror they were doing business with.  And while much of that early support had fallen away, Cingaran had a long list of reasonably corrupt people who were keeping him in power.  A list Mavone had meticulously compiled over the last several weeks.

Many of those lower-level military and adjacent officials in Cingaran’s organization were wanted men, back in Alshar.  Those I could let Sandoval and the others collect.  But the mid-level administration Cingaran had imposed on Farise were the higher-born exiles, men who had betrayed business partners, ecclesiastic organizations, or powerful merchants and moneylenders back in Alshar and had sought a quick escape and an easy retirement in Farise supporting Cingaran.

For those men, I had a special surprise.  One supplied by one of my ancient memories.  Not Andrews, or Tua Fuluga, or even Prince Maranthus.  Surprisingly, this one came from Michael Palgrave, the Englishman.

In truth, his was the weakest of my guests when it came to his usefulness.  His observations were sometimes intriguing, but his memories were largely filled with minutia about a world that no longer existed.  But occasionally among the minutia a few gems could be gleaned.

In this case my inspiration came from a contemporary of Palgrave, a successful writer known as Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.  The knighthood was purely symbolic, in that era, given as a token of respect, not authority or responsibility.  But the knight had a reputation for wild inventiveness, cunning characters, and a keen wit.

He was also a bit of a prankster, and one famous account in Palgrave’s knowledge was when the well-connected writer decided to test his suspicions about the human condition for purely his own amusement. 

Like Sir Arthur, I prepared a number of simple notes, and found a messenger service to carry them to their intended addresses at the Great Market. 

There are actually several of these services – usually organized by an enterprising young man and staffed with fleet-footed children who know the city well.  By tradition they wore little caps of red felt that granted them access to the ritzier portions of the city.  It cost me two silver pennies per message, but it was money well spent.  In an hour, and for the cost of a few blocks of ice, I unleashed my attack on twenty-five of the names on that second list.

Each note bore the exact same simple message: “All is discovered!  Fly at once!  Signed, Your Friend.”

Sir Arthur originally assumed that the important men he associated with were, without fail, the most corrupt of scoundrels, despite their high positions and respectable titles.  Farise was not as socially regimented as London, the city of Doyle and Palgrave, but what it lacked in strict social mores it more than made up for with conspiracies, secret plots, and clandestine deals.  The author’s original prediction about his elite peers was even more pronounced, here; it wasn’t just social condemnation that these men feared, but betrayal by dark forces.

I was curious about the result.  Mavone was pessimistic, assuming that the corruption in Farise had extended so far that very few would react to such an oblique and obscure message.

A day later, he was apologizing.  No less than six ships departed the harbor unexpectedly and without warning, headed for the Straights and the high seas.  By nightfall the second day, nineteen of the twenty five had disappeared altogether.  Two more had taken ill.  One had committed suicide.

“That was, perhaps, the cheapest influence operation I’ve ever seen,” Mavone praised.  “You relied on nothing more than a few sheets of parchment and a messenger.”

“And their guilty consciences,” I suggested.  “All powerful men feel as if they are entitled to break the rules of man and the gods due to their wealth and important station in life.  I’ve been tempted myself,” I added.

“You’ve indulged that temptation more than once,” Mavone pointed out.

“Just so,” I agreed.  “I figured that anyone who had been in business with Count Cingaran for any length of time was likely compromised in some way – and they felt guilty about it.  Every powerful man has secrets,” I insisted.  “Using that as leverage against them – their own guilty consciences – seemed the easiest way to shake a few of them loose.”

“So what dark secrets does Count Minalan the Spellmonger have?” he joked.

I thought about Isily, undead mother of some of my children, currently imprisoned in secret in the dungeons of Castle Salaisus.  “Nothing I care to discuss,” I said, lightly. 

“Still, it was wildly successful,” Mavone gushed.  “If you can do half that well with the Censorate, we’ll be in fine shape.”

The Censorate was the other task the group had deferred to me.  I was, after all, the one best placed to contend with them. 

But even though their consciences were likely guilty about the compromises they’d had to make to preserve their order, they did not spook so easily as a bunch of merchants and slavers and bankers.  They couldn’t afford to.  They had no place to retreat to, not without disbanding – and after everything they had been through, they were unwilling to consider that.

That was a problem.  The remnant of the Black Censorate in Farise was one of the prime forces supporting Cingaran and his minions.  They were a force of adepts that had no local loyalties, which made them the perfect magical mercenaries, despite their adherence to a code that proscribed acting in that fashion.  They were dedicated idealists who had clung to their ancient order for a variety of reasons.  Here, they were indispensable to the Count, and therefore had a purpose – as unseemly as it was.

I had to eliminate that.  To do so, I had to provide them with an alternative.

To begin with, I had Atopol, Cat of Enultramar, break back into their headquarters for a fourth time . . . and steal their witchstones. 

The lad was giddy after his effective heist in Cingaran’s hall, where he managed to liberate just under six thousand ounces of gold and diverse treasures, jewels, and objects d’arte worth a considerable sum – all tucked away in a hoxter that made fleeing with the loot infinitely easier.

Returning to the Censorate’s quarters was almost anticlimactic, after that.  But he dutifully broke in and returned the following morning with another hoxter filled with twenty-one witchstones, most of poor quality.  While he was there he looted their store of magical restraints, truthtelling amulets, Annulment devices, and a few expensive and rare documents they’d originally looted from the Tower Arcane in Falas, before they fled.

“It’s actually quite fascinating,” he said, as he spread out the scrolls on my desk.  “These are the letters from Count Vichetral instructing the Censors to . . . well, it’s a long list, and it proves that they were acting against Duke Anguin,” he pointed out.  “It also names a number of high nobles who are clandestine agents of the Count – some of whom are still in power.  Our lad will be excited to see this,” he promised.  The members of the Alshari Ducal Court all referred to the Orphan Duke as “our lad” for some reason.

“That’s lovely, but it doesn’t help my cause,” I sighed.  “We’ve deprived them of their arcane power in the middle of a magical civil war.  That’s going to produce a tremendous amount of pressure.  Now I need to give them some place easy to escape to.”

“We could imprison them in the Gray Dome,” he proposed.  “Plenty of room there.”

“I don’t think that’s the answer,” I said, frowning.  “They are, in their way, honorable men who ended up on the wrong side of history and politics.  They have committed their lives to an ideal that no longer persists.  It’s tragic, in a way.”

Atopol look horrified.  “You can’t possibly be thinking of letting them go?” he asked.

“I need them gone,” I reminded him.  “I don’t much care where they go.  But to give them someplace they see as better than Farise is the important thing.  I need to make some arrangements,” I decided.

And I did.  That night I reached out to Grand Master Aleem, of the Blue Censorate – the Arcane Order of Saviesa, as they were known, now.  He was leading the magical corps of Count Andrevar of Cormeer in his civil war against Duke Andrastal, but the winter had ground the campaign to a halt.  He was kind enough to listen to my proposal and agreed to be transported to Farise by Taren, through the portal at Sevendor, the very next day.

Aleem looked completely out of place in Farise.  Certainly, he had the Imperial features that made him look at home in the province, but his skin lacked the years of direct sunlight most Farisians had.  I feasted him on local delicacies and sweet iced rum while I filled him in on the situation.  He agreed that there was a possibility, here.

“I don’t want to complain, but while the mercenary warmagi you’ve sent us have been outstanding in plundering Andrastal’s holdings in the north, we fear we don’t have enough arcane forces in Cormeer to provide an effective defense,” he admitted.  “It takes five good magi to prepare a ship to run the blockade, and another aboard to manage the spells as it is.  I only have so many High Magi to employ like that.”

“Here is a body of your fellows who desperately need refuge,” I pointed out.  “You may claim to represent the Spellmonger, as well as Count Andrevar, when you make your proposal.”

“A witchstone and safe passage to Cormeer?” he asked, amused, as we sat on the front porch and enjoyed the evening.  “Many of them might have run afoul of the Censorate’s regulations, on their way to Farise,” he reminded me.

“Regulations for an order that no longer exists,” I pointed out.  “Apart from a few stalwart Shirlin Order types, the impetus for the Censorate to exist as it was is gone.  If there is no order, then there is no transgression.”

Aleem looked skeptical.  “I was the last Grand Master of the order,” he sighed.  “If they recognize the title anymore.  I do have the power to forgive them for such things.”

“More importantly, you have the capacity to invite them to a better place, a safer place, a place where they can escape their surly past and actually contemplate having a future,” I suggested.  “Hells, I’ll give a hundred ounces of gold to any man who takes you up on the offer so that he has some capital to establish himself in Cormeer,” I decided.  “More, if he’s willing to fight for Andrevar.  But that’s enough to purchase an estate, endless wine and endless whores if a man is so inclined.”

“It’s more than generous,” Aleem agreed, reluctantly.  “I’m just worried that these fellows might have archaic ideas about the new order.  Especially the older ones.”

“Then bury them in whores and wine,” I suggested.  “Just get them the hell out of Farise.  They’re in my way, and if I have to confront them with my own warmagi, the result will not be favorable to them.”

“I will speak to them, and give them your proposal,” Aleem agreed with a sigh.  “It might take some time to convince them, but . . . it is likely the best offer they will ever get.”

“That is my intention,” I nodded.  “They have my respect for their dedication, but Farise no longer needs their services.”

I detailed Atopol to escort Aleem to the Censorate’s compound – he certainly knew the way, by now – and tried to allow things to progress from there.  I trusted Aleem, for some reason.  He seemed almost fatalistically committed to dismantling what was left of the Royal Censorate.

While I was chatting with Aleem, however, Sandoval and his men had been busy.  They had quietly started visiting the names on their list, and their efforts were bearing fruit. 

They had developed a number of stratagems for getting close to their targets, and when they were sufficiently proximate they had elected to use the simple method of sucking their targets through the Ways to kidnap them.

They didn’t go directly to the Gray Dome, however; before they were relegated to a permanent cell they were processed in the cellar of the practice.  We’d moved our scrying apparatus to a different corner of the cellar and converted the old ice storage room into a simple cell, and one by one Sandy and his merry band of gangsters would fill it with our targets.

That night was a bonus – not only had the team found ways to steal three prominent members of the Alshari occupation away from their posts, but they had secured a windfall of prisoners Mavone had identified as important, but not vital.  Apparently one of the slavers who supported Cingaran had been having a little party, and now our impromptu cell was filled with frightened accessories who were genuinely oblivious to their roles in the occupation.

“Three new informants,” Sandoval told me, as he escorted me down to the cellar.  “They’re begging to testify against their colleagues, the poor bastards.  They have no idea who has taken them captive.  Most of them think it’s the Contramara.”

“It might be fun to claim to be the Farisian People’s Army,” I suggested, as we regarded the ashen-faced prisoners behind the door to the ice chamber. 

“I don’t want to have any affiliation with those amateurs!” Sandy proclaimed, his expression filled with disgust.  “They have no idea what they’re doing – trying to shut down bridges and markets with their demonstrations, when most of Farise doesn’t give two shits and a blackberry shandy about their complaints,” he declared. 

“Fine, fine, but don’t mention Minalan until they’re in the jungle,” I advised.  “Most of these fellows have substantial rewards on their heads.  I’d like to collect a few of those, eventually.”

“Because you need more money?” Sandy asked, in disbelief.

“Because Farise will need money,” I suggested.  “Things are moving fast, now, and in a few days the other factions will realize that something big has happened – and they won’t understand who did it or why.  Sure, feel free to squeeze these fellows for everything they know – but it doesn’t really matter.  They’re more important because they disappeared than because they didn’t.”

“I don’t know where you think you’re going with this, Min,” Sandy said, shaking his head doubtfully.  “But this seems kind of petty, when it comes to taking over Farise.  These fellows are no better than third-tier functionaries and minor supporters at best.”

“And when your minor supporters start disappearing, how does that affect your plans?” I countered.  “When the man who imports the hay that feeds the horses you feel are invaluable to controlling Farise, how do you react?”

“With blind panic?” Sandoval suggested, as he started to appreciate my approach.  “Another one of those fellows apparently secured wine for the garrison.  He was whining about the next shipment when Curmor slipped up behind him and sucked him through the Ways back here.  He was supposed to deliver two hundred bottles of Remeran red to the commandant this week.  He’s terribly upset that he won’t be there to deliver.”

“Life is hard,” I said, sympathetically, while I watched the blindfolded prisoners stumble around their cell.  “They should know by now to be careful who you have dinner with in Farise.”

“Particularly that fellow,” Sandy said, nodding toward one young man in the corner.  He was dressed as a Sea Lord, but had the air of a pirate.  “He was dining with Cingaran’s personal counting man, an Alshari merchant.  But he claims he’s been Rellin Pratt’s aid for more than five years, now.  It appears that we caught him in the middle of an unauthorized negotiation.  He’s more concerned that Pratt will find out than what will happen to him.  He’s one of those Rats,” he said, wrinkling his nose.

“Interesting,” I noted.  “Go ahead and take them through to the temple as soon as they are processed;.  How does tomorrow’s list look?”

“Busy,” he admitted.  “We’ve got four merchants and a procurement officer.  I admit, it’s been kind of fun being back here, without all the drama of the first time.”

“Is the drama insufficient?” I challenged. 

“No, not at all,” he agreed.  “But its different when you don’t have to rely on six layers of command to tell you what to do.  Refreshing,” he admitted.  “You know, this would go more quickly if we had more help.  Want to come out for an exciting day of abduction, tomorrow?”

“It sounds entertaining,” I agreed, “but I have a committee meeting scheduled.  And I have to make certain arrangements with the Alshari authorities.  But you go ahead,” I encouraged.  “Someone should enjoy this.”


Chapter Forty

The Red Feather

One unique facet of Farisian culture that a visitor must experience is are the many excellent puppet theaters scattered throughout the city.  Nearly every market enjoys at least one of these tiny theaters, where children and adults alike can be entertained by professional-quality shows while they are at market.  A remnant of the Sea Lord era of Farisian history, the gaily-decorated marionettes and expert puppeteers perform not just old standards and historical classics but original plays reflecting the news and events of the time.  What better way to pass the time while you wait for a storm to pass?

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

Things were looking bad in Farise, we knew.  You could tell just how bad by the tone of the puppet shows.

Loiko Vaneren had warned me about the utility of staying current with them, and I had done my best since I became Mirkandar and hung out my shingle.  I’d been skeptical, of course – what possible importance could the puppet shows have?

What I didn’t understand at the time was that puppet shows were an important part of Farisian culture.  Every market has two or three on market days, and usually one permanent stand in which the shows of the week were performed no matter how few patrons showed up.  But there is a rich and vibrant history behind the puppet shows that most foreigners missed. 

They originally began as a legacy of the Sea Lord’s brief command of Farise, back during the Early Magocracy, we’d discovered.  The Cormeeran corsairs were seeking to establish a base remote enough from Perwyn to give them some leeway in how they maneuvered their fleet.  The Sea Lord colonies at Remere, Castal, and Alshar were vibrant and united, providing new ships and new crews to the ascendent culture.

Among the gifts to Farise bestowed by the Sea Lords – besides the Great Market and the docks at Corsair’s Bay – were the puppet shows.  Puppet performances were apparently popular on Sea Lord ships, and when they claimed sovereignty over the province they brought their entertainment with them.  Sea Lords still enjoy them, and there is a set body of works that the traditional Sea Lord puppeteers worked from.  They ranged from morality tales to entertaining bouts of slapstick-laden adventure, but they were incredibly popular. 

When the magelords of the Magocracy kicked the Sea Lords out a generation later, they kept the shows – but changed them.  The Sea Lords preferred finger puppets, due to the lack of space and equipment required to perform them aboard ship.  Some ships even had a dedicated puppeteer – a curious institution.  But when the Farisians took control of the art, they moved from finger puppets to carefully-crafted marionettes. 

It made sense, actually.  The Farisians were starved for entertainment, and while the Imperial Theater over in the palace district did a fine job entertaining the elite, and the temples would occasionally stage amateur morality plays, the common man had little opportunity to enjoy a dramatic performance.  The occasional demonstration of a dance troupe or a group of acrobats at one of the markets was the extent of their choices.  Except for the puppet shows.  They had become an institution of popular culture all on their own, and the Farisians enjoyed them enthusiastically. 

It had taken a while for us to understand the nuances of the performances – there was an entire range of stock characters that most of us were unaware of – but over time you could pick up on a few things.  Like Antin and Otti’s endless marital problems that usually culminated in a severe beating of either the husband or wife.  Or Captain Currant’s bizarre odyssey seeking the Island of Fondest Wishes aboard his rickety old ship, The Dauntless Adventure.  Or any number of other beloved characters who sprang up as object lessons, stereotypes, or folk heroes. 

But beyond the stock characters which had been around for centuries, there were plenty of freshly-penned performances featuring new characters of a decidedly timely nature.  Within a couple of weeks of viewing the performances, you could begin to see the political overtones in the characters presented.

There was Captain Rat, for instance – an actual stuffed rat with a scimitar and a witchstone he always pulled out to try to dominate a situation.  There was wicked Count Simple, a grossly stereotyped villain with crazy googly eyes who was always smoking an opium pipe, and berating his friend Commodore Scar while speaking with an outrageous accent.  Then there was Irmalandra, the young but wise scion of an ancient but forgotten house of magi descended from all of the Archmagi at once.  There was Master Antigue, the bumbling adept who kept trying to save the day but continuously screwed it up, and his protégé Askin, who patiently tried to fix his master’s grave mistakes without embarrassing him.  And there was the Mad Mage, a chaotic figure who would often perform as the foil or side character with unknown but sinister intent.

The specific plots of the episodes performed each week might change endlessly, but the principle characters were clear.  They were backed by an endless parade of villains and allies to the heroes, including such fellows as Faraman the Fisherman, The Strongest Girl In The World, Master Icodus, the leering wicked merchant always looking to gain at others’ misfortunes, Arminy the Witch – guardian of the good and proper, and always willing to use her wand in the defense of righteousness – Corman the Corsair, good-hearted pirate who had an affection for Farise, Akkk The Lizard God, who hilariously got indigestion when he ate the victims his cult sacrificed to him. 

And – surprisingly – a sometimes-stock villain called the Spellmonger.  A magical ruler of distant lands and occasional foil for the hero.  That one caught me by surprise.  It was a fair-skinned Narasi marionette with the traditional four-pointed cap and a cartoonishly long nose.  Sometimes villain, sometimes mere foil, he wasn’t particularly favorable portrayed.

You’ve never been humbled until you’ve seen yourself portrayed as a puppet.  Let me assure you.

What made the performances special was not their overly formulaic dependence on the same stories, week after week, but the magical augmentations the various performers had secured for their puppets.  The strings were charmed to keep from showing.  Witchstones glowed with cheap enchantments, magical battles included conjured showers of sparks, mists would emerge to obscure the stage, and dozens of other cantrips and enchantments were employed to augment the complex mechanisms and expert craft that went into those extraordinary marionettes.  It was one of the most sophisticated uses of display magic I’d ever seen, and every performance promised new and innovative use for simple spells that was inspiring.

But there was more to it than the art of the performance; each of those distinctive characters represented one of the factions at war in Farise, we came to realize. Each performance was a lesson in the politics of the moment and instruction in how to react to it. 

It was a cartoonish approach to civil criticism, but I couldn’t deny it was effective.  The puppet shows of Farise were universally attended.  They were a popular place to park your kids while you shopped at the market or waited out a sudden storm under the canopy of the show.  Rich and poor alike mixed freely in front of the puppet theaters.  Even most adults watched the puppet shows every market day.  It only cost a penny and it was a means of keeping up on the news and opinion of the city.  It was a bargain of entertainment.  And it reminded them of simpler times, when three children could be admitted for the price of an adult and each get a handful of porsago chips to eat while they watched the show.

It's a testament to the shows as an institution that one of the armies of midnight, a small gang called Dammonel’s Loyal Crew performed their nocturnal terrorism portrayed as giant marionettes.  They dressed as popular characters or stock villains to help terrorize their victims using long knotted ropes – their “strings” – to viciously beat them.  There was an additional layer of dread about confronting one of your childhood heroes or nightmares in the streets.  But it was only an effective strategy because of the popularity of puppet shows.

Mavone was incredibly impressed by the subtlety of the performances, while I was more impressed by their execution.  They were certainly a highly effective means to communicate to large audiences in Farise.  Frequently the same show, or at least a version of it, would be performed at the same time by different puppeteers across the city. 

Needless to say, the Guild of Puppeteers was a small but powerful institution in Farise.  Indeed, there was an entire small industry in town that catered to them: wood carvers, tailors, writers, limners, and enchanters all contributed to the weekly performances.

But from where they got their material was still a secret.  It had been a fairly low priority, compared to our other tasks, but several of us had taken a crack at figuring out just who was directing the message that the performances gave.  Even Iyugi hadn’t managed that yet.  The puppeteers all claimed credit for their shows and got insulted if you implied that they’d gotten an idea from elsewhere. 

So we contented ourselves with keeping a running list of shows, their summaries, and any particular political insights we might have about them.    It was an interesting study, one that we didn’t take too seriously.  The meanings were open to interpretation, sort of like trying to divine the future by the shape and color of clouds: you might get some interesting results, but no guarantee of accuracy.

Everything changed after the first meeting of the Congress of Electors, however.  Suddenly, it seemed as if every puppet show in town had something to say about it. The tone of the performances changed, and Mavone took note.  Jannik agreed to look into it more thoroughly, as he felt it was too dangerous at the Golden Tiger to perform for a while. 

His report was enlightening.  There was a strong streak of Farisian nationalism in each one, but depending on which market it was being shown at, the message was subtly different.  Jannik explained it to me as we planned out our operations.

“Consider each market a means to reach each district in the town,” he said, as he showed me a map of Farise on Mavone’s wall he’d marked up heavily with the results of his research.  “Here in Bluestem, there is a particular type of person Faligo’s Tiny Theater is speaking to: middle-class, high level artisans and low level professionals, minor merchants and successful tradesmen, and mid-level city officials. Most of the shows are romances, adventures, and comedies.  Serials, actually, with new episodes performed every week or so. 

“In the Porsago Market, however, the puppet show is half as expensive and twice as popular.  It does shows that focus on destitute characters with high morals and hearts of gold prevailing over the sinister forces of the system: slavery, oppression, poverty, bad luck, evil gods and wicked landlords.  There’s some adventure, there, almost no romance, a lot of violent comedy – those people love their slapstick – and some hopeless melodrama revolving around getting justice from some malevolent figure of power.  Shows about battles and revenge are very popular.  Spectacle is more important than story.”

“Different markets cater to different neighborhoods,” I nodded.  “And everyone goes to the market.”

“Which makes them a very good way to influence the opinions of the public,” Jannik continued.  “A well-told tale or a brilliant spectacle can keep people talking for weeks – trust me.  Well, since the Electors’ met, these shows, in all of the markets, have been turning the Alshari characters from corrupt buffoons with silly foreign accents into serious villains bent on the destruction of Farise.  That’s a meaningful change in tone,” he pointed out. 

“It’s just a puppet show,” I dismissed.  “People won’t riot over a puppet show.”

“No, but a puppet show can put them in the mindset to riot, if it’s used properly,” he reasoned.  “You wizards have a whole field devoted to tricking the human mind—”

“Psychomancy, or Blue Magic,” I nodded.  “But it’s a little more sophisticated than just ‘tricking’ it.”

Jannik shrugged.  “A matter of perspective.  My point is, these fellows are fiendishly clever with the subtexts of their shows.  I’m just starting to appreciate it,” he confessed, “and I’ve been watching them for weeks.  There’s more at play here than just giving them some witty phrases or outrageous situations to gossip about. 

“But whenever a bell rings, it means something.  If a goose honks, it means something.  When a rope appears in the story, or a rose, or a bottle, or  . . . that’s the thing, there’s a code at play, here,” he explained.  “One I don’t completely understand, but I’m starting to.”

“That implies a tremendous amount of coordination is being done to do it,” I theorized.

“Oh, without a doubt,” he agreed.  “And it’s not just some scheme from a night out with the boys at the Puppeteers’ Guildhall.  There is very deliberate purpose behind these things.  They vary, slightly, over each marketplace, but in the last few days they’ve been very uniform in a few elements.  No one would notice, ordinarily, because usually you would only go to the local market once or twice a week, maybe see a show, and that’s it.

“But I went to shows in Bluestem, Cooper’s, Porsago, Soundside, Cesshaven, Mercer’s, Shipwright’s, Sea Lord’s, and the Great Market in the last few days.  Suddenly they all have more or less the same show, the first episode of a new adventure featuring a kid whose land is in turmoil, oppressed by evil tyrants.  In Porsago it’s a boy armed with a bow with arrows with red fletchings.  In Mercer’s it was a boy with a magical cloak of red feathers.  In Shipwright’s show it was a girl with a magical red bird whose feathers could make her invisible.”

“All red feathers,” I noted.  “That is interesting.  What does it mean?”

“I have no idea,” he admitted.  “Not yet.  But my guess is that it is a warning sign – perhaps something subtle in the local culture I haven’t picked up on, perhaps a specific code to a specific group of people.  Or it could be both.  I’m going across the river to hit the shows at the Doge’s, Clerk’s, and Bridge Markets tomorrow.  I’m hoping I can figure out more. 

“But there’s one other thing,” he added, uneasily.  “It’s just my opinion, of course, or my artist’s intuition.  All of those shows I saw were quietly telling people to prepare for more violence.  War.  Revolution.” 

***

Despite the murmuring in the streets, our operations were proceeding nicely.  The Alshari mercenaries were reeling with the loss of some of their better commanders, procurement officers, and paymasters.  They were operating under an emergency decree, and they were still showing up for their duties, but they were grumbling. 

Mavone did a brief interrogation of each of the prisoners the strike team brought in.  Mostly the apprehensions were peaceful, just approach a man close enough to touch him and then pull him through the Ways.  The few times the targets realized there was something amiss, a quick jab with a warwand or a right hook usually settled matters.  After Mavone got some basic information out of them Sandoval would take them through the Ways again to the cellar of the Gray Dome, which we had turned into an impromptu dungeon.

It was an ideal place for it.  The monks of the abbey had agreed to complete discretion, when I explained what I was doing.  Sandoval recruited a Sevendori mage named Anscar to act as turnkey, and one by one the long-deserted chambers of the Emergency Response Center were filled with prisoners.  A temporary solution, but a helpful one – and far less bloody than resorting to the Game of Whispers.

While the boys were having fun kidnapping people, for me the next few days were filled with committee meetings and endless discussions about sovereignty, authority, responsibility, rights, taxes, fees, citizenship, and a hundred other incredibly important factors for a new government.  It was an interesting conversation, even in the Finance Committee, but the more we talked the more I was convinced that the effort was hopeless, a mere show of governance.  I tried not to act discouraged, though. 

Then word came that an enemy army was suddenly on the move in the north – about the most unexpected development for Farise anyone could imagine. 

Most had completely forgotten the Remeran and Castali mercenaries who had patrolled the streets before the pirates came.  But scouts and pickets of the force claimed to have been spotted.  Skepticism about the approach of the army was rampant until Count Cingaran ordered the mobilization of his cavalry, a good deal of infantry, and announced the danger by crier in the marketplaces.

The threat of the Iron Wheel was suddenly real to the entire city, but the effect was worth every ounce of silver I’d paid. 

As expected, Cingaran overreacted.  He used the possibility of invasion as vindication for his presence in Farise, and on the pretext of his command of the troops he proceeded to crack down on his domestic enemies, as well.  Curfews and roadblocks sprung up again, and were enforced with heavy-handed attention, this time.  Cingaran tried his best to use the emergency as an excuse to assume de facto power.  He had another ten Farisian People’s Army prisoners hung to reinforce that idea. 

So things went into a kind of pause, while the various factions adapted to the new circumstances.  As more than a thousand men marched out of the northern gates to stand against the Iron Wheel, another thousand manned every market, bridge, and crossroad in town.  It was one step away from martial law.

I got a message from both of my committees that meetings would be suspended for a few days until the situation stabilized – but advised us to write up proposals for consideration when the meetings resumed.  The prospect of homework when I was in the middle of a complicated intelligence operation was annoying.

So I hired someone to do it.  I had to return to Sevendor for a few days, anyway, to organize the next phase of our plan, and I stopped at the Starlight installation on the way and sought out Heeth the Arcanist.

He and Rolof were essentially running the place in Gareth’s absence, and while there were always a few students around to learn from the ancient records, without Gareth there it seemed a much more casual operation.  But when you had complicated homework, you find the right kind of expert in obscurity to do it for you.”

“Heeth, what do you know about the process of selecting an Archmage?” I asked, when I tracked him down in his office. 

“Early or Late Magocracy?” he asked.  “It changed a lot over time.”

“Is there any kind of well-respected, classic version of it?” I asked.  “Something it would be hard to argue against?”

“Probably the version that they used on Perwyn about twenty years before the Inundation,” he decided, after a thoughtful silence.  “It was used once again after the Nodara Restoration, after the Mage Wars.  It was pretty solid until the Agosarat Reformation.  That’s when the office became largely bureaucratic.  Why?”

“Because a lot of optimistic adepts in Farise think they can elect a doge just because they used to do that sort of thing, and I need to know what the best process – for us – to do that is.  Relying on tradition everyone can agree upon is a great way to avoid pissing people off.”

“Well, there were plenty of problems with the classic process,” he admitted.  “And I’m familiar with the selection of the Doges, too.  You really want to put another Doge in power?”

“It’s a temporary thing,” I dismissed.  “And an unlikely one at that.  But until this mess plays out, I need to play along.  Besides, talking about it so much got me curious.  How would you design the selection process, if you had to rely on the classic ways as a starting point?”

“You want me to design a government?” he asked, surprised. 

“Not an entire government, just the process for implementing one that won’t be completely awful.  We can worry about those details later.  But something that would establish the Doge as a legitimate authority, entitled to sovereignty.”

“No one is entitled to sovereignty, technically.  Sovereignty is the willingness to use force to impose order,” he reminded me, “and control the destiny of all within the sovereignty.  For a place like Farise, that’s going to be . . . tricky.”

“That’s why I want you to look at the old selection process.  If I propose something that’s based on tradition, but can put my candidate into office, I want it to be effective.  So . . . can you put something together?”

“Sure,” he shrugged.  “I can use Oscar to help me keep track of it and offer suggestions.  These CIs are good at that sort of thing, I’ve learned.  Give me three or four days and I should have something,” he promised.

“Perfect,” I nodded.  “So have we heard anything from Gareth?” I asked, eagerly.

“Just that he’s still on an extended honeymoon in a secret location,” Heeth chuckled.  “And yes, Nattia was selected as his bride.  He completed the Kasari Rites and says he’ll be back to work soon, the last time I heard.  Other than that, it’s been quiet around here.  It’s nice, almost like being back at the Academy again.  The monks are smart fellows, the girls are cute and stay up all night, and the village is quite quaint.  This is a lovely place to winter,” he said, gratefully.  “And now I have an interesting assignment to keep me busy.”

“How’s Rolof doing?” I asked, quietly.  The retired warmage was losing the last of the ancient memories that Szal the Yith gave him, and I was both anxious about his mental state and curious about his progression.  In six months, I’d be in a similar state.

“Not bad, I suppose,” Heeth offered, thoughtfully.  “He’s a quiet fellow, and a bit melancholy sometimes.  I catch him staring off into the distance at nothing in particular, but I suppose I could say that about any wizard.  The only time that he cheers up is when he has a chance to see his Fair Folk ladylove,” he grinned.  “Then he comes back quite chipper.”

“He’s still seeing Amadia?” I asked, surprised.

“I suppose – he’s a quiet fellow,” Heeth repeated.  “But that’s my assumption based on my observations.  He won’t bring her back here,” he added.  “We know this is supposed to be a secure location.”

“We will, once we move our operations to Farise,” I informed him.  “As soon as Gareth can get back and get the power working at the Gray Dome then we’ll probably use this place as a mere instructional center.  The data banks there are a complete archive of the colony’s records.  Orders of magnitude more than what is stored here,” I promised.  “If it’s as important as I think it is, then we’ll be opening up all of those secrets to the world once again.”

“Farise is . . . hot,” he pointed out, skeptically.  “I was there for a while.  I wasn’t happy.  Look at me,” he said, holding out his hands and gesturing toward his pale, freckled face.  “Ten minutes in the sun and I look like a cooked prawn.”

“It’s a nice place,” I insisted.  “Or it will be when Gareth gets it working.  Until then, it works better for me to keep it dark and dingy.  I’m using it as a prison at the moment,” I explained.  “But once it’s cleaned up a little, I think you’ll like it a lot.”

“And I think you’ll like to know that that thing of yours is working, now,” he said with a smile.  “Gareth got it going just before he left.”

“That . . . ‘thing’ of mine?” I asked, confused.

“The one in the cellar?  Garage?” he corrected, using the Old High Perwynese term.  “The Junebug?”

“What?  He got it working?” I asked, astonished.

“He certainly did, and his immensely proud of it.  He took it for a test flight just before he went to the Wilderlands and flew it around the entire abbey.  He had his CI to help,” he added, “but it flew.”

“The Junebug lives!” I sighed, a new flood of fond memories of the machine coming back to me. 

“I still don’t understand why you need it,” Heeth said, shaking his head.  “You have four wings of giant hawks.”

“Every wizard needs his flying carriage,” I reasoned.  “It’s just got more class than a giant hawk.  Besides, I’m generally too heavy to ride one,” I admitted, guiltily.

“Not anymore, I’d wager,” he said, giving me a searching look.  “You look extraordinarily healthy.  All the sun and fresh fruit, I suppose.”

“And all the walking,” I agreed.  “But I think I’m feeling more relaxed about Farise, now.  I . . . ran into an old drill master down there, the one that trained me for the Long March, and—”

“You saw Durgan Jole?” he asked, shock running across his freckled face. 

“You know of him?” I asked, curious. 

“He’s the one who trained me,” he admitted.  “Bastard probably saved my life a hundred times.  I thought he was dead.”

“He’s not dead,” I informed him.  “He’s alive, well, and doing research in Farise.  He lives in a house on the beach and is drunk on rum most of the time – a fascinating man.  He ended up with Orril Pratt’s witchstone.  But don’t tell anyone,” I cautioned him.  “He’s working on a project for me, now.”

“He’s doing research?  With the Mad Mage’s stone?  On what?” he demanded, eagerly.

“Stormbringer,” I told him.  His eyes widened with wonder at the word.

“The godsdamned molopor?  Ishi’s tits, Min, that’s . . . that’s . . .” he got a far away look on his face as he realized the implications.

“I know,” I assured him, appreciating his interest.  “I saw it, Heeth.  Up close.  He took me out to it in a boat.  And he taught me how to conjure the lightning,” I said, recalling the traumatic experience on the beach. 

But I realized that my attitude had changed, since that night.  Persuading Heeth to help out demonstrated that I wasn’t as terrified of Farise as I once was.  My perspective on the city was transformed a bit.  It was no longer a place to be feared, but a problem to be solved.  Compared to being present at a series of lightning strikes, a simple thing like a revolution seemed trivial.

“That’s it!” Heeth said in frustration.  “You want me to write this thing?  Then when you go back to Farise, you take me with you.  This place is cozy as hell, but it sounds like you’re having far too much fun on the peninsula without me, and I won’t have it!”  He was partially jesting, of course, but I appreciated his humor.  And I suddenly realized we had a need for an Arcanist in the operation.

“Welcome aboard,” I said with a resigned nod.  “Let’s hope you don’t regret it.”


Intermission IV

Pentandra was waiting for me, when I returned to Sevendor.  It was a bit of a surprise – usually when she wants to see me, she lets me know, mind-to-mind.  But she had granted my request and kept our interactions spare while I was working in Farise.  Indeed, I was not even the subject of her visit to the barony.

“I came to retrieve Alurra,” she explained, as we enjoyed hot tea on the frigid balcony of new Sevendor Castle – a hibiscus and orange blossom infusion I thought she’d enjoy.  “Master Thinradel has pronounced her ready to attempt her examinations for the first time.  I’m arranging with Dranus to administer them – professional courtesy from one Ducal Court Wizard to another – but that will keep her achievement from being questioned.  Apparently your nephew is doing well, too,” she added, a note of praise in her voice.  “Thinradel told me he is finished with his lessons for now and recommends that he return to your service.  So will you take him back to Farise with you?”

“That remains to be seen,” I said, and was about to explain why having an adolescent underfoot in the middle of a revolution might be troublesome when I realized what she was doing.  She had used Larask as a pretext to get me to tell her what was going on in Farise.  If I thought it was too dangerous, I wouldn’t bring the boy.  Penny was fishing for intelligence.

“But I’m inclined to do so,” I added, after my realization.  “There’s no teacher like experience, and there’s plenty of that to be had in exotic Farise.  Even Ruderal has been courting a few dusky maidens,” I chuckled.

“But will it be safe for him?” she pressed.

“Penny, I hope you understand why I can’t elaborate,” I said, patiently.  “I know Rardine and Anguin – mostly Rardine – are dying of curiosity about what I’m doing down there.  You’ll have to rely on the Garden Society’s existing agents for that, I’m afraid.  I don’t want to compromise what we’re doing.”

Pentandra was about to protest, but realized I had gotten her.  She sighed.  “From our reports, it’s complete chaos down there.  The magi are trying to elect a Doge, the Alshari exiles are opposing them, and it’s been one riot after another.”

“It’s been tumultuous,” I conceded.  “But fascinating.  Much different from facing a foe on the battlefield.  I’ve met a lot of interesting people, too.  I’ve learned secrets that intrigue the imagination.  And I can’t wait to tell you all about it . . . someday,” I promised.

“I can’t help but be curious,” she said, shaking her head.  “It’s been months, now, and I keep waiting for you to call in your troops and make a move.  But it seems as if you’re just standing by and watching Farise burn.”

“Nothing in Farise is what it seems,” I said, quoting Iyugi.  “All I can tell you is not to worry.  Things are going about as well as I expected.  And I’m not doing nothing,” I reminded her.  “I expect to collect on some of the bounties Anguin has put on the heads of some traitors.”

“That’s lovely,” she said, encouragingly.  “His Grace would remind you that he wants the traitor Count of Caramas dead or alive.  Incidentally, the Garden Society put together a list of other exiles that we can’t prove violated their oaths or worked against Anguin, but with whom we would very much like to have a candid conversation in a dungeon cell.  His Grace has a lot of questions about the interregnum period he would like answers to.  I’ll supply it to you, if you happen to see them on the street somewhere,” she promised.

“I’ll keep my eye open,” I agreed.  “Apart from that, there is very little Alshar can do to aid me, right now.  That may change, but I don’t want to reveal my hand too soon and compromise my operations there.”

“I understand, but I worry,” she admitted.  “How are you doing?” she asked, suddenly.  “I thought you might be a wreck, by now, but you seem surprisingly upbeat and . . . tan,” she said, critically.

“There’s an abundance of sun in Farise,” I conceded.  “I’m doing better than expected.  I’m starting to think of the place less as somewhere I’ve been, and more as somewhere I am.  Fifteen years is a long time,” I observed.

“A lifetime,” she agreed.  “And the voices in your head?” she asked, concerned.  “Have they been troubling you?”

“Surprisingly little,” I admitted.  “And they aren’t voices, they’re memories.  Sometimes they can get a little intense, if I’m not careful or I’m having a poor day, but generally they’ve been behaving.  They’re even useful, sometimes, when I need some perspective.”  I hesitated to elaborate more, lest I accidentally reveal something to Pentandra.  I admit, some of my zeal was purely to enjoy keeping secrets from her without guilt. 

“That’s good,” she nodded.  “Well, I suppose we’ll just have to trust you.  Not that we have much choice.  Anguin is intrigued by you taking over Palomar Abbey, though.  It’s considered vital for state security,” she reminded me.

“I haven’t taken it over, I just put it under Royal protection, as the Marshal Arcane,” I countered.  “I have taken great pains to keep from interfering with the monks, there.  Our people barely interact with the locals.  Just an occasional visit to the taverns.”

“I know, but he finds it concerning,” she pointed out.  “What did you find there?”

“An old colonial-era military outpost,” I revealed.  “We call it Starlight Base.  It’s built into the cliff, underground, and it’s almost completely intact.”

Her eyes widened with surprise.  “You brought starlight up from the depths of the earth?” she asked, a hand going to her mouth reflexively.

“An odd way to put it, but yes,” I agreed.  “Gareth, Heeth and Rolof have been putting it back into shape and are training people on its systems.  In a few months we’ll be ready to give a full tour,” I promised.

“So, what was in it?” she pried.

“Some simple weapons, a few vehicles, some old records,” I dismissed.  “Not the wonders I thought it would hold.  But it’s a step in the right direction.  It can serve the way the Cave of the Ancients did in Anghysbel,” I proposed.  “A place to learn about the secrets of the past.  There’s a lot of good stuff in there,” I insisted.

“But not a link to the Eye of the World?” she asked, confused.

“What in three hells is the Eye of the World?” I asked.

“I . . . I don’t know,” she confessed.  “Just something I read, I suppose.  Some mystical force that’s supposed to see everything on Callidore.  I read about it, somewhere.  Palomar was supposed to be able to do that.”

“Sounds like a satellite uplink,” I chuckled.  “It’s interesting to see how perceptions of such things have changed since the Colonial Period.  But there was a connection to a huge ground receiver over in the Farisian mountains.  I’m having Gareth look into it.  Perhaps that’s what it meant.”

“Perhaps,” she dismissed.  “Well, just because you won’t tell me anything, doesn't mean I can’t tell you things.  Rardine is pregnant again.”

“Lovely!  Trygg’s blessing upon her!” I said, sincerely.  “I’m certain Anguin is thrilled.”

“Anguin is, but his sister is not – now Rardine is going to be pregnant at her wedding.  That changes the entire affair.”

I didn’t see why, but I took her word for it.  “It seems like we’re going to a lot of weddings, these days.”

“Better weddings than funerals,” she said, with a smirk.  “It helps keep people distracted from the economic decline that’s happening because of the loss of trade.”

“I’m working on it, Penny!” I said with an exasperated sigh.  “I told you it would take a while.  It’s taking a while.  But I’m making progress.  Merwyn has given me a deadline I can’t ignore, and I’ve scheduled things accordingly.  The threat of piracy from Farise will be ended, one way or another, before the Merwyni fleet arrives.  It has to be,” I said, a little defensively. 

“I believe you,” Pentandra said, sincerely.  “Just let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.  I’ll try not to pepper you with questions.”

“Thank you.  And there is something: can you spare Azar for a few days?” I asked. 

She made a face.  “You already deprived me of one of my deputies when you sent Rondal off into the wilderness after Lilastien,” she complained.  “Now you want Azar?”

“In his official capacity as Ducal Executioner of Alshar,” I explained.  “And just for a few days.  He is empowered to act independently as Anguin’s agent, is he not?”

“In a limited capacity,” she agreed, suspiciously.  “He’s a recognized officer of the court.  But he’s got some leeway in how he performs his duties.  In theory, he’s completely empowered to act on Anguin’s behalf.  In practice . . . well, what did you have in mind?”

“Nothing I think you would object to,” I suggested.  “I just need someone empowered with Alshari ducal authority who can make decisions on the spot – and who no one in their right mind would want to cross.  Azar matches those qualifications.  Besides, he’s a veteran of the Farisian Campaign, and he knows his way around already.”

“Interesting choice,” she conceded.  “He’s also a one-man army and one of the best warmagi in the world.  Not much of a diplomat,” she pointed out.

“Oh, he’s going to be the perfect diplomat, in this case,” I argued.  “And he’s going to test a theory I have.  And he will enjoy it like the finest wine, if I know his character.  You know, I might invite Noutha along, too,” I decided.  “She grew up in Farise.  I think I might find her insights helpful.”

Pentandra squirmed in frustration.  I counted that as a personal victory.  She noticed.

“You’re really enjoying keeping me in the dark about all of this, don’t you?” she accused, unhappily.

“More than a little.  It’s almost sexual,” I agreed, apologetically.  “But you’re a sex mage – weren’t you the one who taught me that frustration and delayed gratification were essential parts of the process?  That it makes the eventual climax orders of magnitude more satisfying by building suspense and uncertainty?” I teased.

“You’re a monster,” Pentandra declared, in a frustrated huff.

Part Five:

Revolution


Chapter Forty-One

The Stirrings of Trouble

It is absolutely essential for the practicing adept to maintain good order and discipline in his household.  Having an efficient and effective staff is of prime importance to an adept’s practice, and dissension, arguments between servants and apprentices, or unseemly affairs amongst your retainers all seek to undermine the reputation of your firm. The wise adept will seek to intervene in such a situation at the first stirrings of trouble.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

I only spent four days in Sevendor, and two of those were in my workshop. 

But having Daddy home, even for a few days, brightened the spirits of my children in the most depressing part of winter.  Alya, too, was relieved to see me.  She was getting a bad case of “castle fever”, the malady that befalls those who feel confined and condemned to being indoors most of the time during the winter.  It compelled her to convince me to take her and the children on a holiday someplace warm in the near future – and what kind of powerful wizard was I if I couldn’t manage that?

It was kind-hearted criticism, but I took it to heart.  As involved as I was in Farise, I had a life and a wife waiting for me back home.  Waiting patiently, but there were limits.

Thankfully, I felt a sense of progress as I brought Gareth and Azar back to Farise when I returned.  Larask, too, accompanied me, as the lad had responded firmly and vigorously to my inquiries about his recent education, and I felt confident enough to bring him.  There was certainly a change in the boy, I could tell, but whether or not it had been to his benefit needed to be evaluated.  Bringing him to Farise would help that process.

That was useful for two reasons: Ruderal was often too busy with operational matters to serve as an effective apprentice, and Larask needed to learn how to be one in earnest.  I had coached him on his new alias – Lancil, was the name he’d chosen – and drilled him on how to respond to questions about his past.  He seemed to understand, but I had the others keep an eye on him.

“I’m surprised you brought the boy,” Azar commented, quietly, once I’d detailed Rudy to show Larask around the practice in the main hall and introduce him to his duties.  “This seems too dangerous a situation to bring such a young fellow into without need.”

“Oh, Minalan has a long history of drafting children into battle,” Gareth assured.  “Ask Dara, Tyndal and Rondal.”

“No one was asking their ages when their lands were invaded,” I pointed out.  “Besides, most of the violence here has been in other districts.  And there’s usually a couple of burly warmagi within shouting distance.  The practice is well-warded.  He should be as safe here as anywhere in town.”

“So you’re having a go at revolution, then?” Gareth asked, with a bit of a smirk. “Nattia and I were debating just how you’d attempt to take Farise.  She thought you’d do it with a magical army, I thought you’d resort to blatant intimidation.  It seems we were both wrong.”

“It suits the situation and the moment,” I explained, as I led them upstairs and out to the patio.  “Besides, it’s really too hot here to wear armor.  It’s also a cost-effective strategy.  I can use a few men where I would require battalions, in other circumstances.   Which is why I brought you gentlemen forward.  I have need of both of your services, but in very different capacities, if I am to see this to a conclusion.”

“I’m ready to serve,” Gareth agreed, earnestly.  The man was more at ease and grounded now, I saw, and a lot more confident.  He had seen the secrets of the ancient past, understood the intricacies of enchantment and thaumaturgy, and had challenged his own inadequacies through will, determination, and hard work.  The love of a good woman seemed to have steadied him, somewhat, and he looked as attentive as a soldier ready for duty.

“As am I,” Azar agreed, solemnly.  “Even in this stinking shithole.  What can we do for you, Minalan?”

“Mirkandar,” I corrected in a low voice as I led them out onto the patio.  “That’s my name for this operation.  Please maintain it in front of others.   I am portraying a local Practical Adept, relocated from Castal.  We’ve used that cover to establish this headquarters, and then spent the last two months infiltrating Farise and observing it carefully.

“A funny thing happened along the way,” I continued, as I ushered them to their seats. 

Lomanca, the cook, served us a few snacks and a pitcher of some concoction she made of fruit juice and wine and herbs.  She had grown used to me having unexpected guests and made certain that there were always refreshments on hand.  And I paid her well enough that I didn’t have to worry about her gossiping about the practice. 

“Things were already so brittle in Farise when I arrived that they’re falling apart on their own without my help,” I explained.  “The temporary council that kept things orderly over the last three years is breaking down quickly.  The population is restless.  There are powerful forces at play here, and I’m about to be one of them.”

“It sounds intriguing,” Azar nodded, encouraged, as he took a cup from the table.  “I have some fond memories of this shithole,” he said, making my cook flinch as she retreated.  “My lady wife grew up here.  And there were some good fights here.  Remember the Citadel?” he asked, raising his bushy eyebrow at me in an excited leer.  “That was a hell of a night!”

“I recall,” I agreed, mildly, without further comment.  I didn’t bring Azar here for a reunion, after all.  I had need of him.  “I have the prospect of an opportunity for even further glory in Farise, if you are willing,” I continued.  “Indeed, you are instrumental to my plan.  You are, I understand, empowered to execute the warrants of the Duke of Alshar as an officer of his court, are you not?”

“That is, technically, part of my duties,” he admitted.  “I am an officer of the Ducal Court, under the Minister of Justice.  That comes with a broad array of powers to execute my orders.  Usually I execute them in a very literal sense, but that is the job.”

“Excellent.  It has come to my attention that a number of renegades, traitors, and criminals wanted by the Coronet for various crimes and felonies reside here in Farise,” I informed him.  “Most have specific warrants, and some have rewards listed for their capture or death.  I would like to contrive to collect on those.”

Azar looked surprised.  “You want me to round up a bunch of traitors here?”

“Many of the Alshari exiles who control the city at the moment are wanted by Alshar,” I agreed.  “I can put you close to them, and then you can use a squadron or so of warmagi – all Alshari knights magi, with witchstones, properly deputized – to seek these men out and return them to Alshar to stand trial for their crimes.  In return, Alshar will pay me the rewards leading to their capture.”

“That seems fair,” Azar conceded.  “What if they resist?”

“Almost all of them are mere nobles, perhaps accomplished duelists but otherwise unprepared for a deputized warmage with irionite.  I’m confident in your ability to overcome them,” I assured.  “There might be guards, but I’ve arranged for about half of the garrison – about two thousand men – to be absent from the city, at the moment.  I seriously doubt their ability to provide you serious resistance.”

“Aren’t they obligated by duty to?” Gareth asked, curiously.

“These men are mercenaries,” I explained.  “They have been through a few weeks of street fighting and riots, assassinations, and they haven’t been properly paid and probably won’t be.  Their morale is falling.  I think charging bravely against Azar and a few of our fellows from Vanador might be challenge that sense of duty.” I suggested.

“I see no problem with such a course,” Azar agreed, eagerly.  “What about the local warmagi?”

“The only ones we have to worry about are the Black Censorate, and I have already taken steps to neutralize them.  If anything, their morale is worse than the mercenaries – and I had Cat steal all their witchstones,” I added.  “By the time we’re ready to act, I think they might be out of the equation.”

“But why do you need me?” Gareth asked, confused.  “I still have a lot of important work to do back at Starlight.”

“You have far more important work to do at the Fuller Institute – known locally as the Gray Dome.  A few of us made it up there and confirmed that there’s a huge Colonial facility under it.  Intact,” I emphasized.  That captured his interest.

“Fully intact?  That’s amazing!” Gareth said, his eyes flashing. 

“It is,” I agreed.  “But only as a tourist attraction, unless you can manage to get the reactor that powers it working.  It was put into dormant mode when the place was abandoned by the Colonial Government, but it was originally a redundant depository for archives.  All of them,” I emphasized.  Gareth looked smitten with that prospect.  “You’ll likely need a new CI to run it, and one of the emergency power generators from Starlight to get started, but if you can get that reactor working the entire place should be restorable.”

“And you said this was an Avitaline abbey, too?” he asked, excitedly.

“They teach mathematics, engineering, and associated arts,” I agreed.  “They’ve done so for centuries.  The place is too far out into the jungle to be molested – we didn’t even raid it while we were marching past, back during the invasion.  But apart from using the lower levels for archive storage, they’ve left the original Emergency Response Center alone.  If we can get it running, we’ll have access to everything we ever lost during the Inundation,” I promised.

“That’s . . . that’s amazing,” Gareth said, breathlessly.  “If it’s anything like Starlight, then we’ll be able to train dozens more technicians, eventually!”

“In the meantime, we’re using the barracks there as our temporary dungeon,” I continued.  “We already have a few dozen prisoners there, and a turnkey.  I want you to take charge of the facility – our portions of it, the monks will leave you alone – and keep an eye on them while we sort things out.”

“Why not just transfer them all back to Alshar?” Azar asked, confused.

“Because once they are there, they’re subject to Alshari justice,” I pointed out.  “Not that they don’t deserve to be – few of the Alshari exiles arrived in Farise with clean hands.  But for the moment I want to keep them here in Farise.  That way I can control their fates while I plot revolution.”

I spent the next two hours filling them in on the complete situation, and we were shortly joined by Mavone, who gave more detailed, up-to-date information on the waves of riots and street battles that were engulfing the city.  Both men were impressed by our quick penetration of Farise and our understanding of the forces arrayed against us.  But both had inevitable criticisms of our operation.

“I don’t see why you don’t just march a few thousand Vanadori Guard through a portal and be done with it,” Azar said, shaking his head.

“Because then it would be the Magelaw invading Farise, and then I would be responsible for a new occupation,” I pointed out.

“So?” Azar dismissed.  “Isn’t that what your goal is?”

“It’s more nuanced than that,” I explained.  “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life dealing with fancy dress gangs and murderous factions that want to kill me.  And I don’t want to see what few institutions left here get destroyed.  I just want to stop the piracy.”

“Then attack the economics of the piracy,” proposed Gareth.  “Our ancestors had to contend with such villains – not just the Sea Lords and the Unstaran rebels, but back on Terra.  They were eventually successful.  You should learn from them.”

“Depriving them of Farise as a safe haven and market for their wares should do that,” Mavone agreed. 

“Depriving them of their ships would ensure it,” Gareth countered.  “Seize them, and they’ll have to swim out to their victims.”

“We are preparing a number of contingencies,” Mavone suggested.  “Including that sort of thing.  We have to move carefully, though – things are quite delicate, at the moment.”

I left Mavone to tend to the new arrivals and get them started on their missions while I prepared for the committee meetings scheduled for the morrow. 

Heeth the Arcanist had, indeed, prepared a briefing for me to use as a proposal for the Qualifications Committee – about forty pages of tightly-written notes on the original methods of electing an archmage or a doge, with commentary about the historical results.  It was impressively comprehensive.

The summary proposed a return to the old methods: requiring magical proficiency in the candidate, proof that he could lead, knowledge of history and law, and some measure of his wisdom before he would be considered.  And then tests of his courage and ingenuity, challenges from rivals, and eventual ascension to the office.  He also had an entire section on the merits and demerits of a lifetime appointment versus a set term. 

It was fascinating reading, if you like history and political theory.  There were a few elements about Heeth’s proposal that I liked, and a few I was suspicious of.  But it was a place to start, and it looked like I had put it together in a very short time.

But to my surprise Heeth had also prepared a smaller work outlining what he – and Oscar, the Constructed Intelligence that ran Starlight – had contrived as the best tax policy for the Finance Committee.  That was a lot harder for me to cut through.  His proposal focused on fees from commerce, of course, particularly docking fees, a small excise tax on wares sold in the Great Market, and nominal taxation of the populace.  But that was a relatively small portion of the revenues he proposed. 

The remainder would be generated, he suggested, by enacting certain legal and policy reforms that would eventually make Farise a superior port from which to conduct commerce from.  Heeth (and Oscar) contended that luring away the larger, most important shipping firms from Alshar and Remere would ensure that Farise would always have the financial strength to prosper and the capital to defend itself.  It was a little convoluted in its presentation, but as I did the hard work of figuring out where the primary burden would be placed I could see that he had a workable theory. 

Finally, as midnight approached, Larask finally appeared at my office door and asked if I was going to be retiring soon.

“I probably should,” I sighed, as I rolled up the taxation proposal.  “I’ve spent hours trying to figure this out, and I have a meeting in the morning.  So, did Rudy show you around?” I asked.

“Yes, Master, and everything looks . . . interesting,” he decided.  “And dinner was amazing!  I’ve never tasted anything so flavorful!”

“You’ll enjoy the food in Farise, then.  They use a lot of spices here.  It’s the only way to make porsago palatable.  How about the language?” I asked, switching to the local dialect of Perwynese. 

“It will take me a while to adjust,” he admitted in the same language, his words a bit halting as he said them.  “I can understand it better than I can speak it, but I’ll learn.  Master Thinradel says you can learn anything if you spend enough time on it.”

“He is correct,” I agreed.  “I’m pleased that you took something away from your time with him.  How do you like the new academy?” I asked – I’d gotten plenty of reports about it, of course, but none from the students yet.

“It was a little chaotic at first, as things got set up,” he admitted, “but they’re working smoothly now.  Master Thinradel knows how he wants things.  It just takes a little time and effort to get them going.  Like a fire,” he suggested.

“Well, now you’re truly in the fire,” I chuckled.  “Things are a little chaotic here, as well.  And they’re only going to get more so.  As such, I’m going to need a steady hand here at the practice to ensure we have a safe place to gather and work out of.  That’s going to be your job,” I informed him.  “As soon as Rudy is done instructing you, you will be responsible for keeping the practice and household running in our absence.  And along the way you will begin to learn the common spells a spellmonger or Practical Adept needs to know to service his clients.”

“Rudy said you were doing pretty basic stuff, here,” Larask nodded.  “Stuff even I could manage.”

“It’s not the magic in particular I want you to learn, but the practice,” I emphasized.  “Yes, you need to be technically proficient at spellcraft, just like any mage.  But you should also know how to sell your work profitably and speak with clients appropriately.  Farise will be a good training ground for that.  Ruderal has learned quite a bit in the last few months.”  I paused, and gave my nephew a searching look.  “Do you and Rudy still have problems to be worked out?”

“No, Master!” Larask assured me, shaking his head.  “That is, we’ve worked them out.  I know I wasn’t really at my best, before you sent me to Master Thinradel, but I think I’ve gotten over some of my resentment.  Alurra explained Rudy’s . . . gift to me, and I think I understand a little better, now.  Master Thinradel had her tutor me in some of the basics,” he admitted, grudgingly.  “She’s pretty good about explaining things.”

“Good,” I sighed, relieved.  The last thing I needed were my two apprentices fighting during the middle of a sensitive operation.  “Just stay close to the practice, keep things running, and I think everything will be fine.  But if things get out of control, don’t hesitate to do what you think is best.  Farise is dangerous, but that doesn’t mean I want you in danger.  Your mother would never forgive me if anything happens to you,” I reminded him.

“I’ll do well, Master,” he promised.  “I’ve . . . I’ve gotten better – at magic, and at being a good apprentice.  I guess I was just dazzled by what my famous uncle has accomplished and thought too much of myself.  I have a more reasonable opinion, now,” he assured me.

“We shall see,” I nodded.  “All right, bring me a brandy, and I’m going to bed.  I’ve got to go convince a bunch of stuffy adepts to do a bunch of uncomfortable things, tomorrow, and I’m going to need a few hours of sleep.”

***

I took Larask with me to the market in the morning and introduced him to our regular vendors – the butcher, the grocer, the merchants who sold sundries we used at the practice – and coached him on local manners and the language.  Then I abandoned him to figure out how to fill the list the cook had given him on his own and went to my Finance Committee meeting.

That was a long walk over the river, one that allowed me to get a feel for how the town was contending with the chaos that I’d sown by striking at the Alshari so hard. 

Not well, I could see; there were Alshari-controlled checkpoints at four different places as I made my way east, and each one reflected the poor leadership and lack of support the occupiers were suffering.  Nor was there much consistency.  Two of the checkpoints questioned me thoroughly before they would let me through.  The other two waved me through without a word.

The Finance meeting was long, and I endured three or four speeches about fairness, stability, and accountability that the other members had prepared before I stood up and surprised them with Heeth’s computer-assisted proposals. 

I was familiar enough with them after study to present them adequately and with confidence.  When I got to the proposed numbers, I raised some eyebrows at the amount I suggested might be generated with the scheme.  Even Adept Mandus came up to me and praised my work after the meeting was adjourned.  I think he was surprised that a Narasi mage could actually read, much less figure out tax policy.

The Qualifications Committee that afternoon was more lively.  We met at Lady Tirkia’s home, a stately townhouse that was twice the size of my practice in Bluestem and had three times the servants.  It was the first time I had been in one of the more opulent residence on the hill and it was impressive.  Indeed, it reminded me of Pentandra’s sprawling estates in Remere, or the villa that Count Andrevar lived in in Cormeer: elegant extravagance and understated beauty.

Tirkia was a consummate hostess, of course, and directed the meeting with determination.  We met in her spacious dining room, and her many servants did their best to ensure that snacks and drinks were provided for.  Mostly our hostess ignored them – they seemed to know what they were doing.

Each of the members was asked to submit the suggestions they’d prepared – and none of them was remotely as comprehensive as mine.  Of course, that drew criticism as well.

“Won’t all of these trials discourage any serious candidate from seeking the office?” asked Tramarus.  He and two other men on the committee had revealed themselves through their arguments and objections that they favored Rellin Pratt as the candidate, and they bristled at some of the suggestions that might keep him from taking his place.  “If you make it too difficult then we scare away anyone talented enough to do the job.”

“And if we make it too easy, then anyone can try to claim it,” Tirkia pointed out.  “It isn’t too much to ask that a candidate prove their abilities before being considered, I think.  You’d give a new servant a test to see if their competent – should we do less for the leader of our nation?”

“I still don’t like the open nature of the old ways,” complained Ormin, who always seemed ready to complain about everything.  He wasn’t as determined to see Pratt elected, from what I could tell, he just wanted to criticize the process regardless of what it was.  But he occasionally made good points.  “I think it’s reasonable to ask that the Doge of Farise actually be born in Farise!”

“If we were electing a king, perhaps,” countered Tramarus.  “But during the Magocracy merit, not birth, was what led to good governance.  Otherwise we’d be stuck with hereditary rulers like the Narasi.  We can see what that brings.  No offense,” he added to me, directly.

“I find little favor in hereditary offices,” I insisted, “save that they make matters of succession a little easier.  When a duke dies, you know in advance who is replacing him.  That’s not always a good thing,” I added, to the wry chuckles of the committee.  Everyone knew about Prince Tavard’s follies – he was still styled the Lord of Maidenpool in Farise for his foolhardy attempt to invade Alshar.  In general, the Farisians were highly suspicious of dynasties even as their history had been filled with them.  “The Magocracy was always also a meritocracy, and their method of choosing a leader reflects that,” I reminded them.

“But we aren’t a Magocracy!” insisted one of the merchants whose name I kept forgetting – he did something with leather, I recalled.  He’d always been earnest in his desire for a new government but was rather naïve about politics.  He wasn’t in favor of Pratt as doge, but neither was he against it.  “Farise shouldn’t be bound by the past.  We should work towards a system that can lead us into the future!”

“That sounds very nice,” agreed Jakin, the theurge.  “But that’s vision without a plan, my friend, and it doesn’t work.  You cannot substitute good intentions and high ideals for a well-thought-out plan.  Even if it doesn’t work, it’s better to rely on rules than the better nature of men.  Men are inherently corrupt – or at least corruptible.  The key is to build a system that reduces the capacity for a tyrant to misuse his rule over the people.  You cannot do that with good intentions.”

“Nor can you do it without them,” Tirkia pointed out.  “The goal here is to establish good governance, and for that you need both vision and a plan – and a system flexible enough to adapt to a variety of situations.  Mirkandar’s work demonstrates that our ancestors knew this well enough to challenge a candidate early in his career and weed him out if he was lackluster.  They also recognized the importance of accountability,” she reminded us.  “The Archmage was not omnipotent, even in times of war and emergency.  His power was split amongst his ministers, and he was overseen by the Privy Council.  Without those safeguards in place, the office would have been absolute.”

“Isn’t that what a great number of archmagi – and doges – tried to do?” Ormin countered.  “History shows that most of them thought the power of the executive was too weak to govern properly, under any circumstances.”

“That’s just the natural reaction to power,” I contended.  “Put any man in charge of something, and when he runs into trouble he’s going to believe it’s because he just doesn’t have enough power.  It doesn’t matter how much or how little he actually has, it’s never enough for the situation.”

“That’s if you’re aiming toward some sort of perfect utopia,” Jakin argued.  “Or if you’re locked into an intractable emergency, like an invasion or war or a plague.  Idealism breeds radicalism,” he declared.  “It’s better for all, I think, if the goal of the government isn’t to establish some perfect ideal that will never come to pass, but use the sovereignty you’re entrusted with to do just enough to keep too many people from complaining too much.  Too much power in one hand leads to delusions of idealism.”

“But why invest a man with our sovereignty if he’s not going to use it to improve our lives?” Ormin asked, frustrated.  “You’re arguing for meritocracy and then denying the competent candidate the power to use it for the greatest good!”

“Are you able to establish what the ‘greatest good’ might be?” Jakin challenged.  “Because I guarantee that the workman over in Porsago District might have some different ideas how that might look.  So would the weaver in the Cooper’s District, the blacksmith in the Shipwright’s District, and the porter in the harbor,” he pointed out.  “Most men don’t care what nationality their leaders are, they care about good governance.  Not utopias, not sterling character, not piety, but simple competence in leadership.  That should be our goal,” he insisted.

“Many of the best doges in history were not born here,” Tramarus agreed.  “We should not exclude exceptional magi from elsewhere, if they meet the other requirements.”  Of course, that would allow Pratt to stand for the office, I knew. 

“I actually don’t mind opening it up like that – most of the Five Duchies employ competent foreigners in their governments,” reminded Tirkia.  “That’s how they make up for the incompetence and mediocrity of their hereditary aristocracy.  “Nor do I object to some test of the candidate’s abilities by a qualified panel.  But this archaic inclusion of a challenge before ascension seems pointless,” she said, shaking her head.  “We’re electing an executive officer, not a warrior prince!”

“The doge must stand to defend Farise,” reasoned Tramarus.  “If he is not personally brave, how can we depend upon him to be brave on our behalf?”

“It was actually a means to keep the wrong sort of person from being elected,” Jakin pointed out.  “If the rest of the process was corrupt, then this allowed a final attempt to subvert a tyrant before he took power.  Of course it led to a lot of acrimony, over the years—”

“Indeed!” Tirkia sneered.  “That’s how that wart Grigor came to power!  His two biggest rivals for the office killed each other in a duel for the Citadel.  Grigor was the only candidate standing, and no one wanted to challenge him.”

“Would that they had,” Ormin snarled.  “My family was struck hard by his policies, and we’re only now recovering from what he did to the city.”

“The point is, the challenge is a last-ditch opportunity to remove someone before they can do what Grigor did,” Jakin reported.  “Grigor only came to power because there were two claimants who were willing to fight for it.  One could argue that a doge who isn’t willing to fight for the seat is not fully committed to it.”

“And it was a magical duel,” Tramarus agreed.  “It’s not like they hacked at each other with swords, usually.  It was a test of their power and mastery of the arcane, as much as it was a test of their courage.  I’m in favor of including it,” he declared.

Of course he was, I realized.  Rellin Pratt had a witchstone, while few others did, and he had some skill with arms.  In a challenge he would be victorious almost by default.  Tirkia looked doubtful about keeping the ancient custom, but as she looked around the table she saw the rest of us nod in agreement with Tramarus. 

“The challenge stays,” she sighed, resigned, making a note on the parchment in front of her.  “It’s usually just a formality, anyway,” she murmured.  “I think the bigger question is how we manage oversight of the doge once he’s elected?”

“Is that really our mandate?” Tramarus asked, skeptically.  “We are to determine qualifications for the office, not how it’s performed.”

“But we should have some idea about what to do with a doge who follows Grigor’s path,” she argued, as a servant cleared away her plate. 

“I’m in favor of hanging, myself,” the servant said, suddenly.  “I hear it’s become all the fashion lately.  Or so I hear from the Farisian People’s Front – whom you are all prisoners of, now!” he said with a toothy grin.  He suddenly pulled something out of his sleeve and smashed it on the table in front of Lady Tirkia. 

I admit, I was taken unawares.  Without the Magolith or one of my other powerful tools about to intervene, I was just as much subject to the powerful spell that washed across the room as anyone else.  And in a moment, like the rest of my committee, I passed out with my face smacking the table in front of me.

I was about to call for a recess, anyway.


Chapter Forty-Two

Hostage!

Another of the unsung attractions of Farise is the city’s sewer system.  A complex and dynamic series of tunnels, underground basins, and spillways has been built to contend with the large amount of rain the city receives almost daily.  Over the years the system has been added to, augmented, and re-constructed repeatedly to improve its efficiency and keep as much of the city from flooding as possible. 

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

There are many occasions in life that demand that you re-evaluate your motivations, your inclinations, and your ultimate goals before you proceed; vomiting profoundly into a cracked old planter just after midnight is one, realizing that you’re a father for the first time is another.  Waking up in a musty underground prison with a headache and your cheek pressed to the dirty floor in the cool darkness is yet another.

This is why adepts should avoid politics, was the first thing that crossed my mind.

My entire body ached.  I was familiar with the sensation – it was the result of the standard military-grade stun spell every warmage knows.  It’s ideal to use against sentries and guards.  It was commonly utilized to mimic stronger offensive spells in training, and I’d received the brunt of it repeatedly, back in my youth.  So I knew precisely what the terrorists had hit us with.

The thing about the stun spell is it doesn’t last long – no more than half an hour, usually.  Yet I awoke in an underground vault of some sort.  That meant that someone had to have moved me from one place to another within that time.

Such odd thoughts are, perhaps, unusual for most people, but then I wasn’t most people.  I was a lot of people, but not most.  A cascade of ancient memories suggested a number of responses to clearly being kidnapped.  They ranged from the comic to the cataclysmic.  In the end I decided that I needed more information. 

I was underground – that much was clear.  I’d spent enough time in caverns, caves and excavated chambers to understand that.  I had explored the dungeons of the Necromancer and the Cave of the Ancients and trod the ancient tunnels of Askeorast – I knew I was underground.  Sound behaves differently, for one thing.  So does the air.

I was uninjured.  Whomever had made the enormously foolish decision to kidnap me hadn’t hurt me while I was unconscious, nor had they bound my limbs, which told me they were amateurs.  I was appreciative of that oversight, but it could not have been more than an hour since the attack, I reasoned.  They might not have gotten around to it yet.

I slowly pulled myself into a seated position to verify the soundness of my body, while enduring the aches and pains associated with the stun spell.  My staff and my little belt knife was gone, but they had not pilfered me otherwise, I could see.  They’d even left me with my hat.  Idiots.  My subterranean cell was no more than four feet wide and six feet long, but there was plenty of room to stand.  I was alone, I could tell, and it only took me moments to activate magesight and examine my cell in the darkness. 

The cell itself was ancient, and constructed of bricks.  The door was narrow and far more recently added, I could see, as was the masonry that surrounded it.  So this place had been used for something else, once upon a time, and then converted to a dungeon, I reasoned.  There were no spells evident, when I examined the place.  Whomever had done this was not used to kidnapping magi, I reasoned.

The door had two small three-inch holes carved into the top, too small to get my hands through, and a small slit at the bottom, presumably to pass through food and water.  The hinges were on the outside, unfortunately.  There was nothing else in the cell.  I tried to push the door open on the off-chance that they had thrown me in here and forgotten to lock it.  Unfortunately they weren’t that incompetent.

I checked again my belongings, my only resources.  My staff was gone, as was my belt knife and my purse, but my captors had been in such a hurry to imprison me that they hadn’t removed any of my other accoutrements.  They’d even left me my new hat, which was gratifying.  That meant that I still had access to all of my hoxter pockets, most of which were accessed through unassuming rings and pendants I wore.  I sighed with relief.  Sure, I could have busted out of the place without them, but that simplified things.

I took a moment to gather my composure and think about the abduction.  It was clearly planned, and it had evidently taken our hostess by surprise.  I recalled the shocked look on Lady Tirkia’s face when the spell went off.  I doubted she was involved.  Nor were any of my fellow committee members, that I could tell. 

I could be wrong about that, of course – I hadn’t seen everyone at that moment – but I hadn’t gotten the sense that any of them was nervous or anticipating anything more disturbing than a lively discussion. 

The kidnappers had clearly wanted to let us know who they were, too – the bloody Farisian People’s Army.  I made note of that.  I’m not usually big on vengeance, but if I had the opportunity to repay them for their hospitality, I decided I would take it.

When I had calmed myself and stretched out my limbs until they didn’t ache quite so much, I sighed and pulled one of the small witchstones out of a hoxter in my ring.  In a moment I was communicating with Mavone.

Guess what? I began. I’ve been kidnapped.

What?  How? Mavone asked, mystified.

I was at a meeting of the Qualifications Committee over in Tirza, I explained.  The FPA decided we were all so valuable that they snuck in a stun spell.  Area of effect, I added.  They got everyone in the room, I think.  But I’m now locked up in a cell underground somewhere.  But it’s somewhere close to where we were taken.  It couldn’t have happened more than an hour ago.

I’ll get the strike squad ready, Mavone assured.  You’re unhurt?

Just a hangover from the spell, I informed him.  It’s nothing I can’t handle, but have Sandy get the boys ready anyway.  I’m going to try to see what else I can learn, but I’ll let you know if I figure out exactly where I am.  I just thought you’d like to know.

Indeed! he replied.  It’s unprofessional to let your chief-of-station get abducted. 

I closed the contact and prepared myself to leave.  I didn’t want to make too much of a splash in doing so – Mirkandar the Magnificent wasn’t a warmage, after all, and if I could maintain my alias I wanted to do it. 

But even a common adept has resources that could be helpful in such a situation.  I conjured a few useful items – a warwand enchanted with a stun spell, only far more robust than the one I’d given Darriky, and a curved dagger that I’d picked up as a Yule gift for someone at the Great Market but had forgotten I’d had.  It wasn’t magical in any way, but it was nine inches long and sharp as a razor. 

I was about to cast the spell that would blow the door off the hinges in dramatic fashion when I heard a voice – female, faint, and full of fear – coming from beyond the door.

“Hello?” it called in the darkness.  “Hello?  Is anyone there?”  It was Lady Tirkia, I realized. 

“I’m here!” I called through the little air holes in the door.  “It’s me, Mirkandar.”

“It’s Tirkia!” she cried.  “I’m in some kind of a cell!”

“Me, too,” I informed her.  “I’m not terribly happy about it.”

“It’s those godsdamned revolutionaries,” she babbled.  “They infiltrated my home!  How dare they!” she spat.  “We’re trying to help Farise, and they have the gall to kidnap us?  I’ll make them pay for that!” she vowed.

“We’ll sort that out later,” I promised.  “Right now, let’s get out of these cells.  Have you seen or heard anyone else?”

“No,” she admitted.  “I just woke up.  They used some kind of stunning enchantment.  That servant crushed a glass ball in front of me and then my face was on the table.”

“I suffered the same,” I agreed.  “That must have been a bit of warmagic.  Sevendori warmagi use munitions like that in battle.  When you break the thaumaturgical glass, you activate the spell.”

“So do Farisian warmagi, apparently,” she observed.  “How were they not affected by it?”

“Probably a charm against stunning,” I reasoned through the hole.  “It’s not difficult to do.  Did you recognize the servant?”

“He’s new,” she admitted.  “I hired him three weeks ago as a groom, and promoted him to butler last week.  Which is a pity, because he actually seemed to know what he was doing, and now I have to kill him.  Do you know how hard it is to find competent servants these days?” she complained.

“It’s a tragedy,” I grunted.  “How long did you want to stay down here?  Wherever here is?” I asked.

“We’re in one of the old, abandoned catacombs under the city,” she answered.  “Probably one of the original sewer systems.  The hill is filled with them.  Over time Farise has built four different sewer systems as the city grew.  The older ones are often used as storerooms or secret passages.”

“Or underground revolutionary bases, apparently,” I observed.  “Why do you think they kidnapped us?”

“Likely to hold us for ransom,” she guessed.  “I don’t know who they expect to pay it – it’s not like Cingaran is eager to see a new doge elected.  And the Congress doesn’t officially have any funds.  I suppose my husband would be willing to pay – I hope! – but it’s also possible that they want to trade us for their prisoners.  I suppose we’re going to be hostages.”

“That makes sense,” I agreed.  “Indeed, that makes the most sense.  But why pick on us, when their problem is with the Alshari?”

“Because they could reach us,” she decided.  “The Alshari are on their guard, at the moment, and security is probably too tight at the palace for them to sneak in any infiltrators.  Whereas we were having tea parties and luncheons.  We were just an easier target.  And those poverty-stricken fools can’t seem to tell the difference between the good rich people and the bad rich people.”

“Few can,” I chuckled.  “Still, I take a certain amount of offense at being treated this way.  I’m strongly considering having words with the management.”

“Well, unless you can walk through walls you’ll have to wait until they arrive,” she pointed out. 

While we were talking, I had been summoning power from the witchstone and preparing a spell.  I cast it, selecting the hinges and latch on the outside of the door, and poured power into the oxidation spell until all the iron in the door was rusted to brittleness in a matter of moments.  I took a deep breath and kicked at the thing a couple of times until the door collapsed.  I pushed my way through into the narrow corridor beyond. 

“What was that?” Tirkia asked, alarmed.

“Me walking through a door,” I explained, as I found her cell across the corridor.  It was identical to mine, and with magesight I could see her lips through the air hole. 

“How did you do that?” the lips asked.

“Magic,” I shrugged.  “They shouldn’t put an adept in a cell without magical protections if they don’t want them walking away.  Whomever supplied them that stun spell didn’t explain that to them, I suppose.”  I noticed there was no actual lock on her cell door, just a heavy iron latch.  I unfastened it and pulled the door open, revealing a very frightened Tirkia.

“Oh, thank you!” she said, and embraced me unexpectedly.  I was at a loss – my arms were suddenly filled with frightened, sweet-smelling middle-aged Farisian female adept.  I paused, but embraced her in return.  “I hate being locked up!” she whispered into my neck. 

“Most people do,” I agreed, and gently pulled her off me.  “Let’s see if any of our fellow committee members are here.”

It only took a few moments to release Jakin and Tramarus from the other two cells – and I had to wake the latter from his magical stupor.  Both were disoriented and confused, but quickly understood their situation.

“Where are the others?” Tramarus hissed in the darkness.

“Likely in other parts of the catacombs,” Tirkia decided.  “My family has been responsible for the sewage in Farise for generations.  Believe me, these tunnels extend for miles, and go down hundreds of feet.  But they also lead to the river,” she pointed out.  “Or at least most of them do.”

“We can’t be too far away from your home,” I pointed out.  “Those stun spells don’t last particularly long.  They had to get us out of there and into here in a relatively short time before we woke up.”

“Then we’re probably in the old Hill Station Annex,” she figured.  “That was a control center for the earliest sewer, but it hasn’t been used for three centuries.  Part of it I turned into my wine cellar,” she admitted, guiltily.

“Your wine cellar is an old sewer?” Tramarus aske, skeptically.

“It works,” Tirkia dismissed.  “And if I hear you gossip about it, I’ll take exception,” she promised.  “But that’s likely how they moved us here.  Through my own wine cellar.”

“Which your new butler would have known about,” I pointed out.  “Did you not check his references?” I asked, critically. 

“What are we going to do, now?” Jakin asked.  “We’re free, but we’re still lost underground.”

Before we could come up with a plan, the large door at the end of the corridor began to squeak as someone opened it from the outside.

“Back in your cells!” I urged, quickly.  “Don’t let them know we’ve escaped, yet!”

“We haven’t escaped yet!” Tramarus complained, but went dutifully back to his cell.  I closed the other three doors but didn’t latch them.  It was unlikely anyone would notice that in the darkness. 

My door wasn’t going to close any time soon, I realized.  The rusting spell I’d used had also degraded the iron straps that were used to hold the thing together, and they were beyond repair.  So I went to the dead end at the far end of the tunnel and concealed myself as the main door opened.

The man who poked his head through held a taper in hand, and immediately noted my wrecked cell.  Alarmed, he stumbled over to examine it.  I put him down with the warwand from the shadows, then dragged him over to Tirkia’s cell.

“He’s from Cesshaven,” she pronounced, as she helped me bring him into her cell.  “Look at his sandals: brown mud.  Cesshaven mud.”  The other two magi emerged and helped, Jakin rescuing the taper from our turnkey to provide a little light.

“They must have had a mage’s help to pull off the attack,” he speculated.  “I didn’t know that Cesshaven had any magi of note.”

“They’re obviously getting assistance from someone else,” Tirkia suggested.  “I can’t wait to examine that glass on my table to find out who.”

“The Contramara, perhaps?” I offered.  She made a face in the flickering taperlight.

“No, no, this is not the Contramara,” she insisted.  “But the Brotherhood of the Rat has been known to employ magical mercenaries, when needed.  And they have a few of their own magi.”

“So do plenty of other factions,” Tramarus said, defensively.  “I see no evidence that the Brotherhood is involved.”

“Me, either,” I agreed.  “That doesn’t mean they aren’t.  Nothing is what it seems, in Farise.”

“There are plenty of hotheads that would be willing to do this sort of thing if it suited their purpose,” Jakin reflected.  “Especially recently.  And there is always the possibility of . . . foreign players,” he said, looking at me pointedly.

“Agreed,” I shrugged.  “But that’s not getting us out of here.  I’m going to scout beyond that door for a moment and see what we’re facing.  If it’s clear, we can try to sneak away.”

“And if it’s not?” Tramarus asked.  I showed him the wand, and his eyes grew.  “How did they let you keep that?  And how did you get out of your cell so quickly?”

“Nothing is what it seems in Farise,” I repeated with a grin, and went to the door.

Unlike our captors, I wasn’t an amateur.  I cast a Long Ears spell to extend beyond the door and heard nothing.  Cautiously, I pulled open the door and glanced through.  It was another corridor, dark, narrow, and musty.  Like a disused sewer.

“We appear to be alone,” I informed my fellow captives.  “The passage beyond extends in both directions.  Any ideas which way to take?”

“Let’s go left,” proposed Jakin, as he blew out the taper.  “I’ve always liked going left.”

I had no argument to that.  I led the other three through the darkness down the left side of the corridor for about forty feet until we came to another door, through which the vague sounds of human habitation were heard without the need for magic.  Indeed, the people on the other side seemed to be celebrating.

“Our captors,” I whispered into Tirkia’s ear.  “Several of them.”

“There’s a spell on the door,” she pointed out.  I checked with magesight and saw she was correct: there was a simple ward on the door that would alert the adept who cast it if it was opened.

“Good catch,” I nodded, and began to dismantle it. 

“What do we do when we go through?” she asked. 

“I’ll blast as many as I can while you three run,” I suggested.

“If this is the Control Annex, there should be at least five passageways leading to it,” Tirkia warned me.  “Only a few of them lead to the surface.  If we take the wrong one, we could get hopelessly lost.”

“It’s the best plan I’ve got on short notice,” I pointed out.  “I’m new at escaping from dungeons.  This is only my second.”

“I defer to your judgment,” she conceded, and then turned to warn the others.

The wards went down easily enough – I’ve got better ones on my spice cupboard at the practice kitchen – and the door was unlatched.  I took a deep breath, preparing myself for action with a couple of defensive spells . . . and pushed through the door.

The chamber on the other side was larger than I imagined, a great eight-sided room with a sunken floor and a high domed ceiling.  There were sconces on the walls casting lamplight into the space, enough of them to provide plenty of light to fight by. 

But there were seven men in the chamber, sitting around a table sipping wine.  All of them were armed.

I didn’t hesitate.  I began blasting stun spells at them with my wand at once, pushing past the door and leaping over the two steps that led to it as I moved right, trying to draw their attention away from the others as I moved.  I was gratified that my first two blasts landed and slumped my victims over.  But the others rose in alarm, and suddenly it was hard to get a good target.

There was a moment when cries of alarm filled the air and our captors scrambled for cover, and I realized I was having fun.  When a scrawny terrorist tried to confront me, knife in hand, I dropped him with the wand in an instant and stepped on him as I kept circling the room.  I used the dagger to slash at the arm of the next fellow who approached me and he fell back with a deep slash on his bicep.  The others were moving to face me, which was what I intended.  I could see my fellow captives moving behind the guards and heading toward one of the far doors, Lady Tirkia leading the way.  I needed to keep them distracted, I realized.

“Surrender, by the order of the Congress of Electors!” I yelled, because I had nothing better to say, and I launched a couple of sparking cantrips to confuse things further.  Tirkia flashed me a grateful look as she quietly mounted the stairs of one of the far doors.  So far, the guards weren’t paying them any heed.

But then one of them revealed themselves to be an adept – a warmage, I realized.  Indeed, he was wearing a proper battle harness, though he lacked a mageblade on his back.  There was a wand in his hand as he regarded me over the table, and I realized that he was going to use it on me.  I was strongly against that.

But before I could take steps to stop him, one of the other doors burst open and the simple jailbreak was suddenly complicated by a rescue operation. 

A flash of light and a loud bang announced the presence of newcomers in a dramatic fashion.  I expected to see Sandoval or Curmor stride through the resulting smoke, but the black-clad figures who appeared was neither – indeed, I didn’t recognize them at all.

But the mageblades in their hands were real enough.  Two more similarly-dressed men, their faces all obscured with masks, followed behind, one bearing a rod and the other a wand.  They came from our captors’ flank, and suddenly the four remaining terrorists were forced to shift their focus to face them.

It was a hectic battle, a flurry of spells, counterspells, and physical attacks.  I tried to get a shot off in the chaos but couldn’t get a clear target.  Tirkia and the others had halted their escape when the newcomers arrived, and were shielding themselves against the effects of the magic flying through the air of the small chamber.

It was clear the rescue effort was the superior force.  They moved professionally and with purpose, while the defenders merely scrambled and reacted – and then fell.

When it was down to just a single guard and the warmage left fighting, the adept began mumbling a mnemonic and building power – and I realized he was preparing to initiate some sort of potent spell, the kind that promised to be destructive.  I didn’t recognize the mechanism, but everyone in the room with rajira could feel it start to activate.  It wasn’t merely an offensive spell, I sensed, but something that would end the contest once and for all – and likely kill everyone in the room.

That made a kind of sense, from their perspective.  Being captured in the middle of a kidnapping operation was unlikely to go well for them – the gallows in the listfield had demonstrated that.  No mercenary wants a suicide mission, but when the alternative is capture, torture, and execution there is something to be said for choosing the method of your death.  From the sudden increase in thaumaturgical energy he had produced, it promised to be a noteworthy one.

The erstwhile rescue party realized that as well and began trying to close with the mercenary.  I was surprised by how well he held him off while he cast the spell, kicking one in the chest and elbowing another in the face as he prepared.  There was a brief pause as the aggressors regrouped and coordinated their attacks – and that’s when one of the other doors opened.

I don’t know who I was expecting, but it wasn’t Adept Jamanus, the mage who was angry at me for usurping his ice business.  But that’s whose broad face appeared in the doorway.  He appeared not to have realized that there was an active fight going on when he opened the door, but for a split second everyone froze and looked at him.  He saw me across the room, and a look of recognition passed over his features.

“That way!” I screamed at Lady Tirkia and the others.  “Follow Jamanus!”  I reasoned that if the pudgy little mage could find his way down here to the sewers, the way could not have been long nor arduous.  Tirkia and the other two magi didn’t hesitate, and began rushing toward the man.

For his part Jamanus fled in terror as the dangerous spellcraft resumed.  The mercenary’s spell was building toward a climax, I could feel, and the three rescuers were leaping around the table to get to him.  The table blocked my view, alas, and while I hoped the rescuers were successful, I couldn’t take that chance, I decided.

Besides, the witnesses I feared seeing me exposed as Minalan were gone, I realized.  I didn’t know who was under the masks of the others, but I decided I could figure that out once I had stopped the incipient spell.

Without dropping my stunning wand I summoned the Magolith from its hoxter and commanded it to counter the spell before it could be activated.  Then I let if float in the air while I moved to the left so I could get a better angle on the mercenary Spark.

I don’t know whether the devastating spell partially fired or if the Magolith was able to intervene – but something happened.  A translucent spherical field fell around the mercenary, enveloping him in a bubble of arcane force.  A panicked expression crossed his face as he saw his plan was failing – but it was too late.  A moment later a bright arcane light filled the sphere with far too much power and burst.  The entire chamber was filled with gradients of arcane power in octaves my body found punishing.

It was far, far more potent than the stunning spell . . . but for the second time in as many hours I was knocked unconscious by the resulting wave of force.  Clearly the gods decided it was time to rethink my life once again.


Chapter Forty-Three

Interrogating The Breeze

A saying popularized by the Sea Lords and other mariners who have made port in Farise is to ‘beware the dusky maidens of Farise!’.  This is an unfair assessment, in the author’s opinion, for while the Farisian maidens are certainly beautiful, there is no real difference between a Farisian girl and a maiden from anywhere else in the Empire.  It is an unfortunate bit of folklore that the girls of Farise are somehow dangerous, untrustworthy, or particularly deceitful.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

At least this time I awoke in a bed, and not on the floor of a cell.  Life was looking up.  It wasn’t a particularly comfortable bed – more like a cot – but I was above ground.  I was grateful for the bed.  And I hurt.  A lot.

In retrospect, I did not doubt that the warmage, for whatever reason, had decided to make the ultimate sacrifice and destroy as many of his enemies as possible.  While I have a kind of grudging respect for that kind of dedication, I was gratified to know he was unsuccessful about everything but the suicide element. 

“You’re awake,” a girl’s voice observed, in Perwynese. 

“I’m alive,” I groaned.  “That’s actually more surprising,” I said, as I sat up.  My hands weren’t bound, and none of my belongings were missing, so I assumed I was no longer a prisoner.  Even my crappy adept’s staff was nearby.  I swung my legs over the side of the bed and unsteadily regarded the girl.  She was wearing black, covering her from her neck to her tight-fitting trousers, except for her hands.  I didn’t recognize the face – but I knew the voice.  “Lemari?” I asked.

It was the girl’s turn to groan.  “How did you know?” she demanded.  She removed a necklace from beneath her black tunic and pulled it over her head.  A moment later I could, indeed, recognize Ruderal’s former lady love.  She was standing near the door, her arms folded and her hip thrust out.  We were in an upper room of some residence, I noted.  There was an open window nearby, and I could see stormclouds in the distance. 

“Your voice,” I answered.  “It’s quite distinctive.  How did you disguise yourself like that?” I asked.  “Professional curiosity.”

“It’s a charm,” she shrugged.  “An old family heirloom.  It keeps your face from being recognized.  I could walk past you a hundred times and you wouldn’t know who I am.  You couldn’t even recall my face enough to draw a picture,” she boasted.  “It’s useful.” 

“So it is!” I chuckled.  “Shall I call you Lemari, then?  Or Haizea?” I asked, blinking my eyes.  I didn’t feel confident enough in my balance to attempt standing, yet.  The girl considered. 

“Neither one is my real name,” she revealed, “so you may call me Lemari, for the moment.  Of course, if we’re doing introductions, that begs the question I’m dying to ask: just who in seven hells are you?” she demanded.

“Mirkandar the Magnificent, Practical Adept, purveyor of fine ice and quality enchantments,” I said, a little sarcastically.  “Most recently an appointed Elector.  But that’s not my real name, either,” I revealed.

“Obviously,” she snorted.  She looked annoyed, with one eyebrow cocked somewhat like Almina does.  “Your name doesn’t matter to me nearly as much as who you’re working for – who you’re really working for,” she said, earnestly.  “You appeared out of nowhere a few months ago and now you’re choosing the next leader of our state.”

“Clean living and an honest reputation will take you far, in this life,” I assured her.  “I don’t really feel comfortable confiding anything delicate to you, though, until I know who you work for.  The Farisian People’s Army?” I guessed.

She made a disgusted face.  “Those idiots?  They’re ruining everything!  No!” she insisted.  “All they’ve done is get in the way and complicate things!  They’re rabble, a bunch of gullible fools who believe anything you tell them if you promise them power and wealth.”

I chuckled.  “You just described most of the College of Electors.  So you’re not with the firebrands of the FPA.  You’re too pretty to be a Brother of the Rat.  You’re clearly not Alshari, or a member of the Censorate.  So I’m assuming you’re an agent of the Contramara,” I suggested, lightly, as if it were her temple school.  “They’re the ones who sent you to try to frame me for the assassination attempt on Count Cingaran,” I reminded her.

She had the grace to look embarrassed.  “That was . . . not personal,” she admitted.  “We needed to throw the Censorate off our trail, so we required an unaffiliated mage to distract them.  We saw them visit your practice—”

“That was him asking me about the fulgurite.  The lightning stones,” I supplied.  “More of a courtesy call, really.  I explained to him what they were, but I couldn’t really tell him much more without an actual sample.”

“So how do you know about fulgurite?” she asked, suspiciously.

“Because I read, and I’m an educated mage,” I explained, patiently.  “It’s fulgurite, not irionite.  It’s not unknown.”  I recalled how she had acquired her specimens.  “It’s not even particularly rare.  Of course, this particular variety is . . . special,” I pointed out.

“So it is,” she nodded, studying me.  “I honestly don’t know what to do with you, Mirkandar,” she admitted, thoughtfully.  “You seem harmless enough, at first, even likable.  Your story seems to check out, but there’s still some mystery there.  But the same time you show up in Farise – when no ship was ever known to have carried you as a passenger – a few weeks later one of the best-known thieves in Alshar shows up, too.  Do you know anything about that?”

“His working name is ‘Cat’,” I informed her.  “He’s the Cat of Enultramar, if you want to be technical.  And he’s the greatest thief in the world.”

“So you know him!” she accused.

“We’re friends,” I conceded.  “When he came to town, he dropped by.  Nice young man.  Very polite.”

“Why is the Cat of Enultramar in town?” she demanded, her eyes flashing. 

“To steal things, I suppose,” I suggested.  “Just like I’m here to cast spells.  But he did mention running into a . . . colleague, while on a job at the Censorate a few weeks back.  A very sweet-smelling, soft-voiced colleague.”

“He – he liked the way I smell?” she asked, surprised.

“So he said.  He was quite pleased to meet you, actually.  I think he has a crush on you.  It’s not often a young woman decides to get into that business on her own.”

“I’m not a thief, I’m an agent,” she argued.  “An agent of an ancient order dedicated—”

“Dedicated to protecting Farise, watching out for its welfare, and re-establishing the Magocracy at the first opportunity,” I finished.  “The Contramara, it’s called.  First established as a resistance movement when the Sea Lords controlled the province, later infiltrated and co-opted by Imperial Intelligence and invested with secret orders from the Archmage, on the eve of the Conquest.  Since then, it has tried to secretly steer the politics of the province by subtle means but was roused to struggle against Doge Grigor and the Mad Mage, Orril Pratt.”

She looked at me in silence for a few moments, biting her lip.  “You seem incredibly well-informed, Mirkandar,” she said, suspiciously.

“I read,” I repeated.  “I’m an educated man.  Look, I understand that you have a pile of secrets you’re guarding, and you’re wondering if you should keep talking with me or slit my throat and be done with me.  But I think we both have questions we’d like answered.  You’ve answered the one I had about the clay pot and your attempt to betray me – I’ll accept that at face value, for the moment.  So I owe you one answer.  Ask a question,” I prompted.

“Do you work for the Alshari exiles?” she asked, her pretty eyes boring holes in me.

“No,” I answered.  “Indeed, I work against them.  Nor do I work for the Merwyni.  I certainly don’t work for the Duke of Castal, or even Remere.  Does that satisfy you?”

“For the moment,” she conceded.  “So that means you work for some other entity.  But I don’t understand what your aims are here in Farise,” she confessed.  “It doesn’t make sense!”

“I answered your question, it’s my turn,” I pointed out.  She sighed and nodded.  “Why were you working with the Farisian People’s Army to attack the reception?”

She groaned and rolled her eyes expressively, just like one of my daughters would.  “We weren’t! We had an entirely separate operation that night.  We were supposed to assassinate Count Cingaran and as many of his men as possible.”

“You had the place loaded with lightning stones!” I said, shaking my head.  “You were trying to kill everyone there!”

“Our targets were the Alshari,” she insisted.  “Everyone else was considered an acceptable loss.  Except for a few,” she added.  “There were those who were going to be protected.  Like Lady Tirkia.”

“Why did you try to protect her?” I asked, confused.

“My turn!  What is your ultimate plan, here in Farise?” she demanded.

It was my turn to look at her thoughtfully.  “To stop the pirates from using Farise as a base,” I finally answered.  “That’s my primary goal.  How I accomplish that is open to question.”

That seemed to take her by surprise.  “The pirates?  All the pirates?  Or just the Alshari navy?”

“All of them, preferably.  But the Alshari have been the worst on shipping and at taking captives for slaves, so they’re my primary focus.  I’ll contend with the others later.”

“So we have some common goals, then,” she nodded, slowly.  “But that does not make us allies.  There are still far too many questions about you.”

“My turn!” I reminded her.  “Why did you date Rudimon?  To get close to me?” I asked.  I felt I owed the boy that.

She looked embarrassed again, more like an awkward teenage girl than an experienced intelligence agent.  “I . . . because he was really, really cute,” she confessed.  “I had no idea that he was involved in all of . . . this,” she said, waving in the air.  “I just thought he looked exotic, and then I met him and he was so nice, so . . . you weren’t even a consideration. 

“But then I noticed some things about your practice, and about Rudy.  But before I could really figure it out, he got suspicious and things got hectic.  So I avoided him.  I’ve been busy,” she said, guiltily.  “When I needed a distraction for the Censorate, you were close and convenient and I had that stupid token, so . . .”

“He thought you were being deceptive,” I explained.  “He liked you, but when he realized you were being deceitful, he lost interest.  I suppose that’s an occupational hazard for a spy,” I reflected.

“I wouldn’t know, I’m new to this,” she said with a frustrated sigh.  “All right, enough about my romantic life.  Who made you an Elector?” she asked. 

“I have no idea whatsoever,” I confessed.  “I was just as surprised as anyone.  I was on holiday for the Solstice when the meeting was held.  I wasn’t even in town.  But what could I do?  You can’t resign, apparently.  So, I go to meetings and try to be a good sport about it.”

She considered that information for a few moments, chewing her lip more, as if she was trying to decide whether or not to believe me.  I think I got the benefit of the doubt on that one.  “Fine,” she finally agreed.  “You didn’t know.  And you can’t quit.  So how did you get to be friends with Aunt Tirkia?” she asked.

I chuckled.  “You are new to this.  I didn’t know she was your aunt until you just told me,” I said, as she blushed in embarrassment.  “But that answers my next question in advance: why you tried to protect her.  So she’s your aunt.  I thought your aunt was a potter’s wife, not an adept.”

“They’re both my aunts,” she admitted.  “Aunt Sovia is the potter’s wife, and she’s who I live with.  They raised me, after my mother died.  But Aunt Tirkia has always looked out for me, too.  She paid for my dance lessons.  And my temple classes.  When my rajira came, she arranged to have me taught.  And not just basic magic.”

“Clearly,” I nodded.  “So, if I had to guess, I would say that your aunt is involved with one of the cells of the Contramara, and she brought you in when your Talent arrived.”

“My family is one of the five permanent cells of the Contramara,” she grudgingly admitted.  “There are others, but mine has certain responsibilities.  We were carrying out our mission when this bloody Castali ice wizard with a charming smile and the voice of a marketplace barker shows up and starts pissing in everything we’re doing.  After the FPA, you’re the next largest irritant to our work.”

I was confused.  “What did I do?” I demanded, defensively.

“No, it’s my turn,” she argued.  “Where did you go the night of the reception attack?” she asked.  “We tried tracking you with magic, but it’s like you just disappeared from town altogether.”

“You tried tracking . . . me?” I asked, even more confused.

“Aunt Tirkia insisted,” Lemari sighed.  “She likes you, for some reason.  She might even have a little crush on you – my uncle is the most uninteresting boor in Farise.  But she admired the way you ran to attack the warmagi, that night.  She didn’t know about our operation, not until I grabbed her and got her out of there, but she was impressed.  It’s hard to impress my aunt.  So, where did you go?”

“Honestly?  I ran into an old army buddy on the way out, and we went out for drinks,” I informed her.  “We stayed up all night at his place drinking.  And I didn’t want to be disturbed, so I cast some wards.  I had just survived an assassination attempt, and I felt I deserved some respite.  And some rum.”

“Typical,” she snorted, derisively.  “I spent all night scrying for you when I had far more important matters to attend to.  All right, your turn,” she said, expressively.

I thought for a few moments.  I didn’t want to reveal my knowledge of Durgan Jole, or her association with the warmage.  Then I thought of something.  “That pastry shop you visited with Rudy – did you plant fulgurite there?”

“Actually, I was just scouting it to see if it would be suitable.  Two of Cingaran’s financiers met regularly there, as did a bunch of his other toadies.  It was also a front for the intelligence network he was trying to build.  I came back that night and planted the fulgurite.  It was our test run before we used it in our other operations.  A pity – the pastries were delicious.  My turn.  Just what,” she said, as she dug into a pouch on her belt, “in nine hells is this?” she said, thrusting the Magolith under my nose, her fingers barely able to grasp it.

And my world changed.

***

The Magolith is one of my most powerful magical artefacts and one of the most useful.  Only the Snowflake and my staff, Tanno Amberil, are more potent by objective measures.  It does, after all, house the centerpoint of the Snowflake, making it a completely portable molopor due to the virtue of some very complex enchantment and a little divine intervention.  In addition, it had a very powerful enneagram of an ancient sea creature known as the Handmaiden, who had recently become sapient, and an entire library of Alka Alon spells. 

As such, I’m very picky about who I let mess around with it.  Indeed, the Magolith has layers of defensive spells, protection spells, and hidden arcane traps to discourage it.  A couple of Nemovorti had experienced that first hand at Darkfaller.  Due to the nature of the enchantment I used, only I – or someone directly related to me by blood – was able to touch it without injury.  That’s how blood coral works, when properly enchanted.

Only Lemari – or whatever her name was – was holding it out to me like it was an orange.  In her bare hands.  Theoretically, not even gloves would protect her, but her fingers were bare as she grasped the sphere of gold-clad irionite.  The only way she could do that is by casting a number of very powerful thaumaturgic spells a girl her age was highly unlikely to have ever heard of . . .

. . . or Lemari was kin to me.  By blood.  And since none of my sisters, nor my father, had ever been to Farise, there was only one probable answer to why this fifteen-year-old girl could paw my most powerful arcane tool with impunity. 

She had to be my daughter.

My mind did the math without me realizing it.  The dates matched up.  It had been just over fifteen years since I’d been deployed to Farise.  It didn’t take me much longer to establish who her mother was.  Indeed, once I thought about it, it became obvious.

I met her at the beach at Soundside one sunny afternoon when I was off duty, I recalled.  The pier there had fascinated me, being a Riverlands boy, and I had bought a cheap set of fishing tackle from one of the shacks near the pier that catered to the business.  The Fishmongers Guild had very strict rules about fishing around Farise, but by long tradition anyone with a pole, hook and line could try their luck at the end of the pier.  That’s where she found me: struggling to get a line in the water.

Her name was Liraina.  She had luxurious long black hair, the bloom of youth, and the most gorgeous big brown eyes I’d ever seen.  She was haughty and arrogant, but also funny and gracious.  When she smiled, I thought it rivaled the sunset.  Liraina didn’t seem to mind that I was a barbarian occupier.  She laughed at my awkward jokes in Perwynese.  And she had a way of shyly looking at me when she thought I didn’t notice that I found captivating.

I bought her lunch at a vendor, and we abandoned my fishing gear for a walk down the beach.  By the time we returned to the pier, we were holding hands.  She was an excellent kisser.

Unlike most of the girls I met in Farise, she stuck around for a while.  Indeed, for more than six weeks we saw each other when I was off duty.  She hung around the Spark Shack, she showed me the better places to eat around town, I took her across town to show her the little shrine to Briga on the Street of Temples. 

Oh, she would tell me how she was the descendent of some great and ancient house of magelords, and of the doges and even archmagi who she claimed as ancestors, but I didn’t pay much attention to it at the time.  Her eyes and her supple body were far more engaging.  She was passionate about her love of her country, and very curious about mine: the customs, the language, and my family back in Castal.  We both had sisters, I remembered.  I recalled that she came from a fairly affluent family, and that she had two sisters – one older, who had scandalized her mother by marrying a mere potter, and a younger sister who was studying magic herself. 

The details came back to me piecemeal as my memory of the sultry days and magical nights of my youth: a group of musicians busking in the market that we both liked.  Making love in the sand at Soundside with both moons and the Void on the horizon.  Running through the rain to gain the refuge of a sailmaker’s stall in the Shipwright’s District.  Making love behind a sailmaker’s stall in the Shipwright’s District, concealed by billowing new sails hung out to dry.

Of all the dusky maidens of Farise I’d encountered, she was the one who made the greatest impression on me, and the one I’d developed actual feelings for.  Liraina was passionate, funny, entertaining, beautiful, and very, very smart.  The smartest girl I’d met since Pentandra.  Indeed, I was a little overwhelmed by the attention of such a beautiful young girl, and felt both fortunate and unequal to the task.  She gave me something to look forward to at the end of my duty shift, a reason to put up with the danger and boredom of endless patrols. 

But then my orders to depart and disband were issued.  I had very little notice, and that upset Liraina. We had a tearful, passionate last night together the evening before my ship left, and I went back to Castal, confused, relieved, excited and depressed. 

And that was the last I’d seen of Liraina.  Within a month I was flirting with Castali girls, ironically telling tall tales about the dusky maidens of Farise.

But apparently I’d left more than my heart behind me.

Lemari had to be Liraina’s daughter, as well as mine.  She looked uncannily like her mother, save for her eyes and the curl of her lip.  Those, I realized, were the same as my mother, sisters, and daughters.    In that instant I had no doubt whatsoever that Lemari was the product of my union with Liraina.

I was struck by a few thoughts all at once.  One was the profound sadness I felt realizing that Liraina was dead.  She had been special to me, at the time, and while my experiences with Pentandra at Inarion Academy had been instructive, my brief time with Liraina had been passionate and fulfilling in ways Penny had never been.  Knowing that bright young soul was gone struck me unexpectedly.

But the most compelling thing about the realization was that I had a daughter.  I might not know her, and she certainly did not know me, but the moment after I realized the truth of the matter, I also experienced a complete re-structuring of my perspectives – on Farise, on my role here, and my plan of action.  Before, I had been a somewhat-interested bystander undertaking an unpleasant task.

Now I had a compelling interest in the outcome here.  I had a daughter who lived here.  And that changed everything.

***

I paused for a very long time before I took the Magolith from Lemari’s fingers. I think Lemari mistook my hesitation for guilt. 

“That,” I said, as I released it into the air, where the spell to levitate it took control, “is a very good question deserving of a very good answer.  But it is a very long story,” I sighed, “and I don’t want to bore you.”

“My schedule is open, now that I rescued the hostages,” she sneered, as she watched the Magolith take its normal position above my shoulder. 

“Nor is this the best place for such tales,” I continued, as the enormity of the situation took hold of my mind.  “But you deserve the answer to your question.  To all of your questions – some you don’t even know that you have.”

“It seems as if you are being purposefully enigmatic to stall for time and to keep from answering the question,” she accused.  “I’m trying to be reasonable about this, Mirkandar, but you are trying my patience!” she said, frowning. 

Ishi’s tits, she frowned just like my mother.

“Well, if you really want to know, then you should know all of it,” I sighed.  “And if you are willing, I’ll tell you all of it.  But there are a few matters that need to be dealt with, first.  Things you need to know that you cannot learn here.”  I thought about where best I could break the news to her that I was her father.  Someplace where there weren’t a couple of armed guards outside the door.  Someplace less of a warzone. 

“If you think I’m going to let you go so that we can meet next week for tea and discuss it, you are mistaken,” Lemari said, her eyes narrowing.  For a moment she resembled my sister Urah when she was mad.  It was disconcerting.  “You are going to tell me everything I want to know, and you’re going to do it here and now!”

“I will do it now,” I conceded, “but not here.”  Without saying another word, I tapped into the Magolith for power and activated the Waystone in its harness.  I included her in the spell and pulled us through the Alka Alon Ways.  Her pretty eyes grew with surprise and alarm as she tumbled through the interdimensional rift.

A moment later she was bent over and vomiting profusely in the sand at the base of an orange tree, her long hair hanging into her face as she wretched. 

“Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it,” I advised.

“What in five hells have you done?” she asked, between spouts.  “Where are we?”

“Someplace familiar to you,” I chuckled, as I pulled her hair out of her face.  “Morningstar Beach.  You’ve been here before, I believe.  Last summer, was it?”

Her head jerked up, her vomit-stained chin quivering.  “You brought me there?  How?” she demanded.

“That’s part of the story,” I assured her.  “But I wanted to tell it to you without interruption or distraction, and without you calling for your guards to drag me away.  Or at least try to,” I smirked.  “So I took you through the Alka Alon Ways, a magical system of travel the Fair Folk use.  And certain wizards,” I added.

“So you’re a powerful wizard,” she dismissed.  “I figured that out by the irionite.  That is irionite, isn’t it?” she asked, peering at the Magolith as she wiped her chin with her sleeve.

“Partially,” I agreed.  “It’s more complicated than that.  Kind of like my story.”

“So you’re a powerful wizard with a story,” she said, clearly trying to master herself as she adapted to the suddenly changing circumstance.  “A complicated story.  And you think I have time to hear it?” she challenged.  “Do you have any idea what will happen when the Contramara realizes what you’ve done?”

“Not a single thing,” I said, coolly.  “Not when they know what I know.  And what you’re about to learn.”

She steeled herself and fixed me with two beautiful eyes filled with skepticism.  “The Contramara has been slitting the throats of better men than you for centuries!” she snarled.  “They won’t be idle when they realize I’m missing!”

“Calm yourself,” I said, gently.  “Hear me out.  There are things that you need to know.  Things I need to explain.  And once you know them, then you can figure out what to do.  But until you do know them, you’re acting reflexively, out of ignorance.  That is never wise for a wizard to do.”

“I am descended from some of the greatest magi and archmagi in history!” she said, proudly.  “We were the masters of magic while your barbarian ancestors were fucking cattle on the steppes!”

“That pretty hair tells me you are also descended from barbarian ancestors who were fucking cattle on the steppes,” I pointed out.  She blanched, and touched the ends of her lighter-colored hair.  She was clearly sensitive about her dual heritage.  “Heritage, as proud or ashamed as you are of it, is no guarantee of magical Talent or the wits to use it.  And it certainly does not guarantee wisdom.  That must be pursued on its own,” I lectured.

“And clearly you are full of it!” she said, crossing her arms.  In that moment she looked just like Ismina, though she lacked the cold blue eyes that made her sister’s glares so distinctive.  “You have no right to lecture me about wisdom!  You aren’t my father!”

“Actually,” I said, inhaling deeply, “I believe I am.  Shall we go in and have a drink and discuss it?  I think you’re going to need a drink for this.”


Chapter Forty-Four

A Bargain On The Beach

The various civilizations around the Shattered Sea all enjoy a casual culture that often replaces formal celebration or ceremony with a few friends on the beach and a bottle of good spirits to mark an important occasion.  The further south you go, the greater this custom seems to predominate.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

The shock in Lemari’s eyes was priceless. 

“W-what did you say?” she asked, torn between anger and outrage.

“I’m going to have a drink,” I repeated.  “I think you should as well.  A lot of what I’m going to tell you will be a shock.”

“Not that!  The other – you said you were . . . my father?” she asked in disbelief.

“I’m afraid so,” I agreed, searching her face.  “I didn’t know until a few moments ago, but I’m fairly certain, now.  But that’s one reason why I brought you here.  The test is fairly simple, if you know the spell.  But I don’t think you’d trust my results if I cast it.  So I brought you to a mage we both know and respect.”

“You brought me to Osaba’s shack to prove you’re my father?” Her bottom lip was quivering uncontrollably, now.  I tried to ignore it. 

“Among other reasons.  But he has no reason to lie to either of us, and frankly I’m not sure I’d trust my own spellcraft on this.  It’s never a good idea for a wizard to get too emotional about his work.  It throws things off,” I assured her, as I led her through the garden toward the house. 

“But wait!” Lemari insisted, stopping on the trail.  “If you’re my father – which I dispute! – then you must have known my mother,” she reasoned.

“Her name was Liraina, and she was absolutely beautiful,” I supplied.  “You have her face, and her nose.  And her hands,” I remarked, taking one of hers limply in my own.  “She had two sisters, one older, one younger.  The older one married a potter.”

“You could have found all that out from anyone!” Lemari accused.

“He was a nice man, and a hard worker, but not what your family expected of their eldest,” I continued, “even if she didn’t have rajira.  Your mother didn’t, either,” I reminded her.  “But her younger sister did, and she was in training.  She did not approve of your mother hanging around with the Narasi, but Liraina was very strong-willed,” I smiled, at the memory. 

Lemari looked troubled and shocked.  “And . . . and you . . . loved her?” she asked, critically.

“At the time,” I admitted with a sigh.  “I didn’t know her long, but I was decidedly infatuated with her.  And I did develop feelings for her.  Who knows, if things had been different.  But fate brought us together, and fate broke us apart again.”

Lemari studied me, her eyes darting back and forth wildly.  “This is . . . a lot,” she said, taking a deep breath.  “I think you’re completely full of shit, but . . .”

“In a few minutes, we’ll know,” I agreed, gently.  “Let’s go see our mutual friend.  He’ll be able to tell you for certain.  Tell us,” I corrected. 

“I can’t believe you know Osaba,” she said, shaking her head as I knocked on the doorframe.  He had a bead curtain up, but the solid door was open already.

“I know a lot of people.  I’m very popular.  I’m charming,” I informed her.  “It’s a family trait.  Durgan!” I called out

“You seem more annoying than charming,” she muttered, looking around the place.  “Aunt Tirkia couldn’t shut up about you,” she admitted.  “She definitely has a crush on you.”

“I’m used to it,” I dismissed.  “Durgan!  It’s Mirkandar!  You have company!” I bellowed.  “Damn it, his wards should have been—”

“I heard you the first time!” a voice thundered from within.  “I’m on the goddamn chamberpot!  I’m taking a dump!  Can you please bide?” he demanded. 

Lemari and I looked at each other for a moment – and then broke down laughing.

We couldn’t help ourselves – it was a ludicrous situation.  The moment of pure humor in the midst of all the tension was a moment of connection, for Lemari and I.  She laughed like my daughters did.

“Shall we retire to the garden?” I proposed.  “Our host will be along presently.”

“I think that would be best,” she nodded, still giggling.  “How do you know Osaba?” she asked.

“We met a long time ago, just before the invasion,” I revealed.  “We recently became re-acquainted after your faction tried to frame me and kill us both.”

“That . . . was not the best Contramara operation,” she admitted, guiltily, as I led her to a chair around the table Durgan used the most.  There were already two empty bottles of rum, an old pipe, a scroll, quill, and inkpot on the table.  “I got yelled at, afterward.  We lost three people that night.  But it wasn’t my fault.  The bloody Farisian People’s Army tipped over the chamberpot, though, not us.  Our plan would have worked.”

“Your plan was a massacre,” I pointed out, as I took one of the other seats. 

“It was a targeted assassination for political effect,” she corrected, arrogantly.  “The Contramara is no stranger to those.  It just . . . didn’t go well.  Because of the revolutionaries.”

“You don’t consider the Contramara revolutionaries?” I asked, surprised.

“Only because the circumstance demands it,” she considered.  “Historically speaking, the Contramara has usually lain dormant.  It takes an extraordinary situation to call us to action.”

“You speak like a veteran,” I pointed out, as I conjured a bottle of rum and two glasses from a hoxter, much to Lemari’s astonishment. 

“I’ve been learning about my legacy since I was seven,” she said, uneasily.  “Maybe longer.  When my mother died, my aunts didn’t really know what to do with me.  So they gave me to the Contramara to train.  Like . . . like my mother before me,” she revealed, darting her eyes away from me.

“Really?” I asked, surprised.  “Liraina was Contramara?”

“Dedicated,” Lemari nodded, solemnly.  “Even without rajira, she was a very good agent, from what I understand.  She was willing to dedicate her life to it in ways my aunts were not.  She served until her death,” she declared, proudly.  “I will finish what she started.”

“And that is?” I asked, adjusting to the news that my girlfriend had been a spy and assassin.  Against me.

“The freedom of Farise,” she said, nodding.  “That’s all I’m concerned with.  No occupation, no tyranny, no corrupt bureaucrats oppressing the people with their petty regulations and favoritism.  We rule ourselves and plot our own destiny.”

“A noble aspiration,” I agreed, though I’m sure my skepticism was evident.  “But killing everyone in sight isn’t usually the best way to get that kind of result.”

“One thing at a time,” she agreed.  “The Contramara is generally in favor of the Congress of Electors, for instance.  We have been trying to remove obstacles to its establishment.”

“To what end?” I asked.  “To put Pratt in the Citadel?”

“That’s . . . subject to debate,” she admitted.  “He has a claim – not a strong one, but one that carries some weight.  Cingaran, on the other hand, needs to go.  Beyond that, the Contramara is open to other possibilities.”

“You realize we’re talking politics instead of confronting the real question between us,” I pointed out with a chuckle. 

“Of course we are,” she snorted.  “I’m terrified of the prospect that you are my father.  That I’m . . . I’m your daughter.  My father is dead, or in another land, or completely irrelevant,” she reasoned.  “It’s been that way for years.”

“I’m sorry to disrupt your life this way,” I said, sincerely.  “But I don’t think it’s fair to either of us not to know for certain.  You . . . didn’t trigger a spell that anyone who is not related to me should have triggered.  Logically, that means you’re related to me.  The only way you could be is if . . .”

“Is if you rogered my mom,” she nodded.  “Which you apparently did.  So . . . what does that mean?” she asked, sincerely.

“It could mean a great many things,” I decided.  “If it is true, you would be my eldest child.  That I know of,” I pointed out.

Her eyes grew wide.  “You have other children?”

“Yes, you have brothers and sisters – if it’s true.  Five of them.  One is under a year old,” I informed her. 

“I . . . have sisters?  Brothers?” she asked, surprised.

“Not to mention aunts, uncles, and grandparents,” I nodded.  “I have a big family.  Therefore – if it’s true – so do you.”

“That’s . . . that’s interesting,” she said, a far-away look in her eyes.  “I’ve always been the odd one out.  My cousins treated me well, but they were cousins, not sisters and brothers.”  She stared at the flowers in silence for a few moments.  “Are you feeling as weird as I am, right now?” she asked, suddenly looking at me.

“I think so,” I agreed.  “Drink up.  I think I need a smoke, too.”  I began conjuring my smoking furniture.  Lemari took her cup and drank a healthy amount before she put it down. 

“So you might really be my father,” she said with a sigh.  “And you’re an adept.  Who sells ice.  And is seeking to rid my country of pirates.  I suppose that’s . . . respectable.  So would that make me Lemari anna Mirkandar?” she asked.  “Or do you have a house name?”

“Mirkandar is an alias,” I explained.  “I made him up when I came to Farise.  I’m actually someone else, but I hope you understand if I’m a little demure about that until we know for certain.  For security reasons,” I explained.

“So what if I am your daughter?  Would you tell me then?” she challenged.

“Absolutely,” I assured her.  “Business is business, but family is family.”

“And you’d just take me in as family even though you don’t know me.  Your daughter,” she suggested, skeptically. “The assassin.”

“Actually, I would.  Without reservation.  And you said you were more of a spy,” I pointed out.

“Then you are a fool,” she pronounced.

“That’s not an uncommon opinion,” I shrugged.  “If I was truly wise, perhaps I would have made something of myself in life.  But my father instilled in me a fetish for family, I suppose, and I’m going to trust you until you give me a reason not to.”

“That’s very generous of you.  Noble, even,” she conceded.  “But you’re still a fool.”

We spent a few moments drinking in silence and enjoying the late afternoon weather.  It was a little windy, but the clouds above were puffy and friendly in contrast to the last time I’d been here.

“How do you know Osaba?” I asked, finally.

“He’s a friend of my aunt Tirkia.  She described him as an old Wenshari adept.  I figured he was some kind of footwizard or a wandering tutor – we get those sometimes in Farise.  He’s just a crazy old drunk, but he does know a bit about magic.  When I finished with my basic tutors, she sent me here for further study.  The Contramara has an installation near here, too, so I worked with both last year.”

“Interesting,” I nodded, as I heard Durgan Jole emerge through the beaded curtain.  He looked like he had just woken up and taken a dump.  He stumbled through the garden until he came to the table, where he set his eye first on me and then on the girl.

“You!” he said, when he recognized her.  “I trusted you!”

Lemari had the grace to look guilty under his withering, one-eyed stare.

“Bide, Jurgan,” I urged, quietly.  “We will get to that.  But I need a favor, first,” I said, putting my hand on his arm.  “Have a seat.  I need you to do a little spell for us.”

I explained the situation, much to Lemari’s embarrassment, and the old warmage listened attentively while he poured a cup of rum for himself.  He seemed skeptical about the entire thing, I could see.  That was confirmed when he took three deep swallows of the dark beverage and then kept shifting his eye between us.

“So, you think she’s your daughter,” he asked, hesitantly.

“The signs point to that, yes,” I agreed.  “I knew her mother, back during the occupation.  She’s the right age, and there have been other signs.  I’m nearly convinced of it.”

“But you don’t necessarily want him to be your father,” he said, addressing Lemari.

“It wouldn’t be my first choice,” she admitted, with a sigh, as she shot me a look.  “When I imagined my father when I was a little girl, he wasn’t exactly . . . this . . .” she said, gesturing to me impatiently.

“Hey!” I objected.  “I’m hardly a footwizard!  I’m a man of means, educated, and charming.  Just ask your aunt,” I teased.

Lemari hung her head.  “Just do the test, Osaba,” she pleaded.  “I don’t know how much more of this I can stand!”

Durgan sighed, nodded, and began the assay.  It’s not difficult and requires very little power.  Indeed, it only really requires a bit of tissue from each subject, if they aren’t present.  Durgan merely had to touch us each on the bare arm.  In a moment he opened his eye.

“You are, indeed, father and daughter,” he pronounced.  “Congratulations!”

There was a long moment of silence as Lemari and I regarded each other uncomfortably, as the reality of the situation sank in. 

“So . . . now what?” Lemari asked, fidgeting.  “I don’t see how this changes anything.”

“Oh, it changes everything,” I assured her.  “In so many ways I can’t begin to tell you.  But I suppose I should start by telling you my real name.  I am Minalan.  The Spellmonger.  Count Minalan the Spellmonger of the Magelaw, Baron of Sevendor, Marshal Arcane of the Kingdom of Castalshar, Head of the Arcane Orders, and lots more titles.”

“You’re . . . the Spellmonger?  That Spellmonger?” she asked, her jaw dropping.  “Like in the puppet shows?”

“I –” I said, and then stopped.  I found it a little disconcerting that my daughter’s first knowledge of me was through a grotesque marionette.  But you work with what you have.  “Yes,” I sighed.  “I’m that Spellmonger.  My friends call me Minalan, and I have a lot of them.  I am married to a wonderful woman, and I have three children from her.”

“But you said you had five children,” she said, confused.

“Two from another woman.  It’s . . . complicated,” I admitted.

“So this isn’t the first time you’ve done this?  Left a child alone in the world?” she asked, starting to get angry.

“In all three cases I did not know of their existence,” I promised.  “Yours, in particular.  The last I saw of your mother was the night before I shipped out.  I’m . . . I’m sorry, by the way.  She was a wonderful woman.”

“She was,” Lemari agreed, her eyes starting to tear up.  “She died before I was old enough for her to tell me about my father.  But Aunt Tirkia said she met him, once, just for a moment.  She said he was handsome.  And Narasi.  And when Mother got pregnant, it was a bit of a scandal.  But a lot of things like that happened during the occupation,” she said, sadly.  “A third of the girls in my dance class have hair like mine.”

“They did,” Durgan agreed, solemnly.  “But now that you two know, what do you plan to do about it?”

“I would be happy to legitimize you as my daughter,” I told Lemari, earnestly.  “As Count of the Magelaw, I can do that.  There are matters of inheritance and such, but—”

“I don’t want anything from you!” Lemari insisted, proudly.  “My life is here in Farise, not in some cold and snowy barbaric hellhole.  But,” she continued, a little more softly, “I’m still in shock.  I’d at least like to get to know you before anything like that is decided.”

“Smart girl,” I praised.  “All right.  We can spend a little time together and feel each other out.  I’m already impressed.  You can go from an awkward teenager to the competent leader of a combat  team.  Not many your age have that talent.”

“I was well-trained,” she affirmed.  “While Aunt Tirkia paid for my education, I was also being trained in how to be an agent.  When you’re a bastard orphan girl, you’re considered expendable to the Contramara.  And useful.  My . . . my mother was an agent,” she confessed.

“What did she do?” I asked, with a sigh.

“She was on a mission to seduce you to infiltrate your barracks.  She was informing on you during the occupation.  If it’s any solace, she felt really guilty about it, from what Aunt Tirkia says.  She botched a raid that they had planned, on purpose, to keep you safe.  The Contramara was not happy about that,” she added.  “That’s one reason I joined.  To make amends for the shame she brought to the family.”

“For giving birth to you?” I asked, apalled.

“No, for failing her mission.  That was worse.  Farise will never be free unless we are completely committed to the cause.  She wasn’t supposed to get personally involved.”

“That’s . . . interesting,” I said, a tangled mix of emotions washing over me.  “I suppose that brings us to our greater relationship.  You desire a free and independent Farise.  That is, the Contramara does.  I want to end the threat of piracy based here.  Those two goals are not mutually exclusive.”

“That’s not what the occupation forces tell us,” she snorted.

“The occupation is over,” I informed her.  “The Alshari exiles ended it and substituted strong-man tyranny in its place.  I’m in the process of removing that—”

“So are we!” Lemari insisted, adamantly.  “But you keep getting in the way!”

“It’s a chaotic situation,” I reasoned.  “But I think we can bring some order to it if you and your fellow insurgents are willing to cut a deal with me.”

“We do not bargain with barbarians!” she sneered.

“You do, all the time,” I countered.  “Just hear me out: I think if we can coordinate our efforts, we can achieve our mutual goals.  I can’t imagine that the Contramara condone the pirate fleets, here—”

“Barbarians,” she dismissed.  “All but the old Farisian fleet.  We’ve been secretly supporting it for years,” she boasted.

“Why?” I asked, confused.

“Because it’s the last remnant of the old order.  The Admiral was commissioned by Doge Grigor before he was overthrown.  It was a lifetime appointment.  The Admiral is a man of duty and loyal to a sovereign Farise.  He will not stand down until he is properly relieved by the proper Doge.  So we support him.”

“I had no idea,” I admitted.  “That’s very interesting.  But if you want the pirates gone, and I want the pirates gone, then we can come to terms.”

“Why would we do something like that when we are so close to victory?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow – just like Almina did.  “We don’t need you to overthrow the occupation.”

“You may think that, but there are things you do not know,” I sighed.  “It’s a secret, but you’ll soon learn about it anyway, so there’s no harm in telling you.  The Duke of Merwyn is planning on launching his armada at the vernal tides and sending them here, to conquer Farise.  More than seventy ships, it’s reported.”

“They won’t have any better luck than the Castali and Alshari!” she insisted.

“Exactly,” I agreed.  “And the Castali and the Alshari defeated Farise.  And that led to a long, bloody, and unpleasant occupation – which is exactly what you would face if Merwyn ruled here,” I pointed out.  “Is that what you want?”

“I want a free and sovereign Farise!” she insisted, folding her arms across her chest.  “Nothing less will suffice.  We will fight a thousand years to achieve that.”

“Sadly, I believe you,” I admitted.  “Which is why I would encourage you to cut a deal with me.  I can keep the Merwyni navy out,” I proposed, “and ensure that Farise is protected from outside forces.  With magic,” I added.  I glanced at Durgan, who reluctantly nodded.

“Yes, he can do that, with my help,” he admitted with a sigh.  “But I’m not political,” he reminded us, sternly. 

“Of course not,” I said, smoothly.  “The thing is, I don’t really have any interest in seeing Castalshar’s flag over Farise, either.  Indeed, I can see a lot of problems with that.  Apart from being the foundation of the kingdom, the Farisian Campaign was a colossal waste of money and men, and for no real gain except Rard’s glory. 

“So I have no objection to Farise remaining independent – as long as it is no longer a haven for piracy.  Elect your Doge, rule yourselves, trade with the rest of the world, re-establish your empire, for all I care, but a condition of my participation is that the piracy end.”

“And what do we get for that?” she asked.  “What is an alliance with you worth?  Hypothetically speaking?”

“Irionite,” I proposed.  “I will arm twenty of your best warmagi with irionite.  You’ve heard what Orril Pratt’s one witchstone did to the navies of the world.  You’ve seen what his nephew can do with the stuff.  If Farise had twenty dedicated warmagi armed with witchstones, and a means to close the Sound to foreign ships, then you could enforce your independence fairly easily   Against Merwyn, against the pirates, and against Castalshar.”

“That’s . . . that’s an interesting proposal,” she conceded.  “But it presupposes that you can come through with both of those.”

I chuckled and produced one of my new witchstones from a hoxter.  I laid in in front of her.

“A gift,” I said.  “A token of my earnestness that you can show to your superiors.  The Spellmonger’s daughter should have a witchstone,” I declared.  “All you need do is take the oath from me.  Not an oath of loyalty,” I said, quickly, “but an oath of responsible behavior.  If you violate it . . . well, I take the stone back from you.”

She eyed the little green pebble suspiciously but with undeniable envy.  “For me?” she asked, in a quiet voice.

“You are my daughter,” I reasoned.  “You have rajira.  You’ve been trained.  I doubt I’d put you at a journeyman level, but I’m not picky about such things.  My first apprentice got his stone when he was thirteen.  I’m going to trust you to be responsible with it, and not let the immense power you’ll have go to your head, but apart from that you are free to use it as you wish.”

“You tempt me,” she said, glancing up at me before returning to the stone.  “You say you can get more of these?”

“Lemari, I’m the Spellmonger.  I know how to make them, now,” I assured her, confidently.  “I can give the Contramara twenty brand-new stones tomorrow if we have a bargain.  Once your people are trained on them and learn to use them properly, they will be unstoppable in their defense.”

“But you said you could ward the Sound, too,” she said, after a moment’s thought.  “How do you do that?  With irionite?”

“Partially,” I agreed.  “And partially with this.”  It didn’t take me long to locate it in my hoxters – I’d only put it in a few days ago, after all.  In a moment I conjured a four-foot rod of weirwood I had spent two days enchanting back in Sevendor.  I handed it ceremoniously to Durgan.

“I call it the Rod of Storms,” I informed him as he took it and began examining it with magesight.  “Some of my better work, I think.  When finished, it will be able to command Stormbringer from afar – I think,” I added.  “We won’t know until we test it.  It has some very advanced enchantments laid on it: Imperial magic, Alka Alon, and a few novel spells of my own.  It’s lacking only one thing,” I said, tapping on an empty setting at the head of the rod. 

Durgan understood immediately and fished Orril Pratt’s stone out from under his tunic.  He set it gingerly in the setting, where the spells I’d prepared locked it into place.  The rod began drawing power from the stone at once. 

“It has a very single-minded paraclete within,” I continued.  “It will aid you in your research,” I informed Durgan.  “It has a complete suite of atmospheric-oriented spells, and means to let you examine the molopor throughout the arcane spectrum.  Even divine and necromantic energies.”

“It’s magnificent,” Durgan agreed, as he caressed the rod.  “A tool of great power.  Yes, with this I think I can enact our plan, Minalan.  I can seal the Straights against any fleet, any ship.”

“So there you are,” I nodded toward my new daughter.  “I can fulfill my side of the bargain.  Will you take this proposal back to the Contramara?”

“It’s . . . interesting,” she agreed, a little more enthusiastically.  “If you really can seal the Straights.  You really have irionite.  I grant you have power.  But what is to stop you from using it against us?” she challenged.

“Because it would piss off my daughter, and a good father never does that lightly,” I pointed out.  For some reason my throat got thick.  “Besides, that would be a bloody-handed way to proceed, and my entire purpose in coming to Farise was to avoid something like that.  I don’t want to rule Farise,” I stressed.  “I have more important matters to attend to.  I just need the pirates gone.”

“I . . . I’ll talk to the others,” Lemari finally conceded.  “This is a lot to think about, and I don’t know if we can trust you.  You’re a barbarian sorcerer who’s trying to muck about with Farise.  They don’t usually like that sort of thing.”

“Tell them about the Merwyni and ask if they can resist seventy ships full of hardened mercenaries,” I suggested.  “That might influence their decision.  Look, they’re free to discuss it and investigate who I am and determine whether or not I’m trustworthy.  In their place I’d be just as suspicious.  I—bide!” I requested, as I began to get a contact, mind-to-mind.

Minalan! Mavone’s mental voice shouted in my mind.  Where are you?

Safe, I assured him.  Sorry, I haven’t had time to check in.  But I’m safe.  We broke out of the dungeon the Farisian People’s Army had us in, and were rescued at the same time.  By the Contramara, I added.

The Contramara rescued you? he asked in disbelief.  Why?  And why haven’t you returned?  The others all got away, you’re the only one still missing.

It’s a long story, but the good news is I have now made a contact in the Contramara.  I’m speaking with them now and trying to arrange a truce.  Perhaps an alliance.  But if you would send an anonymous message to Lady Tirkia assuring her that Mirkandar the Magnificent survived the rescue and is currently in hiding with her niece, I would appreciate it.  I don’t want her to worry.

Lady Tirkia?  This sounds like another mess, Minalan.  How come every time something happens you disappear for a day or two while everything goes to seven hells?

My life just works that way.  Why?  What’s gone wrong?

Well, the FPA released a list of hostages and demanded concessions about an hour after they took you.  Cingaran is now using it as a pretext to raid all over Cesshaven and Porsago Districts, looking for you.  But then the college of Electors announced that you were all recovered, so he looks like a fool again.  The Electors are calling an emergency meeting to discuss the crisis.  There are rolling riots across town.  Rellin Pratt is calling for troops to pacify the situation, and offering his naval infantry – Rats, every one of them – to help.  Azar and Noutha are showing up tonight – tomorrow is their big day – and they’re bringing a half-dozen of their hand-picked warmagi from the Megelini Order and a chest full of coin to pay out rewards. 

Good, good, I agreed.  Any word from Aleem? I asked, curiously.

As a matter of fact, he reported in this morning.  He says he’s worked out a deal with the Censorate, and asked me about it.  All the terms seem reasonable, but he wants to act quickly, before they change their minds.

I have no problem with that.  Give me a few more hours to wrap up here, and then I’ll come back to the practice and we can proceed.  If we can establish good relations with the Contramara, I think we’ll be well on our way to the conclusion of this mission, I predicted.

If you say so, he said, doubtfully.  But this is not going the way we planned!

I looked across the table at the fifteen-year-old daughter I didn’t know I had this morning.

You really have no idea, I agreed, and ended the contact.


Chapter Forty-Five

Increasingly Fragile

Perhaps because of the climate, Farise has traditionally attracted magi from across the Empire to settle in its districts over the years, leading to a local arcane culture that rivals that of any province in the Empire.  The government of Farise has prospered accordingly, as no city with so many wise men could fail to thrive as well as the greatest metropolises of Perwyn.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

“How is it that the moment things get exciting in Farise, you disappear?” Mavone asked, as I came through the Ways into the cellar.  “You go to a perfectly normal, incredibly boring meeting, get kidnapped, get rescued, and then vanish for a day.  It’s unprofessional,” he chided.

“Take it up with my boss.  What did I miss?” I asked, ignoring his jibe.  It had been a very long day, I had been knocked unconscious twice, discovered I had an unknown daughter who happened to be a terrorist, had to explain my life to her in the course of a few hours, and then had an exhaustive discussion about the future of Farise while getting steadily drunk on rum.  I wasn’t in the mood for a review.  Thankfully, Mavone’s teasing belied the excitement in his tired eyes.

“Quite a lot, actually.  Let’s start with the mundane and move to the intensely weird.   Lorcus reported last night that the Iron Wheel has encamped about three miles north of the city, behind a ridge they control next to the river.  Cingaran’s forces have stopped about a half-mile south of them, and are preparing defensive works.  There have been a few skirmishes, but those Remeran crossbows have a lot of range, so the Alshari are keeping their distance.”

“Excellent,” I commented, as he led me to the scrying room, which had expanded somewhat.  There were more devices and scrying bowls on the trestle tables now.  “That’s what we intended.  As long as they can keep the army tied up out of the city, we should have some room to maneuver.”

“Then you will also be pleased to hear that Grandmaster Aleem has finally secured a bargain with the Black Censorate.  They were fussy about it, but apparently they don’t feel particularly secure without their irionite, so they eventually took a vote to leave Farise by interdimensional portal for Cormeer, where they will disband and accept the witchstones and gold their archenemy, the Spellmonger, has offered them.”

“Every man has his price,” I chuckled. 

“In this case, it was a matter of who they were working for.  Conditions under Cingaran have deteriorated dramatically, and the order feels abused by its current patron.  Aleem wants you to approve the specifics of the bargain, but he said the Censors are ready to depart with a few hours notice.”

“I’ll take a look at the agreement and get Taren to arrange the portal,” I nodded, feeling pleased.  I really didn’t want to have to slaughter a bunch of Censors.  I admire idealism – I do – and respect a man who keeps his oath to the last. 

But this was a practical matter, not one of idealism.  The world which required a Censorate was over, and the new one required men with the Talent, the intelligence, the training and the dedication that the Censorate had cultivated for three hundred years.  Accepting that would be hard, for an idealist, but all things considered I gave them an easy path out of their situation.  Only a fool would ignore it. 

“Now let us turn our attention to political matters,” Mavone continued, as he referred to his notes.  “Particularly the consequences of that terribly boring meeting you had where you were taken prisoner.  That caused quite the stir.  When the Farisian People’s Army announced that they had taken hostages, that started a political avalanche of sorts.  For one thing, Cingaran moved more troops into Cesshaven and Porsago, and any resistance has been met with him burning down the slums he finds it in.  That’s considered heavy-handed even by Farisian standards.”

“If he’s trying to avoid riots, that’s the wrong way to do it,” I agreed with a sigh.

“Oh, it’s worse than that,” Mavone continued.  “Most of the edicts that have made their way out of Cingaran’s palace reek of desperation.  He’s issued lists of persons to be arrested, he’s continued public hangings in the markets, curfews, checkpoints, all of it.  Enforcement is lax except where it isn’t – it seems to depend upon the nature of the commander in the field.  It seems the Alshari are starting to suffer a crisis of leadership.”

“Again, as was intended,” I nodded, pleased. 

“The response of the College of Electors was telling,” he continued, smoothly.  “This fellow Adept Nandus issued a slurry of statements – I don’t think I’d call them edicts, exactly – calling for the ‘city authorities’ to respond to the crisis, hailing it as an attack against the legitimate process of electing a doge.  Then, a few hours later when all but one of the hostages was recovered – thanks for that, you caused a lot of headaches for people – he issued another statement, this time denouncing the present ‘city authorities’ as illegitimate, incompetent, and corrupt.”

“Perhaps he issued a third suggesting rain is wet and the sun is hot?” I asked, with a snort. 

“Exactly,” Mavone grinned.  “But he articulated what everyone was thinking, and portrayed himself as an elder statesman who merely seeks the restoration of order and legitimate authority.  Politically speaking, it was well-played. 

“But then the Contramara had to step in,” he continued.  “The night after your release, a couple of things happened that stirred up the chamberpot into a thick, rich broth: it assassinated two leaders of the Farisian People’s Army in hiding and destroyed one of their installations with lightning.  I got that from Iyugi,” he added.

“He’s still in the field?” I asked, surprised.  It sounded like it was getting dangerous out there once again.

“Iyugi does as Iyugi sees best, and no one is going to stop him,” Mavone shrugged.  “I learned a long time ago to trust the instincts of my best agents.  Like trusting you to disappear for hours or days on end and then pop back in like you’ve been on holiday,” he reproved.

“In my defense, I was kidnapped, this time,” I grunted.  “And yes, it was far more important than you might think.  But continue,” I urged him. 

He took a deep breath and plunged in.  “Well, the Contramara didn’t stop at just reprisal against the FPA.  They lost their temper.  An entire squadron of Cingaran’s elite mounted troops were poisoned en masse in their barracks.  Twenty-two dead, including their illustrious commander, some flashy Alshari knight I’ve never heard of.  They left a note, of sorts, and explained in no uncertain terms that Cingaran’s regime is coming to a rapid and violent end. 

“But they didn’t stop there: they also raided a nest of Rats down in the harbor, one cell of Pratt’s shock troops, and killed almost a dozen in the fight.  Warmagi against gangsters, it was over very quickly.”

“The Contramara is nothing if not decisive,” I nodded, thinking about the long conversations I’d had with Lemari.  There was still plenty I didn’t know about her organization, but I had implied much from our discussion.  I might not be a trained interrogator, but I can be a subtle bastard when I want to be.  “They will continue to push to achieve their goal.  They don’t care how many bodies they need to pile up to do so.”

“Just what is their goal?” Mavone asked, annoyed.  “Cingaran, Pratt, and even the bloody FPA I understand, but what does the Contramara want?”

“A free and independent Farise,” I answered, simply.  “Beyond that, they were kind of vague about it.”

“Well, isn’t that helpful?” Mavone asked, sarcastically.  “That’s going to be hard in the current situation.  Apparently the gods didn’t think things were chaotic enough, so the Grand High Mystic Reptile, or whatever he calls himself, of the biggest serpent cult in Farise issued a directive to his followers to gather in the Street of Temples, bare their chests, paint themselves with ochre, and perform feats of contrition and worship to beg the gods to spare the city from any more violence.  A couple of the sex cults decided to follow suit, and now there’s one big orgy of screaming fanatics occupying one of the most important thoroughfares of the city.”

“Interesting,” I said, cocking my head while I brought out the magemap of Farise we were using.  “So there won’t be any travel north and south of the Temple district,” I noted.

“Not unless you want to get involved in a snake-filled orgy with a couple of thousand religious fanatics with red-painted boobs,” Mavone suggested.  “The other temples are, of course, not happy about it, but it has given them all a reason to take a stance on the situation.  Some of them have been quite vocal about the politics of the moment, which is usually a departure for Farisian clergy.  They didn’t even raise much of a fuss during the invasion, from what I understand.”

“They don’t have nearly as much temporal power here as they do in the duchies,” I nodded as I continued to study the map.  “That doesn’t mean they don’t have power.  Half of Farise’s political elite is affiliated with one cult or another.  Sometimes several.”

“I try not to judge,” Mavone dismissed.  “The practical effect is that they have essentially blocked off that section of town and no one wants to try to remove them.  Not to be outdone, the temples of Orvatas, Antir, Trygg, and Ishi have all urged calm and a peaceful resolution to the crisis.  The temples of the Fairtrader and the Maiden of the Havens joined it, albeit tepidly.  But all of them called Cingaran’s legitimacy into question publicly.”

“So what has Pratt the Rat been doing in response?” I asked, as the pieces were falling into place. 

“Making speeches supporting the temples, to demonstrate how pious he is, having discussions with the commercial sector to show he’s understanding of their perspectives and interests, and trying to consolidate support amongst the magi and the petty nobility.  He actually offered to use his witchstone to track down and rescue the hostages, from what I understand.  But the Rat is on his best behavior, at the moment.  I think he sees a path forward towards the Citadel, if he plays the game properly.”

“Good,” I agreed, dismissing the magemap.  “He is the leading favorite for Doge, amongst the Electors.”

“Well, you will have an opportunity to experience that, then,” Mavone said, pulling another leaf of parchment to him and thrusting it at me.  “I got this about an hour ago from one of my contacts.  Apparently Adept Nandus issued another statement, after the Executive Committee of the Electors met in closed session this afternoon.  He’s set a date for the final meeting of the Congress to select the candidates for doge.  Just over a week from now.”

That was unexpected news.  I had anticipated several more weeks, if not months, of endless debate before anything was actually decided.

“I’m getting to know Nandus,” I said, after a few moment’s thought.  “He’s not a reactionary.  Indeed, he’s one of the more level-headed and stable figures in the Congress.  But that also tells me he either doesn’t know what the five hells is going on, or that he does and knows a lot of things we don’t.  I’d favor the latter position,” I advised.  “If Nandus is going ahead with the election, that can only mean that he and the men he represents have already decided what’s going to happen.  Which means that Pratt’s ass-kissing has finally yielded some results,” I guessed.  “Which means that those powers have accepted using the Brotherhood of the Rat as a means of controlling the situation afterwards.”

“That’s going to get bloody, Min,” Mavone predicted.  “They aren’t cut out for that sort of thing.  Graft, petty theft and piracy sure, but peacekeepers?” he asked, skeptically.

“I suppose they prefer a corrupt Rat they can gut later to a putrid skunk now,” I decided. 

“Which brings us back to the question of the Contramara,” he sighed.  “This situation is increasingly fragile.  They’re the largest, ugliest force in play at the moment, now that the Alshari are starting to buckle.  I’m intensely curious about this representative of the Contramara you spoke with, and what came of it.”

“Quite a lot, actually,” I admitted, after considering just how much I should tell Mavone.  “But I need you to understand what I tell you is in strictest confidence,” I warned him.  “If it wasn’t pertinent to the operation, I don’t think I would, to be candid – but not because I don’t trust you.  What started off as a rescue mission ended up turning into a very personal matter.”

“You have my complete discretion,” the spy agreed.  Of course I had to trust him.  He was my spymaster.  Which meant that he lied for a living.  But I had confidence that I could trust him despite that.  I might be wrong, I figured, but I wasn’t uncertain.

“The agent I spoke with was Lemari, the girl that Ruderal was seeing a few weeks ago.”

“I remember her,” Mavone nodded.  “Pretty.”

“You’ve probably seen her plenty of times when you didn’t realize how pretty she is.  She has a charm that keeps anyone from recognizing her face even if they’re staring right at it.”

“Clever,” he approved, appreciating the utility of such a device.  “So she’s the Contramara girl, then?”

“She’s also the one Atopol has been mooning about since he met her on a heist, even though he’s never seen her face.  So she’s very good about being places she’s not supposed to be.  Lemari planted most of the fulgurite enchantments for them, and she’s the one who acquired them in the first place.”

“Clever and resourceful,” he nodded.  “So why did they rescue you?”

“Because Lemari’s aunt is on that committee.  Lemari is the niece of Lady Tirkia, and she took exception to her aunt being kidnapped by a bunch of pretend revolutionaries.  I’m guessing Tirkia is also Contramara, in some form or fashion.”

“It’s good that you have good relations with her, then,” Mavone agreed.

“I don’t know how long that will last,” I sighed.  “Especially when I tell her that Lemari, her darling niece, is actually my daughter,” I announced.

Mavone’s face went blank.  I’m assuming that’s a common practice with spies who hear important news, in order to shield their thoughts from discovery, or arouse suspicion when lying to a mark.  But his eyes couldn’t hide how disturbed he was by the news.

“Your . . . daughter,” he said, slowly, as he studied my face.

“By a girl I met during the occupation, ” I sighed.  It actually felt good to tell someone, I realized.  “She grabbed the Magolith and didn’t get blasted through a wall, so . . .”

“Ah.  And you tested her?  And you?” he asked.

“I had Durgan Jole do it, so there weren’t any mistakes,” I nodded.  “He confirmed it.  But I should have known as soon as she sneezed.  She sneezes like my mother and two of my sisters.  It’s very distinctive.  Her mother died when she was about five, and she was raised by her aunts.  As a war orphan, she was expendable enough to be recruited by the Contramara.  And she has Talent,” I added.  “She even trained a bit under Durgan last summer.  She does a bit of shadowmagic, a bit of blue magic, and has about a third year apprentice’s understanding of standard Imperial magic.”

“Min, that’s . . . that had to be awkward,” he offered, sympathetically.

“It was,” I agreed.  “Especially since she grew up hating her miscreant Narasi father who abandoned her.  And now she knows she has the Spellmonger as her sire.”

“You told her?” Mavone asked in surprise.  “Wasn’t that risky?”

“I thought you trusted your agents’ judgment?” I asked.  “Of course it was risky.  But despite her suppressed rage, confusion, and despair, she managed to keep her head.  So I cut a deal with her.”

Mavone looked at me sharply.  “What kind of deal?”

“The kind that hopefully gets us both what we want,” I sighed.  “Now whether I can trust her or not, that’s another story.  Ishi’s tits, Mavone, what am I going to tell Alya?” I asked, suddenly, in a burst of desperation.  “Bringing home Isily’s kids was hard enough.  Now I show up with a fifteen-year-old daughter?  Who hates me?”

“She only hates the idea of you,” Mavone soothed.  “She won’t really start hating you until she gets to know you.”

***

I slept hard that night, and put off getting up until I felt well and truly rested, though I left instructions with Mavone to awaken me if anything momentous happened.  Sleeping was not the respite I anticipated, however; my dreams were filled with guilt and shame as my subconscious dealt with the consequences of learning about Lemari. 

I was not kind to me.  To have left a child behind – even one I didn’t know about – inspired a long, meandering trip through my memories, my fears, a goodly bit of self-loathing, and the full brunt of my vivid imagination.  I didn’t wake up with night terrors, for once.  Instead, I woke up weeping uncontrollably.

I took some time to wash and change into something professional before I went downstairs and faced the day, marshalling my resources while I tried to make sense of my dreams – and my new reality. 

So I was surprised when I saw Atopol come in through the door as I descended the staircase.  He usually prefers a window. But he was with his cousin Jordi, so I suppose he was being courteous.  Jordi’s a bit too rotund to go leaping from rooftop to rooftop.

“Congratulations on your escape, Master,” the thief said, inclining his head respectfully.  “We were worried about you, when we heard.  Rudy was ready to go after you all by himself,” he revealed.  “We talked him out of it, though.”

“It was part escape, part rescue,” I admitted.  “The Contramara sent a team to get us back because they had someone they valued in that committee.  It wasn’t me,” I explained.  “But the interesting thing is I finally met your Lady Breeze, face to face,” I informed him.  “She led the rescue party, along with a couple of warmagi.”

“Breeze?  Hezeia?” Atopol asked, suddenly interested.  “You saw her?  Was she pretty?” he blurted out.

“We can discuss that later,” I said, coolly.  “But she is definitely Contramara, and we had a nice little chat.  If her superiors agree to our terms, we may well be working together from here on.”

Atopol wasn’t just pleased, he was excited.  “Really?  Let me know if you need someone to act as a liaison,” he proposed.  “I would be happy to liaise with her.  A lot,” he assured me, dreamily.

A day ago, I would have seen the humor in his boyish jibe.  Today he was talking about taking liberties with my daughter.  My first impulse was very reactive, and I suppressed it – it wasn’t Cat’s fault, after all.  Instead, I mastered my emotions. 

“I will let you know if your services are required in that capacity,” I said, trying not to grit my teeth.  “Where are you boys coming in from?”

“Mavone had us out preparing the ground for Azar and Noutha’s big day,” he explained.  “He decided that the old jousting field is the perfect place – far enough away from the palace, his back to the river, and with plenty of open space around him in case things get dicey.  We placed a Waystone there, so he can go there directly, and not have to go through the practice.”

“That’s a good idea,” I agreed.  “When does he arrive?”

“Right at noon,” Atopol grinned.  “Not just him – he’s bringing about a dozen of his men with him from Megelin.  Warmagi, mostly.  He plans on making quite the show of it.”

“Believe me, Azar makes a show of heading to the latrine,” I assured him.  “I figured he’d enjoy the opportunity to show off a little.  I suppose I should be there, even if I’m in disguise,” I decided.  Then I recalled something Lemari told me about, when we were discussing a way forward, and I realized that Jordi was the perfect man for the mission. 

“Jordi, if you don’t mind skipping the mayhem, I have a job for you: to take a letter from me to the Admiral of the old Farisian Navy, down in Calafel,” I explained.  “In my official capacity, actually, as an Elector.”

“You want me to take a letter to an admiral?” he asked, confused.

“Yes, and await a response,” I directed.  “In fact, if you have any formal wear in your kit, now would be a good time to get it out.  But I need to know how much the Farisian Navy is owed in back pay, since they departed Farise,” I explained.  “I need a sum reflecting every penny to present to the committee.  Apparently no one thought to ask them, so we’ve been just estimating.”

“Why do you need to know their back pay?” Jordi asked, confused.

“It’s just part of the Finance Committee,” I dismissed.  “We need to know how much to raise to afford what little navy Farise has left, and that means considering how much we owe them for their past service.  But if you could do that, it would be helpful.”

Jordi shrugged.  “Sure.  I can get a waterman to take me if you’re willing to pay for it.  I’ve never talked to an admiral, before,” he admitted.  “What do I say?”

“Just treat the man with respect, no matter what he says,” I suggested.  “Address him as ‘Admiral.  Compliment his ship, but be sincere.  Wait politely while he pens a response.  And offer him the compliments of the College of Electors for his gallant service.  If admirals are anything like generals, they love having their ass kissed.”

The boys scampered off to get Jordi changed for his mission.  I was in my business office, just finishing up the letter when I felt the wards tug at me, then heard the front door open and slam shut.  I winced – I hated a slamming door, a consequence of having five sisters.  But before I could get up from my desk Jannik appeared at my door and proceeded to slouch against the doorframe.

“You are never going to believe what I just heard,” he said, with a wicked little grin.  “I was coming through North Bridge, to avoid that horrific serpent orgy on the East Bank, when I ran into one of my sources – don’t worry about who – and he had some very interesting news.  Not about the mission, but about your rival,” he said, indulgently.

“I have a rival?” I asked, surprised.

“In the ice business,” he clarified.  “Some pudgy little wizard with a fat face?  Anyway, my friend told me he’s hired one of those fancy dress outfits to raid your icehouse, tonight,” the bard revealed.  “Don’t ask me how he found out – I’m assuming that he has a few friends in the outfit – but he was very specific.”

That jolted me to attentiveness.  With everything else going on, I had almost forgotten about Adept Jamanus, the pasty-faced little turd I’d last seen in the catacombs.  I recalled his face instantly when the door opened: he wasn’t surprised to see the Farisian People’s Army there, I realized, he was surprised to see them fighting against the Contramara – and me.

I might have been mistaken, but I was fairly certain that the only reason Jamanus had been wandering around underground was to check on the status of the operation – the one that had taken me and nine of my colleagues hostage.  The only way he could have known about it was if he had been involved – and I had very little doubt that he was. 

But why? I asked myself.  He hardly seemed the revolutionary type – certainly not the kind of kill-the-rich ideology the FPA apparently preached.  No, his motivations were more personal, I realized.  He had assisted the revolutionaries because he wanted them to take me – specifically – out of the equation.  And with me gone, there was nothing stopping him from trashing my ice operation and resume making it a rich man’s luxury again.

I admit, I took that personally.  Not Minalan – Minalan had been screwed over by the best, from Ishi to Isily.  No, it was Mirkandar who took this personally.  And seriously.

“Bide,” I said, hoarsely, and then summoned Sandoval, mind-to-mind. 

Sandy, I just got word that someone is going to hit the icehouse tonight, I informed him.  Is there anyone you can spare to hang around and make sure it doesn’t happen?

Sure, I can send Curmor, he decided.  And Asgus the Bold, for that matter.  He’s been bored by the lack of violence with the kidnapping operation, and we were going to take a break from that for a while, since Azar will be in the field.  Any idea who it is?

One of those costumed gangs who terrorizes everyone, I answered.  I don’t know which one.  Is that a problem?

For a High Warmage and an experienced mercenary?  Hardly.  If they need help, they can call for it.  The rest of us can come running.  But I doubt that will be necessary.

Thanks.  Are you going to see Azar and Noutha? I asked.

Wouldn’t miss it! he said with a mental chuckle.  You’re going?  So soon after your abduction?

I recover quickly, I dismissed.  Besides, things are moving fast, right now.  I’ll catch up on my regrets later.  I ended the contact, and then reached out to Ruderal.

Rudy!  Where are you? I asked.

Just crossing the bridge – did you know that there are a bunch of half-naked, crazy-eyed people on Temple Street doing . . . things?  With snakes?

I heard.  Best you avoid the area, I counselled.  But don’t cross the river just yet.  I have a job for you over in the nice part of town.  I want you to go pay a visit to a professional colleague.

Who? he asked, confused.  And why?

His name is Jamanus, and he’s the one who froze the rats in our ice, I explained.  But he’s decided to raise the stakes and try to take me out and kill our business.  I told him about me witnessing his presence in the catacombs during the rescue, and what it likely meant. 

That sorry, poxy old bastard! Rudy swore.  Why did he do something like that?

Competition does strange things to people, sometimes.  But consider this one of those special lessons about how to run a proper magical practice: when someone comes after you, you go after them immediately and harder than they imagine.

You do?  That doesn’t seem very sportsmanlike, he pointed out.

That’s why it’s called business, and not sport, I countered.  You can’t let a competitor get away with something like that.  Ever.  If he wanted to come out and sell ice for half what we do, that would be one thing.  But to try to enforce a functional monopoly?  With dirty tricks?  And attempted assassination?  That might be how they do things in Farise, but I want to show this idiot how we do things in Sevendor.

Right.  So, how do we do things in Sevendor? he asked.

I want you and Parru to go over to his house – I’ll get you the address – and I want you to handle it.  Make a statement.  Send a message.  Hells, invite Atopol to participate, I think he’s free for the moment, and he likes doing this sort of thing.  And you have my permission to use irionite, if you can do it discretely.  Just make damn sure that there’s no mistake who sent you.

So what sort of thing did you have in mind? he asked, curiously.

I leave it to your imagination, I advised.  Don’t kill him.  Or his family.  Or his pets.  But beyond that, I leave it to your discretion.  You and Parru have invested more into this ice business than anyone.  This was as much a strike against you as it was me.  I trust your judgment.

“It’s been taken care of,” I said to Jannik, a moment later.  I think he was just starting to get a little bored at staring at my blank face.  “Thanks for the information.  Adept Jamanus will be regretting his poor decisions shortly, I’d wager.  So, are you up for going to watch Azar and Noutha?” I asked, sitting back in my chair.  “As soon as Cat and Jordi get back, I’m going to walk over to the old listfield and have luncheon while he calls on the guilty to face the Duke’s justice.”

Jannik’s eyebrows went up.  “You really think that’s going to work?”

“It’s Azar,” I reasoned.  “It’s not like he’s going to take no for an answer.  And Noutha grew up here in Farise,” I reminded him.  “She was causing trouble here for years before she sold out to Sheruel.  If anyone can round up a bunch of traitorous miscreants, it’s the Viscount and Viscountess of Megelin.”


Chapter Forty-Six

The Ducal Executioner of Alshar

By order of DUKE ANGUIN, Baron AZAR of MEGELIN is hereby appointed DUCAL EXECUTIONER of ALSHAR, commissioned to carry out, to the best of his abilities, the terminal warrants of this court and HIS GRACE, ANGUIN OF ALSHAR, lawful DUKE of ALSHAR, his designated ministers, justices, and magistrates.  Let him faithfully pursue and punish all enemies of our realm, under Luin’s Common Law and the sovereign judgment of HIS GRACE.

Ducal Commission of Azar the Executioner

It was an appropriately overcast day as Jannik and I walked through town towards the river.  There were dark clouds looming over the Sound, and while the sky in the east was fairly clear it was rapidly losing out to the gloomy darkness that encroached from the west, the direction of Alshar.  It seemed fittingly foreboding, somehow, as if the gods wanted to emphasize the reckoning coming for those traitorous exiles who had looted Alshar and escaped to tyrannize Farise.  Or perhaps Dugan Jole was playing with his new Rod of Storms, and we were just seeing the result.

We took a circuitous route, thanks to the number of demonstrations, Alshari troops, and general mayhem that seemed to be infecting the streets.  The mercenaries were out in force, worried expressions on their faces as they marched through the town in their heavy armor.  But then so were the masses that had risen in support of the revolutionary Farisian People’s Army. 

The poverty-stricken residents of the Cesshaven and  Porsago districts may not have supported the radical movement for its ideology, but they resented the heavy-handed way that the Alshari had attacked their neighborhoods and disrupted their lives.  People had lost their homes, seen their loved ones and friends arrested or beaten, they had been deprived of being able to travel freely for what little work was available in other districts.  They didn’t give four damns about the Farisian People’s Army.  They were angry.

We had to alter our route several times to avoid confrontations between the two sides.  Mostly they were not violent.  The Farisians would approach the patrols, angrily shouting at the Narasi to go home, and the Alshari would respond threateningly.  Then the Farisians would retreat at a good pace.  No one likes to run in armor, and the lightly-clad Farisians could easily outpace an armored infantryman.  Occasionally someone would throw a rock, or a rotten porsago, or fling the contents of a chamberpot in the direction of the patrols, but they were quick to respond with crossbows. 

Surprisingly, Jannik walked through all the chaos with confidence, as if we were attending a fair.  Indeed, he seemed to know the city better than I did, finding shortcuts and alternate routes that kept us away from the worst of it.

“Things are going splendidly,” he remarked, as we emerged from an alleyway behind a teashop in the Mercer’s district.  “People are screaming and angry, senseless and random violence, no one knows who’s in charge, and everyone’s suddenly grabbing everything they can in the chaos.  This has real potential,” he approved.

“Potential for a massacre,” I countered, as we stepped over a largish puddle of fresh blood before we came to the street.  There was no sign of who had left it, but there was enough that I suspected they were either dead or in the care of a physicker by now.  “I was really trying to avoid this sort of thing.  These people are unarmed, untrained, and undisciplined.  And the FPA is using them to hide behind.  That puts everyone in danger.”

“If you want political change, this is how it happens,” the bard reasoned as we continued south.  “The only way to gain the support of the people is if they are unhappy with how things are and don’t see a better alternative.”

“This was not what I was seeking,” I protested, weakly.

“But it was.  The old way wasn’t working, so you and a lot of other people decided to cut the knot instead of untangling it and supported revolution.  It’s ugly – it is always ugly – and it disrupts lives.  But that is how humanity is built,” he argued, philosophically.  “Without order imposed from above, we are left with what order we can collectively conjure, to use a wizardly metaphor.  That’s fine, for a game of dice or a simple barter exchange, but woefully insufficient to run an actual society, no matter what the idealists tell you.”

“Well, Farise is about to see a reminder of what order looks like,” I chuckled, humorlessly, as we made it to the southern avenue that would take us all the way to the Great Market and the Doge’s Bridge.  “The College of Electors is about to put forth Rellin Pratt as Doge.  I’m looking forward to seeing how he contends with all of this mess.”

By the time we had crossed the bridge – after suffering through our third checkpoint – and turned north on the east bank, the clouds from the Sound had completely covered the sky.  They were dark and foreboding, and contributed to the oppressive feeling of dread and expectation, I noted.  But as we approached the old listfield from the Clerk’s Market, where three fresh Alshari corpses dangling next to the four older Farisian victims.  I could see that Viscount Azar had announced his presence with authority.

“Now, that’s impressive,” Jannik admitted, as we got closer.  “I wonder if he’s charging admission?”

Indeed, the crowd that surrounded the decrepit tournament field was thick but was keeping a respectful distance from the score of gleaming figures who guarded the perimeter.  But no one asked for money as we made our way toward the dais.  But if the guards had asked, I’d have given them every penny in my purse.

Those were some of the best of Azar’s Megelini Knights, the veteran warmagi who had aided him in warding the frontiers against the gurvani for most of a decade, from Gilmora to the Wilderlands to Olum Seheri, seasoned warriors to a man.  They were each High Magi and were wearing the special Yltedene steel plate armor they favored, polished like a looking glass and then enchanted to sustain its shine.

They each wore a powerful mageblade on their backs, and they bore battlestaves of great destructive power.  These weren’t the Sentry Rods that many of my security forces used in Sevendor and Vanador.  These were potent weapons of war that could lay waste to most of the city, in the hands of men who knew how to wield them. 

Perhaps, more importantly, they wore the death’s head-and-axe badge under the Anchor and Antlers on a black baldric across their shoulders, indicating that they had been deputized by the Ducal Executioner of Alshar.  Of course the locals didn’t recognize that heraldry, but the intent of the men was unmistakable.

As dour as they were, they seemed almost friendly compared to the monstrosity Azar had conjured in the listfield, next to Cingaran’s hastily-built gallows.  It was a platform of dark wood, a stage twenty feet wide, eight sided and elevated five feet above the ground.  A set of sturdy stairs led up to it, flanked by two more warmagi.  The edge was decorated with carved grinning skulls that had been painted a ghastly white. 

Instead of mere gallows atop the platform, however, there was an antique double-bitted axe on a stand, in front of two throne-like chairs.  That’s where Azar and Noutha, Viscounts of the Magelaw, were seated in full armor. 

That, alone, was impressive.  They were wearing their pretty court panoply, customized armor blackened and chased with silver.  Their elaborate helms were hung on the backs of their chairs, revealing Viscount Azar in his broody glory, and allowing Lady Noutha to cooly survey the crowd bareheaded. 

They looked like the King and Queen of Death.

They weren’t alone on the portable dais.  Several black-robed functionaries milled around respectfully, awaiting orders, but one stood out. 

Next to Azar stood Bendonal the Outlaw, in black finery but wearing his harness and mageblade, a death’s head baldric on his chest and bearing a thick sheaf of parchment in his hands.  He affected a grim scowl, as if he’d been impressed into the duty but was secretly enjoying it.

Between the two thrones was a huge, sinister-looking chest opened to reveal a treasury worth of silver and gold.  Overhead, a wispy black canopy shielded the stage from the rapidly-disappearing sun. The stage was set.

As Jannik said, it was impressive.  And sudden.  I could tell the crowds were still in shock, as they gathered around the novel scene.  I had to give Azar credit – he’s not only a masterful warmage, but he also understood presentation and showmanship.

Just a glance with magesight told me the entire affair was strung up with wards, glyphs, and defensive spells that a battlefield command center would envy.  That was, after all, what this was: a temporary field command for the purpose of executing the Duke of Alshar’s summons.

We shuffled wordlessly toward the front of the crowd, Jannik managing to charm his way with heavily accented Perwynese and pure determination.  Bendonal was speaking to the gathering, acting as a herald, and using magic to amplify his words so that they could be heard clearly for hundreds of yards in every direction.

“Oh, good, they’re just getting started,” Jannik said, eagerly, as we got as close as we could.  “This should be good!”

“People of Farise!” Bendonal announced, in passable if heavily accented Perwynese.  “I announce the presence of the Ducal Executioner of Alshar, Viscount Azar of Megelin, sent to render judgment and collect the bounties on those wanted for High Treason, Rebellion, Grand Larceny, Insurrection, and a host of other crimes in the occupied territory of Farise. 

“Proper warrants have been issued by His Grace, Duke Anguin of Alshar, and the proper reward shall be paid upon the fulfilment of his ducal commission,” he emphasized, dipping his gauntlet into the chest and allowing the coins to fall back into it for effect, “for the capture of every man named in these warrants.  No questions will be asked, no further testimony shall be required.  Bring us these men and we will pay you on the spot!”

That certainly produced an explosion of murmurs in the crowd, most of whom were Farisians.  Displays of coin have a way of doing that, I’ve noticed.  Bendonal waited a moment for the noise to die down before continuing.

“If any legitimate authority of Farise should object to this proceeding, then come forth and make your objections known.  In the absence of any such claim, this court is now in session!

“Let us begin with the most egregious of traitors, for which the rewards are highest,” he said, unfurling a scroll that was perhaps larger and more ornate than the others.  “Wanted by the Coronet for High Treason, Rebellion, Fratricide, Massacre, Theft of State Property, Oathbreaking, and other vile crimes, a reward of three thousand ounces of gold shall be paid for the procurement of Cingaran of Caramas, former Count of same,” he pronounced, darkly.  “The warrant states that the subject is wanted alive.  Half of the reward shall be paid if his body is presented and his identity is confirmed,” he added.

That sparked an even greater uproar in the crowd.  Five thousand gold was a staggering sum, but even half of that was wealth beyond the wildest dreams of most. 

“Next, for the sum of two thousand gold, Astalain of Segal, former Viscount of Segal, is wanted for High Treason, Rebellion, Murder, Massacre, Oathbreaking, Grand Larceny, Rape, and other vile crimes.  Alive, or half for dead.  Three thousand for self-styled Commodore Sadikoas of House Venjacar is wanted for High Treason, Rebellion, Mutiny, Piracy, Murder of a Subordinate Officer.  Murder of a Superior Officer, Theft of State Property, Misuse of a Letter of Marque, Insubordination, Oathbreaking, and other crimes.  Alive or half for dead.  Lamar, former baron of Druim, for the reward of two thousand gold, wanted for High Treason, Rebellion, Murder . . .”

Bendonal droned on and on, reading one name after the other as the audience listened in rapt attention.  There was a score of barons, a few more viscounts, and more than fifty knights and lords among the nobility, along with two score of commoners who had supported the late Count Vichetral.  By the time we got to the end, the rewards were paltry, no more than fifty ounces of gold.

For reference, at the time a man could purchase outright a reasonably profitable estate or manor for fifty ounces of gold.  In Farise it could set you up for the rest of your life. 

As the names were read, little knots of excitement welled up as the Farisians recognized them from three years of occupation and conducting business with the Alshari rebels.  Just to keep everyone’s memory accurate, Azar had made several copies of the list, along with the amounts of the reward.  Two he had posted on the side of his stage, the others he had his men hand out to the interested parties in the crowd.  By the time Bendonal was done reading their crimes, Azar had worked up a good head of steam.

“Each of these men is wanted for their betrayal of their sovereign duke,” he said, his voice deep, dark, and intent as he stood and addressed the crowd.  “For the next twenty-six hours I will be holding court here in vigil until they are delivered.  Alive or dead.  Surely you may know some of them.  Bring them unto me and be rewarded.

“But woe and regret it will be to those who would stand between the Ducal Executioner and these foul traitors, these oathbreakers!” he continued, his voice lowering and his expression turning grim.  “For in twelve hours, I will send my valiant men into the city in search of any who remain. 

“If you see them coming, get out of the bloody way,” he advised, darkly, “for I have authorized my deputies to use whatever force they need to ensure that my justice will not be denied!” he proclaimed, dramatically. His face was locked in a bleak, terrifying expression, as his augmented voice echoed across the river. 

Then, for emphasis, Azar picked up the axe that was his token of office, raised it overhead for a moment of pious reflection, and returned to his throne, laying it across his lap.  Noutha looked on him approvingly.

“Oh, well done!” praised Jannik, earnestly, under his breath as the crowd began to disperse when it was clear that there would be no more announcements.  The bard looked appraisingly at the Viscount of Megelin.  “You know, I coached him, a while back,” he revealed.  “Did you see how he sticks his chin up, now?  And how his pacing is better?  Where he sets his eyes and how he pauses for effect?”

“You coached him?” I asked, surprised.  “Azar has always been like that.”

“Oh, I didn’t try to change the fundamentals, but I refined some of his presentation,” Jannik dismissed.  “He’s already got the deadly aura, the baleful stare, and the barely-restrained violence he needs to be convincing – he’s a natural.  He just needed to work on his showmanship.  I’d like to think I was successful,” he said, proudly.

“More importantly, I think Azar was,” I agreed, looking around at the excited crowd.  No one was challenging the Duke’s Executioner and his fearsome-looking deputies.  That was by design, I knew.  But this strategy had always depended on the Farisians taking the offer seriously, and being willing to betray the men who led the occupation – betray them individually, at great benefit to themselves. 

As the crowd started to wander away with the news, some with the parchments with the lists clutched in their hands, I could tell that there were certainly those angry or desperate or just purely opportunistic enough to consider putting their morals and their feelings of loyalty aside for men who were, according to Alshar, actual traitors and worse. 

It wouldn’t be easy, of course.  Most of the traitors had accepted positions in the occupation government, for lack of better opportunity.  Some commanded troops, some administered the palace complex, some oversaw procurement or security or civil order on behalf of the false occupation.  Cingaran depended on those men as much as he did the Censorate. 

We had, in effect, threatened the heart of Count Cingaran’s command structure and civil management, his lackeys.  And that was after a couple of weeks of Sandoval’s strike team grabbing the most exposed and most effective lower-level leadership and popping them into the dungeon at the Gray Dome.

But most importantly, none of the Farisians rose to defend the Alshari, and there was a sense of glee as they were given a justification to let their hatred of the occupiers manifest into something more violent.  In an hour I had turned half of Farise into an enthusiastic force that would gleefully hunt the men on that list. 

“I think they’re invested, now,” Jannik agreed as we started walking away from the stage.  I was still in disguise, after all, and while it was reasonable that Mirkandar the Magnificent just happened to stroll by just as the Ducal Executioner announced his attentions, it might raise suspicions if he tarried for a cup of wine and a chat.  Besides, I had more important things to do.  This part of the plan seemed to be working, but I had plenty of others that needed my attention.

“We’ll see how it progresses,” I agreed.  “Regardless of how many fugitives Azar captures tonight, the more important thing will be to see if Cingaran sends a force to try to arrest them,” I pointed out.  “If he does, any man who commands it is likely on that list.”

“No, my friend,” Jannik corrected, gently, “the important thing is that you’ve just shown the fearful Farisians that the evil man who is burning down their slums and hanging their youthful revolutionaries has no real authority.  He has men and swords, but there is nothing beyond the old council to grant him any legitimacy.  Azar just took that pretense away from him.”

“A fair point,” I conceded.  “What’s the man going to do?  Show up and say that Azar can’t do that sort of thing here?  That he has no right?  I don’t think that would be well received.  Now, shall we grab some tea before we head back to the practice?  It looks like rain,” I observed.

***

We returned to the practice by another indirect route, this time through the Great Market.  The place was only sparsely attended, with perhaps one in three of the usual vendors deciding to stay home and presumably stay safe while the violence played out in the streets.  Along the way, Jannik babbled about the latest insights he’d gleaned from the puppet shows, which still performed in the markets while the other merchants wisely reconsidered opening their booths.

The news from the dancing marionettes was dire, as I expected. 

Tales of revolution and battle had replaced romances and adventures – though the Spellmonger character had thankfully been absent from them.  I was gratified that no one had yet discovered my presence in Farise, or connected me to the ongoing events.  That could change, I realized, now that Azar had appeared on the scene and the Contramara knew the truth.  Even though he was acting in his official capacity, he was far more my man than Anguin’s.  And Lemari could betray me in an instant.  You didn’t have to be an archmage to put the two together.

I raised the point to Jannik, but he dismissed it. 

“You’re a distant afterthought to the people here, as the Spellmonger,” he assured me.  “Some faceless name that they hear about from time to time.  A puppet in the theater like the witch and the befuddled wizard and Akk the Serpent God – only less relevant.  They’re barely aware of you.  Not like Pratt the Rat King, or Cinghai – Count Simplel.  Not even the elite consider you a real factor in play here.”

“Then we’re doing something right,” I concluded.  “I wonder how long I can keep up the ruse.”

“I don’t think it will matter, much longer,” Jannik said, philosophically, as we emerged from the Great Market.  Three corpses were hanging near the entrance.  The bard glanced up at them as we passed.  “Things are going to break, soon.  You can feel it in the air – and that will get worse, after today.  I don’t know what metaphorical spark will ignite the metaphorical fire, but it’s ready,” he said, confidently.  “You can see it in people’s eyes and hear it in their voices.  They desire a change.”

“Mostly I just see fear and despair,” I observed as we passed by some worried-looking shoppers. 

“Then you’re missing the subtleties,” he insisted.  “You can get fear and despair out of a bloody drought or a flood, or some horrible plague.  I was in the Penumbra long enough to recognize it instantly. 

“But what I see here is that, but mixed with a sense of determination,” he pointed out.  “People are at their breaking point, but unlike a bunch of peasants back home they’re recognizing that they can do something about it.  Cingaran is weak.  His authority is brittle.  His legitimacy is shockingly absent.  So there’s no impediment about the Farisians considering their options.”

“But will it be enough?” I asked as we continued north toward Bluestem.  Things were still relatively quiet in this part of town.  I couldn’t imagine my neighbors getting frothed up into an angry mob.  “Even if we remove the leadership, there are still a lot of Alshari here.”

“And there are far, far more Farisians,” he countered.  “A people used to being independently ruled.  They’ve reached their limits, I’d wager.  Not just the fanatics and the revolutionaries and the idealists, but the normal folk who keep things working.  They’re afraid, but they are also fed up.  Their normal lives have been disrupted, commerce has suffered, and there are no understood rules anymore.  They’ve had enough.”

We debated the issue until we reached the practice, and I admit that while I was persuaded by Jannik’s assessment, I was ultimately unconvinced.  I think Jannik wanted to witness a revolution, and he was biased toward that outcome because he thought it would be fun.  I, on the other hand, felt that things were so tangled and convoluted that sheer inertia would keep the common people complacent until their lives were disrupted on a grand scale.

“Revolution is a slowly boiling pot,” he considered.  “I saw it play out in the Goblin King’s old court, before he went into exile.  You don’t really know it’s boiling until you see the bubbles, and by then it’s too late.”

When we got back to our secret headquarters, Jannik headed for the kitchen while I caught up with Mavone again in his office.  He seemed as cheerful as Jannik, I noted, but less optimistic.

“I’d say our chances are getting better,” he offered, when I asked him his opinion.  “A lot will depend on Azar’s mission, but there are still far too many factors at play to predict it accurately.  Particularly this unknown party,” he said, nodding to the wall where a parchment with the various factions was depicted.  Most were easily identified, but there was one separate from the others, labelled UNKNOWN in big letters and circled. 

“That is what has me concerned,” he continued, thoughtfully.  “Everyone else I understand their motives and composition, their influences and interests.  But there are about a dozen occurrences that don’t fit in any of them.  Those sudden strikes during the riots – the last riots,” he corrected.  “They don’t fit.  Some of the kidnappings and disappearances don’t fit.  Things like the shuttering of some of the large commercial houses doesn’t fit—”

“What?” I asked, curiously.  “When did that happen?  I missed it!”

“A few weeks, just after Yule,” he informed me.  “I thought it was in response to the naming of the Electors, but there’s something amiss with that idea.  They were large shipping firms, some importers, and a couple of insuring agents.  They just didn’t reopen after the holiday, which is suspect.  Some of these firms should be elated at the prospect of a new Doge, but they closed their doors anyway.  That doesn’t make sense.”

“Which means we don’t know something that they do,” I suggested.  “But I take your point.  It feels like someone’s directing it.  Not the Contramara – even when they’re being subtle, I think we can understand them.  But not this,” I said, staring at the big word at the top of the chart.  “It involves the puppet shows.  Well-organized violence.  And apparently . . . international commerce.”

“And several other things that make me cock my head when I think about them,” Mavone admitted.  “It’s like we’re in a game of dice against a secret player.  Iyugi brought me something interesting,” he continued, checking his notes.  “I had him look into a few things along that line.  It might be a coincidence, but several of these firms – perhaps all – have a relationship with House Merinovan.  That’s a foreign agency,” he explained.  “They handle arrangements for all sorts of large deals.  Everything from funds transfers to contract negotiations to customs and taxes.  All very boring.   A very quiet sort of firm over in Parchment Plaza.”

“The one with the stained-glass window,” I nodded, recalling the place.  “It’s pretty.”

“It’s pretty old.  It’s been in business for at least two centuries, from what Iyugi learned.  It’s not a front for the Family or the Garden Society or the Remerans, and Merwyn’s spies are far closer to the palace, so I’d ordinarily say it was legitimate.  Plenty of people have done business with them.  They do seem so incredibly legitimate. So that makes me naturally suspicious.”

“How so?” I asked, intrigued.

“Well . . .  as I analyze all of this mess, my intuition tells me there is something strange about the place.  More at play than what we suspect.  Perhaps it’s just Farise being Farise, but I don’t have anything more specific to go on.”

“Intuition can be valuable to a wizard,” I conceded.  “Let me think about it.  Maybe we can find a good excuse to try to investigate this Merinovan place more closely.”

“I don’t think you’ll have the time,” he sighed.  “This came for you, while you were out watching Azar.”  He handed me an unsealed message.  “It’s from your friend, Lady Tirkia.  You also got one from Adept Nandus.  Both are informing you of an emergency session of the Congress of Electors the day after tomorrow.  As Cingaran’s men have fortified the Citadel, it is to take place at the old Imperial Theater.”

“What do you think it’s about?” I asked, as I scanned the letter. 

“I think they’re going to push to hold the election sooner, rather than later,” Mavone predicted.  “I think they’re sensing a moment approaching, and they want to be ready.  If Cingaran falls – and he will – they want to have Pratt ready to take control.  Before things get messy.”

“Things are already messy,” I sighed.  “And now I have to worry about my daughter, the terrorist, in the middle of it.  You’re probably right – they wouldn’t have an emergency meeting if they weren’t planning something like that.”

We sat around and continued discussing our various operations until late afternoon, when the first reports from Azar’s mission started coming in.  Sandoval was monitoring the situation from the crowd, and he called to me mind-to-mind.

The first miscreant has been taken into custody! he told me, excitedly.  He was apparently taking a crap in a public privy, and a bunch of fellows recognized him.  They hauled him down here without his pants.  He was only worth two hundred gold, but they seemed satisfied with the bargain.

What did Azar do with him? I wondered.

He had Bendonal take him through the Ways to the Grey Dome for holding, he answered.  That caused quite a stir in the crowd.  No one here has seen wizards do that.  He was back in ten minutes, ready to take the next two.  They’ve been trickling in, now that the word is out. 

Anyone raise any objections?  Azar is representing a foreign power holding court on Farisian soil, I pointed out.

The bureaucrats who keep track of such things are notoriously absent, he said.  And no one has dared argue with the guards.  Someone got cute, earlier, and tried to touch one of them.  They got blown back off their feet with a concussive spell.  There haven’t been any further incidents.

Not even Alshari patrols? I asked.  I would think they’d at least try to break it up.

And risk being on the list?  No one wants that duty, he assured.  But I’ll let you know.  Azar’s getting ready to send his men out into the city.  He’s made it clear he’ll pay in silver for tips leading to any of their captures.  That’s gotten a lot of attention.  I’ll keep you informed if anything unusual happen.  Oh, and I made sure Curmor and Asgus are on their way to the icehouse.  I don’t need them here, and I think they’re eager for a little action.

I’m sending Rudy and Cat over to Master Jamanus’ house tonight to pay him a visit, I replied.  I don’t think we’ll be having any more problems from him after tonight.

That seems strangely vindictive of you, Min, Sandy said, in surprise.

Minalan is a cool-headed statesman who knows when to reflect on nobility, I explained.  Mirkandar the Magnificent is a hard-working Practical Adept in a highly competitive business.  A certain ruthlessness is required.  He can even be petty, if the occasion warrants.

So which one is going to seize power? he speculated.  The statesman, or the petty, vindictive businessman?  It was a fair question.

It’s Farise.  The two are not mutually exclusive, I decided.


Chapter Forty-Seven

The Dusky Maidens of Farise

While much has been made of the sultry and seductive nature of Farisian women, that is a short-sighted view on what is a complex culture.  Perhaps more than other Imperial provinces, Farisian women seem to have a camaraderie and sophisticated social fabric that crosses class, background, profession, and ancestry.  If male visitors should be wary of the women of Farise it is far more because of their impressive ability to cultivate friendships and intricate alliances with their fellow women than for their powers of seduction.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

As promised, Azar and his entourage stayed no longer than twenty-six hours before they left the listfield.  During that time no less than thirty-five of the men on his list were brought in, one by one, sometimes by their friends or associates.  Bendonal and his armored warmagi spent a good six hours crashing through the city, hunting down another nine, tracking them through tips or location spells. 

By all accounts, Bendonal and his men did not suffer those who tried to resist lightly, nor did he allow anyone to get between him and his target.  He sent doors to shivers to get at his fugitives, he smashed through walls, eliminated barricades, stunned guards, and used truthtells liberally in his interrogations. 

No one tried to stop him.  He was a raging force through the heart of the Palace District, and apparently no one wanted to challenge the fierce-looking, scar-faced man in the gleaming armor and the death’s head baldric.  Especially not when he had four dour-looking fellows dressed the same way trailing behind him. 

People just naturally got out of their way, when he burst into a mansion or a barracks or a tavern, captured his man, and transported him through the Alka Alon Ways back to Azar’s platform.  There they were cast in chains, their charges were read to them, and they were transported to the Gray Dome where they were put into a cell. 

He didn’t get them all, of course.  Some had been tipped off to the pursuit and had fled or hidden, sometimes successfully.  Others were in the field, deployed against the Iron Wheel.  Still others were in Calafel, docked along the great harbor, or out to sea, or conveniently at their country estates.  But capturing forty-four high-profile Alshari traitors to face the duke’s justice was an impressive feat, by any reckoning.  And it certainly took a big bite out of Cingaran’s command.

As for the Count himself, he had the fortune of touring his army’s encampment north of the city, presumably to open negotiations with the Iron Wheel mercenaries.  When news came, he decided to extend his inspection.  Indeed, he did not return to the city until Azar and his crew had finally left the listfield.

But they didn’t go home after they quit the abandoned tournament field.  After the allotted time elapsed, Azar and Noutha came through the Waystone at the practice with Bendonal and a few of the others for a celebratory drink.  I didn’t begrudge them that.  Azar had been forced to portray his most ruthless persona to the Farisians for an entire day, only slipping away for the occasional nap, while the prisoners were brought in.  He hadn’t even drawn his mageblade.

But afterward he was more than happy to relax with a brandy and gossip on my front porch – in mufti.  Indeed, he had exchanged his armor for a Farisian-style robe almost immediately, and Noutha changed into the local style as well.  She tied a rierol like a native, I noted, and once she had a drink in her hand and could sit in comfort, she was able to let down her practiced, granite-like exterior.

“It is so strange being back here,” she confided to me, as her husband, Mavone, Bendonal and Sandoval exchanged gossip and brags on the other side of the patio.  “It feels like a lifetime ago that I was roaming these streets.  I remember the air, the smells, the heat, the sounds . . .” she said, nostalgically, shaking her head.  “I got into a lot of mischief, back then.  Anything that would upset my father was fair play.  I . . . I regret that, now,” she admitted.

“We all have a childhood we spend the rest of our lives coming to terms with,” I suggested.  “And many girls have a rebellious streak they need to work out.  My sisters all did,” I recalled.  “I’m actually quite glad I was away at the Academy for the worst of it.”

“I doubt all of your sisters together gave your father only a tithe of the trouble I did mine,” she pointed out.  “A girl can get into a lot of trouble in Farise, when she puts her mind to it.  It’s easy to make disreputable friends amongst all the wrong sort of people.  I knew it was dangerous, but I wanted my father to notice me, and not his new wife.  I was a complete brat!” she confessed, with a fond but guilty grin.  “Nobody actually died, but it was close a few times.  I feel embarrassed about that, now.”

“It’s in the past,” I dismissed.  “You’re married, and the lady of a fell people in a faraway country.  No one here will remember what you did.”

“Gods, I hope not,” she chuckled.  “I’d hate for my lord husband to hear such tales.  We both have fond memories of Farise, but for entirely different reasons. It was here that Azar felt he encountered death,” she explained.  “It affected him.”

“We all encountered death in Farise,” I agreed.  “That was part of the bargain.”

“You mistake me, my lord,” Noutha said, shaking her head.  “I do not mean in the normal way a soldier encounters death.  He claims to have seen her, experienced her, understood her when he was in Farise.  It made him who he is, he has told me.”

“A manifestation of a goddess?” I asked, suddenly curious. “The God of Death is male, in Narasi culture.  In Imperial culture, too,” I recalled.

“There are more cultures at play in Farise than those,” she pointed out.  “The local tribes and cults have been here for centuries.  Death is female, among many of them.  Whatever the source, the event marked my husband and gave him purpose.  Fighting next to Duin only confirmed his destiny, in his eyes.”

“It’s a pretty big honor,” I conceded.  “And Azar has certainly earned it.  He did well today,” I praised.  “I saw his speech from the crowd.  He’s improved in his presentation.  His pacing is a lot better.  He uses his chin more, and he pauses between sentences.”

“It is the most fun he’s had since Olum Seheri,” she admitted.  “In truth, he wants to tarry in Farise.  He would like to capture Count Cingaran personally, as a favor to the Duke.  He is unhappy the gentleman was in the field.”

“He may get his chance,” I suggested.  “Perhaps you both would like to stay – quietly!  We have been working on this operation for months, now, and it’s nearing its conclusion – which might get very violent.  And I wouldn’t mind having the additional argument at hand, if necessary.”

“I’ll consider it,” she agreed, after a moment’s thought.  “It’s the dreary part of the winter, in Megelin, now that Yule has passed.  A few days back in Farise might do me good,” she decided.  Then she paused for a moment and admitted, quietly, “And I’m pregnant.  I should enjoy myself before my body is stretched beyond reason.  We haven’t announced it yet, but Azar is very happy,” she said, with a serene smile.

“Congratulations!  Trygg’s blessing be upon you!” I said, sincerely.  “And gods help us all.  I cannot begin to imagine what your children will be like.  Princes among warmagi,” I predicted. 

Before I could elaborate, Atopol, Ruderal, and Parru came through the front gate, a bit of swagger in their steps, arms over each other’s shoulders.  Noutha looked a little alarmed at the intrusion but relaxed when she saw who it was.

“We have returned triumphant, Master!” Ruderal said, displaying an uncharacteristic amount of pride.  “Adept Jamanus is unlikely to bother you again.”

“What did you do?” I asked, curiously.

“It was brilliant!” Atopol assured with a smirk. 

“It was simple,” Ruderal boasted.  “If the man has a problem with our ice, then I figured he should enjoy some in the peace and comfort of his own home.  So . . . I encased his entire house in a sheet of ice a foot thick,” he said, grinning.

“He means everywhere, too!” Parru laughed.  “The entire thing is embedded in ice.  He even put a kind of cone at the top, shaped like a wizard’s hat!”

“Oh, but the best part was what he did to the door,” Atopol insisted.  “He sealed it thrice as thick . . . but embedded those wooden tokens for free ice in them along the way.  There will be no mistake about who did it.  If Jamanus wants to get out, he’ll have to go through all of those to do so.  Rudy cast an insulating enchantment on the rest of the ice, so it will probably last a couple of days, but the door will start melting almost immediately.  Of course, three feet of ice takes a long time to melt, even in this heat,” he pointed out.

“You did this to another adept?” Noutha asked, confused.

“A business competitor,” I explained.  “He’s been sniping at my ice business since I got here.  Then he got me kidnapped by revolutionaries.  Tonight he’s sent a squad of goons to my icehouse, but I had Curmor and Bold Asgus deal with them.  And now I have the best possible advertisement for the business, at Adept Jamanus’ expense.  Well done, gentlemen!” I praised.

“It was fun,” Ruderal sighed.  “I didn’t want to do anything too dangerous, because you said not to kill him, but I figured this was fitting.  It only took about twenty minutes with my witchstone and some basic enchantment.  Parru helped out.  Cat watched the street for us while we did it, but no one saw us.”

“We did hear an awful lot about Azar’s special court on the way back, though,” Atopol reported.  “Everyone was talking about it in the High Market.  No one quite believed it, but then everyone thought it was good news.  They don’t have a very high opinion of Cingaran, from what I understand.”

“What about Pratt?” I asked.

“They’re more ambivalent about him.  He’s charming, at least,” he shrugged.  As the boys went off to raid the kitchen, Mavone broke off from his conversation and sought me out. 

“I have good news.  I just heard from our friend Aleem,” he said, with a smile.  “As of an hour ago, the entire Black Censorate was taken by interdimensional portal to Cormeer.”

“The Censorate?  Is here?” Noutha asked, her eyes wide in surprise.

“Was here,” Mavone corrected.  “They’re gone, now.”

“Just the last remnants, fled from rebel Alshar,” I explained.  “They’ve been supporting the regime out of desperation.  But then I stole all of their irionite and bribed them to go away.  We arranged for Taren to do the transfer – he needs the practice.”

“They’re in Cormeer, now, being tended to by Grandmaster Aleem, or whatever his title is now,” Mavone continued.  “We had their coin waiting for them on the other side.  There they will be sorted, settled, and established in their new lives until you can administer their oaths and grant them irionite, as agreed.  But they are gone from Farise forever..”

“That is excellent news!” I agreed.  “Expensive, but well worth it.”

“There’s more,” he continued.  “Aleem told me that Cingaran has been sending increasingly frantic pleas to the Censorate for help against the chaos in the city.  Today he’s been screaming for warmagi to stop Azar’s men.  Aleem heard the messenger himself, who was quite adamant. He made threats, and promised consequences if they did not comply, and reminded them that they had no where else to go.”

“I’m assuming that did not go well,” I predicted.

“Oh, not at all. The Censors were already suffering from low morale, and were incredibly put off by the whole thing.  Aleem thinks it made a difference, because after that they took a vote and it was almost unanimous,” he reported.  “They agreed to take your offer.  All but four, who declined for various personal reasons.  But they’re all gone, now.  They looted their headquarters of everything of value and left behind only their cloaks scattered in the courtyard.  It’s as if they disappeared into the mists.”

“Then Cingaran is deprived of his magical corps, as well as his command structure, his finances, and any shred of public support.  How do you see our chances now?”

“Increasingly positive,” Mavone agreed.  “I actually think— bide,” he requested, as he attended a spell.  I know the look on a mage’s face when that happens.  I wore it myself quite a bit.  “Someone’s trying the front gate,” he said, confused. 

I understood why.  There was a special spellbinding on it that you could only dispel if you knew how.  It was one of the security measures Sandy insisted upon when he took over tactical operations.  “I’ll be right back,” Mavone sighed.  “It’s probably just a client or a peddler or an assassin or something,” he muttered, as he went to check on it. 

“You really have been busy,” Noutha said, approvingly, when he left.  “We’ve all suspected you were messing around down here, but I never expected anything would come of it.  This place is far too much of a mess to bother trying to fix.”

“I thought that about a broken magical fountain I serviced a few weeks ago,” I said, philosophically.  “But once I got into the details, I realized it was salvageable.  Sometimes the hard things just take a little more work.”

“Farise will disappoint you if you think that,” she warned.  “Nothing is what it seems, here.  I thought that was just a saying, like ‘beware of dusky maidens of Farise,’ but back when I was running the streets I learned how true it was,” she said, recalling her youth.  “This place is cloaked in illusions and layers of deception.  Seeing through that will take a special kind of magic,” she said, doubtfully.

“I’ll take that under—” I said, and then stopped.  Mavone was escorting a young girl I didn’t recognize into the patio.  Then she took off a necklace and I realized it was Lemari – which I should have suspected.  “Well, hello!” I greeted her, rising.  “I figured you would be with Osaba still, trying out your new toy.”

“Lemari?” Noutha said, in surprise, when she saw my daughter’s true face.  Or at least recognized it. 

“Noutha?” Lemari said, after a startled moment.  “You’re here?  I thought you were dead!”

“What a handy bauble!” Mavone murmured, as he witnessed the transformation.

“You two know each other?” I asked in surprise, as the two girls sized each other up.  Noutha sighed.

“Yes, we do.  Lemari is a . . . friend of mine, from my youth,” she admitted.  “She was an adorable little miscreant, back then.  You’ve grown up quite nicely,” she praised, as she surveyed her friend.  “You’re a foot taller or more than when I saw you last.  And beautiful!” she observed. 

“I thought you were . . . I was . . . I heard—” Lermari stammered, then stopped and looked at me suddenly.  “How do you know her?” she demanded, suspiciously.

“It’s a long story,” I sighed.  “One of many I need to tell you.  But she’s a friend.  I’m a good friend to her husband.  So . . . what brings you to the practice?  Another pot that needs mending?” I asked, an eyebrow raised.

“Osaba brought me back this morning,” she said with an exasperated sigh.  “I needed to get back.  I had to explain some things to some people and . . . is there anywhere we can talk in private?” she asked, shyly, glancing around at my friends.  “I have some things I need to tell you.”

“Of course,” I agreed, and gave a quick glance at Noutha as I led Lemari away to my office.

“Beware the dusky maidens of Farise!” she called after us, a grin on her lips.

***

.

“So how do you know Noutha anna Venaran?” she asked when I shut the door behind her.

“As I said, it’s a long story,” I repeated.  “But the short version was that she hired out to Sheruel the Dead God, which is a kind of undead fossilized goblin head encased in a solid sphere of irionite and pure genocidal evil, and I defeated her in battle.  And then captured her infiltrating my lands.  She said sorry, I forgave her, and so she worked for me for a while until she got married.  Her father even worked for me, briefly.”

“She got married?” Lemari asked, her eyes even wider.  Apparently, that was more shocking than her friend working for Sheruel. 

“Just recently.  To a Viscount.  I live an interesting life, filled with interesting people – yourself included.  I’m curious about how you know her, though.”

“We met through Aunt Tirkia,” she sighed.  “She was Loiko Venaran’s daughter, and the Contramara was exploring a thaw in relations with the occupation authorities at the time.  Loiko had just married a Farisian noblewoman, and Tirkia was invited to the palace for the reception. 

“That’s where I met her.  She was . . . strong.  Rebellious.  Clever.  She hated her new stepmother and was looking to make mischief.  She was able to find some.  We were friends for almost six months, before she disappeared.  Some of us thought she’d run away, others thought her father sent her back to Wenshar.  I was . . . young.  And impressionable.  She made an impression,” she argued. 

“She always does,” I smiled.  “So, what brought you back across the Sound to speak to me so quickly?”

“I had to brief my . . . comrades about what happened,” she explained, reluctantly, as she settled daintily into her chair.  “They were surprised.  They were shocked,” she corrected.  “They had no idea that you were . . . you.  The Spellmonger.”

“Well, that’s gratifying, at least,” I admitted.  “But I’m more interested in their reaction to my proposal.  You gave it to them?”

“I did,” she said, nodding solemnly.  “I tried to keep my own opinions out of it.  They don’t want to hear my opinions.  But they said they were intrigued.”

“That’s positive,” I reasoned.  “All right, they were intrigued.  But were they agreeable?”

“They want more information before they agree to anything,” she revealed.  “They have questions.  They want you to meet with one of their senior representatives.”

“Your Aunt Tirkia,” I guessed.  “Have you told them?  Told her?  About . . . us?”

“That you raped my mother during the occupation?” she asked, accusingly.

“It was never rape,” I said, softly, unexpectedly stung by her words.  “She was my girlfriend.  The relationship was quite consensual – from my side.  But if she was ordered to infiltrate my unit, then you might want to have a few choice words with your comrades,” I proposed.  Under ordinary circumstances, I might get more upset than that if someone accused me of rape.  But I was trying to understand the world from Lemari’s eyes, and in her position, I could see why she might suspect my motives.

“So you say,” she said, not taking her eyes off of me.  “Still . . . in any case, yes, it’s my Aunt Tirkia,” she admitted.  “I told her.  I felt I had to.  She’s been my handler for a couple of years now.  She holds the family’s seat in the Contramara.  I’m just a . . . an agent,” she revealed.  “How did you know it was her?” she asked, suddenly.

“I’m supposedly the greatest wizard in the world,” I reminded her.  “I have many and diverse resources at my disposal – including critical thinking.  Of course it will be her.  She already knows me.  That keeps the rest of the organization from being exposed.  Where and when?”

“An hour before the Congress meets tomorrow.  There’s a small, quiet tea shop called the Contented Cat just off the Palace District, on the Street of Glovemakers.  Meet her there.”

“That sounds like a remarkably good place for an assassination,” I pointed out.  “I do hope your comrades don’t get any ideas like that.  It would not bode well for your dream of a free and independent Farise, for one thing.  Noutha’s husband?  Viscount Azar of Megelin?  He’s the Ducal Executioner of Alshar that caused such a fuss yesterday, and he’s one of the top five warmagi in the world.“

“So?” she asked, unimpressed.  “This isn’t Alshar.”

“So he could quite literally level this city with the powers at his command, and might consider such a course of action in vengeance for anything that happened to me.  And he’s one of scores who would be happily willing to do so.”

“This is in good faith!” Lemari assured, quickly.  “And yes, we know about Azar.  And what he did to the Alshari bastards.  That was one of the things that convinced them to take you seriously.  I figured you had to be involved with that, somehow,” she suggested.

“I may have mentioned something to the man,” I conceded.

“That and the irionite.  I showed them my shard and told them about the oath you made me take.”

“I did not make you take it.  The oath is voluntary,” I pointed out.  “And everyone I’ve given a piece to has taken it.  It’s the price you pay for being a High Mage.  I’ve only trusted a few people as young as you with one before.  A young man about your age named Urik let the power go to his head.  Sometimes it doesn’t go well.  That’s the reason for the oath,” I explained. 

“I understand,” she nodded, firmly.  “They were concerned that there might be other strings attached to the . . . the gift,” she said, as she struggled to come to terms with it.  “You gave me as much power as the Mad Mage had, and you didn’t ask anything of me.”  She sounded like she was accusing me of something.

“It is your birthright,” I assured her.  “All of my Talented children will have witchstones.  It’s my way of claiming you as my daughter,” I suggested.

“That’s a big gift,” she said, guiltily.  “Osaba told me just how great a gift it was as he was teaching me how to use it.  I feel . . . different,” she said, uncomfortably.

“You’re the most powerful fifteen-year-old girl in Farise,” I pointed out with a shrug.  “That’s going to take some getting used to.  But it sounds like here is an awful lot of change afoot in Farise.  Everyone is going to have to make some adjustments for the future.”

“Then you’re going to have to explain a few things to Aunt Tirkia,” Lemari said.  “She speaks for the others, in this.  They question your intentions, your motives, your motivations, and your plans.  If they happen to interfere with the Contramara . . .:” she said, trailing off.

“I think we can work them out,” I soothed.  “Really, what we both want is not all too dissimilar.  And I don’t think anyone else is going to give you as good a bargain as I will.  If you chance to investigate, you will find I have a solid history of fulfilling my promises, no matter what.  I am trustworthy, even when I’m dealing with shadowy terrorist organizations.  And after what I’ll end up telling your aunt, I think the Contramara will agree that an alliance is in both of our best interests – and the people of Farise.”

She studied me carefully for a few quiet moments, and I could only guess what she was thinking.  “You’re planning something, aren’t you?” she asked, in a tone of voice I’d most recently heard from my blue-eyed daughter Ismina.  Indeed, the response was so identical that I had to laugh.  She even held her mouth the same way she did.  I held up my hand apologetically.

“I’m sorry, you just reminded me of your little sister for a moment,” I explained.  “But yes, I am planning something.  Something I considered from the very beginning. Now that I know that you are my daughter, I feel even more compelled to do it.”

“So what makes you think that you’re any better than Cingaran?” she asked, doubtfully.  “You’re another Narasi trying to take over Farise.  What makes you think that you can govern Farise better than the Farisians who live here?”

“Because I have a record of good governance in other places,” I offered.  “Sevendor was a dusty, depopulated mountain village when I got there, ten years ago.  Now it is one of the most vital and vibrant cities in Castal.  Vanador, in the Magelaw up in the Alshari Wilderlands, is another city I built – in just a few years – with freed slaves I helped release from the gurvani.  The people there are happy and free, and the magi run the place.  And run it wisely.  Because I refuse to accept any other possibility,” I stated.  “The Contramara is free to investigate these things, and I encourage them to do so, but they will discover that I am no tyrant.”

“So, just what are you?” she asked, confused and concerned. 

“I’m the greatest wizard in the world, at the moment,” I shrugged.  “I have a family to protect and friends to support me.  The titles and stories don’t mean that much, compared to that.  I’m . . . I’m a man who decided to take what power he had and see what good he could do in the world,” I suggested.  I could tell her I was also on a desperate quest to save the world, I suppose, but I didn’t want to cloud the issue or challenge her credulity. 

“That sounds appallingly altruistic,” she said, suspiciously.  “Most men aren’t that public-spirited.”

“I’ve seen a lot of things,” I argued.  “I’ve seen tyranny at play.  I dislike it.  I’ve seen suffering, and I seek to end it.  I don’t feel the need to try to substitute my own utopic visions or lofty ideology for other people’s common sense.  I don’t need to make the world a perfect place.  Just a better place,” I decided.

“That sounds almost noble,” she admitted.  “So I’m naturally suspicious.”

“Of course you are,” I chuckled.  “You’re my daughter.  I didn’t get where I am, and become who I am, because I had accepted the words of the monks and the scholars about moral propriety or the weight of history.  I challenged a lot of those preconceptions.  Hells, I overthrew four hundred years of tradition and custom when I came to power – and then had to fight like five hells with foes and friends alike to keep any of them from becoming tyrants.  Mostly, I’ve succeeded.  But it hasn’t been without challenges.  I’ll take responsibility for everything I’ve done in my career,” I declared, “including what I came to Farise to do.”

“So you don’t just want to conquer us,” she said, carefully.

“The last thing I need is more lands to worry about,” I assured her.  “To be candid, I’ve been reluctant to undertake this mission for years, though I was begged to do so.  I don’t need to see my banner flying over the Citadel to promote my vanity,” I promised her, “I just want to keep the pirates out.”

Lemari heaved a heavy sigh, as if she was weighted down by the entire affair.  “I hope you’re right,” she said, finally, as she chewed her lip.  “We’ve spent years preparing for . . . this.  For a change in regime.  I don’t want to think my mother died for just another Narasi barbarian conqueror.  I don’t want to think all of our hard work and sacrifice has been wasted.”

“I encourage your skepticism.  Try to keep an open mind to how things play out,” I advised.  “But be suspicious.  Always.  Nothing is what it seems in Farise.”

“Of course not,” she dismissed.  “I understand that.  Politics is messy.  But if you can make a change,” she said, hesitantly, “if you can drive away the Alshari and put us under our own rule once again . . . I think you should do it.  That’s me saying that, not the Contramara,” she added.

“You?  Speaking for yourself?  And not the shadowy terrorist organization?” I asked, playfully. 

“I do have my own thoughts and beliefs,” she said, stiffly.  “I’ve had to do things for the Contramara that I didn’t want to, that I didn’t like.  But that’s the cause I believe in, the cause I’m dedicated to, so I did those things to advance it.”  It was as if she was challenging me to call her to account about the guilt she felt, I realized.  “I’m sure a man of your age has had to do the same.”

“Far more than I ever imagined,” I conceded, quietly.  “Politics is messy.  Coming to Farise was one of them.  But it has born . . . unexpected treasures,” I said, regarding her.  “A trove valuable enough for me to shake off the uncomfortable memories and try to live up to my responsibilities.  I’m dedicated to that cause.”

“Then do it!” she said in a hoarse whisper, her eyes flashing as she beseeched me.  It was an entirely unexpected display of emotion from a completely unanticipated place, and it took me by surprise.  “End this.  The chaos, the fighting, the death – end it!” she pleaded.  “If it is in your power to do so.  I don’t care what bargain you strike with the Contramara, but whatever happens, I wish you would end all of this.”

“I’m surprised to hear you say that,” I admitted, sincerely. 

“Are you?” she asked.  “I’ve spent my entire life fantasizing about my father, imagining him to be anything from a seafaring mariner in port to a corrupt prison guard to a prince from a faraway land.  I knew that I’d be disappointed if I ever learned the truth, but I kept on dreaming about it while this place went into the sewer around me.  Then I got rajira, and I thought that if I was a mage I could save this city.  I quit worrying about who my father was and dedicated to fixing the problem myself.

“But that didn’t go as I had planned,” she admitted, her eyes downcast.  “I thought I was saving it, but all I did was help kill a bunch of people and ruin a bunch more people’s lives.  I made things worse, not better, and I don’t know how to fix it.  I have blood on my hands, and I want it to stop.

“Then, out of nowhere, my father drops from the heavens and into my lap.  And he’s the most powerful wizard in the world, he says, and gives me a witchstone just because I’m his daughter.

“So of course, I want you to fix all this,” she said, desperately.  “I don’t want to kill anyone anymore, if I can help it.  I don’t know what else to do, but I can’t fix it and I want you to, if you can.  Can you?” she pleaded, tears in her eyes.

“Of course I can, Lemari,” I assured her, my own stomach tightening.  “That’s what wizards do.”

***

After Lemari left I continued to mingle with my guests and receive reports from Mavone and others until dinner was served.  Larask had offered to create a Farisian-style buffet for everyone, and seemed eager to work with the cook and the servants to keep us fed while we marshalled our resources for the next bit, whatever that was. 

There was plenty of progress to report, too.  I spent half an hour in a mind-to-mind conference with Lorcus, who was having the time of his life tormenting the Alshari in the field.  He was encamped with the Iron Wheel and acting as both chief negotiator with Cingaran’s forces, as well as chief torturer between engagements.  He and the other two Remeran warmagi were enjoying the task of making the Alshari miserable in the field and luring them into ambushes.  There had been little damage on either side, to this point, but neither army was going anywhere.

That suited me fine.  The garrison left in the city was in a shambles, and there began to be incidents that flared into violence far more quickly than anyone anticipated.  Many of the patrols had pulled back to the Palace District in disarray, and the discovery of the Censorate suddenly disappearing had the Alshari spooked, from what Jannik could tell.  No one knew what had happened to them: there was no ship that had departed, no carts called for baggage, no witnesses who could tell where they’d gone and when.  They’d just vanished, leaving their cloaks behind them.  That did little for the moral of the mercenaries.

Near midnight, Jordi finally came home, looking tired but determined.  He was dressed in a Sea Lord’s finery, complete with a broad leather hat and brass-cupped scimitar, and he formally presented the Admiral’s response to me in my office before I went to bed.

“He took some time to reply,” the white-haired mariner said, apologetically.  “At first, I don’t think he took me seriously, but he finally read the note.  Whatever you said made him more thoughtful and polite.  He bade me to wait, and then spent an hour penning his response.”

I broke the blue wax seal on the parchment, complete with the Admiral’s official crest, I saw, and read his reply.

To Elector Mirkandar the Magnificent, Resident Adept, Bluestem:

It was with great surprise that I received your request this afternoon.  The young man you sent as your emissary seemed nervous but polite, so I indulged him and read your request thoroughly.  I must confess it inspired much thought in how I should respond.

The truth is that the remaining ships of the Farisian Navy are owed more than seven thousand ounces of gold for back pay I haven’t been able to cover from commerce raiding and the occasional recourse to privateering.  That does not include the three thousand gold I have had to advance from my personal funds to cover repairs and maintenance, which has been lackluster at best. 

It has been my expectation once the fleet returned home that the council in power would allocate some funds or come to some arrangement concerning this matter, but to date my letters have gone all but unanswered and ignored.  Apart from being allowed to draw down rations and supplies at the port exchange, there has been little acknowledgment of our existence.   Indeed, this is the very first occasion on which I have received any official correspondence to my attention, much less an inquiry as to funding, and for that, Elector Mirkandar, I personally thank you.

In truth, I know very little about what goes on in the Citadel nowadays.  We remain in port and at anchor for the day where we get legitimate orders from legitimate authority.  My men are steadfast and loyal to Farise, and serve her even when they go unacknowledged, unpaid, and unused.  They are the finest, most devoted mariners I have ever served with and they deserve more than being ignored. 

But they are loyal to the proper doge, not any Narasi usurper.  Nor are they inclined to welcome a former pirate with underworld connections as a leader, no matter how fancy his pedigree.  While that might be an unpopular and politically delicate opinion right now, any authority is better than no authority.  We will do as we are bidden by the people of Farise.

I take the time to remind you that the Farisian Navy is indeed the last historical remnant of the Imperial Navy, an institution that kept the seas safe and the trade routes guarded for centuries.  We take immense pride in our honorable service and traditions.  We represent the last authentic shred of true sovereignty and freedom that Farise enjoyed, and the Imperial Magocracy before it.  As an instrument of that sovereignty, we proudly sailed to challenge all who threatened our land or our ships at sea. 

But until such authority is established, I cannot recognize any greater authority than my own conscience and my sworn oaths in the matter.  While I certainly hope some order can be established with the current situation, I am not optimistic and will wait, patiently and loyally, for proper sovereignty to be restored to our beloved country.

Yours sincerely,

Admiral Nuadis

Commander of the Farisian Navy

“Well, isn’t that interesting,” I murmured.  “What was your impression of the man, Jordi?”

“He was as shipshape an officer as I’ve ever seen,” the young man admitted.  “The Farisians are different than the Alshari navy,” he explained.  “They’re mostly a bunch of freelance corsairs who have taken commissions from the coronet, not a proper professional navy. 

“But the Farisians were more orderly at daily quarters than most Alshari mariners are for formal inspections.  They wear uniforms.  They are disciplined.  They post guards at the docks and continue to do maintenance even while they’re in port.  Admittedly they’ve been here for three years with nothing better to do,” he considered, “but they haven’t gotten sloppy, the way most mariners do in port.”

“He certainly sounds dedicated,” I agreed, as I folded the note away.  “Good work.  I might need you to act as a liaison again, so keep those fancy clothes handy.”

Jordi didn’t move for a moment when I dismissed him.  “There was something else, Master Mirkandar.  I . . . I found my father.”

“You . . . found your father?” I asked, confused.

“He went missing at sea years ago, when I was a child.  But I saw him on the flagship.  He’s a second mate, now.  He recognized me by my hair.  Apparently his ship went down in the Shattered Sea.  He was shipwrecked.  Then he was rescued and sold into slavery.  About five years ago the Farisian Navy raided the ship he was on, and impressed him into service.  He’s been trying to get back to Alshar for years, but hasn’t been able to do it.  Or even send a message,” he said, unhappily.  “But I found him.  He’s alive.”

I was surprised, and a little stunned.  I had no idea the man was searching for his father, just as Ruderal was searching for his.  “I’m glad to hear he’s okay,” I nodded.  “And as soon as we get all this sorted out, we’ll see what we can do about liberating him.  You’ve more than earned it, for what you’ve done here.”

“I’m just glad I found him,” Jordi said, shaking his head in disbelief.  “I’ve been looking for years, of course, but the damned wars keep getting in the way.  But he’s safe.  I need to go send word to Mother and my sister,” he said, suddenly.  “I just wanted you to know.”

I hesitated to say that there was a lot of that going around, because it would have been droll and require an explanation that I wasn’t ready to give.  Instead, I went to bed, because I was exhausted – and the next day promised to be challenging, in terms of the weather.

Revolution was in the air.


Chapter Forty-Eight

The Contented Cat

The Farisians love to discuss politics in their tea shops, and the new visitor to the city may observe that any time two Farisians sit and discuss political matters, there will be at least three opinions involved.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

The Contented Cat is the sort of tiny, hole-in-the-wall place that can only survive because it’s expensive and somewhat exclusive, and near to a place where both money and status abound.  It only had four small tables within, but they were elegantly appointed and provided a place for intimate conversation.  Farisian teahouses favored a lot of potted plants, so there was a sort of garden effect that made the place feel cozy.  At this hour of the morning, there was very little business.  For the record, there was also a cat there, but it looked more bored than contented.  The two are commonly confused.

I was dressed in my Farisian finery, light blue robes, staff, and wizard hat, and I was as ready to face the day ahead as I could make myself.  The walk over had seen the city dressed in fog of the thickest sort, the sort where you can’t see five feet in front of you.  It was particularly bad at the bridge and around the river, thinning into a hazy mist on the other side.  By the time I got to the Contented Cat it had started to lift, but even as I sat there it gave the city outside the window a dreamy cast.

Lady Tirkia seemed to waft into the shop on the mists, the bottom of her dress vanishing under the fog.  It was a striking red, like the feathers of a cardinal.  She spotted me at once and smiled as I stood.

“The last time I saw you, you were fighting for your life in the catacombs,” she reminded me as we sat down.  “After two rescues, I think I’m growing fond of you.”

“I wasn’t fighting for my life, I was holding my own,” I corrected.  “But I’m glad to see you made it out unharmed.  It has been an eventful few weeks, hasn’t it?”

“I’ve barely slept since Yule,” she revealed.  “Between the committees, the practice, and . . . other matters, I’ve barely had time to eat.”

“But there’s always time for tea, in Farise,” I smiled and beckoned the attendant.  She was an older woman, neatly dressed and inscrutable as she took our order.  If she was secretly an assassin, I had to commend her on her disguise.   I had a plate of biscuits brought, as well.  “I believe your niece revealed something to you recently,” I began, while we were waiting.

Her eyes bored into me at the mention of Lemari.  “She did.  Something about having found her father.  I could scarcely believe it until she said Osaba did the spell.  I trust him,” she sighed.  She stared at me thoughtfully for a very long moment.  “So you were the one who courted my sister,” she said, finally.

“I did,” I agreed.  “Liraina was lovely.  Kind, intelligent, generous . . . I was growing very fond of her, myself, when I was shipped back to Castal.  I always regretted leaving her behind.”

“Why did you, then?” Tirkia asked. 

“Because I was young, poor, and had only just gotten to know her.  I thought it was a bit of a fling.  But then, I didn’t know her ulterior motive.  That sort of taints the memory.”

“In her defense, she was compelled.  She also saved you and your fellows from a nasty raid.  Because she felt guilty about it, and I think she genuinely liked you.  I was not pleased that she let her heart get involved, and I thought it best that you were sent away – best for her, best for me and my associates.  Of course, then she found out she was pregnant, which was a whole new set of problems.  But she was thrilled,” she said with a sigh of regret. 

“Lemari is as lovely as her mother,” I assured her.  “I’m just getting to know her, but she seems a maiden of many talents.  And very strong-willed.  I am pleased that I met her.”

Tirkia studied me carefully, assessing me in ways that made me uncomfortable.  “I love that child like she was one of my own,” she said in a low voice.  “My sister and I have done everything in my power to give her a chance in life.  Dancing school, magical tutors, and . . . some special lessons.”

“We will table the discussion about that until later,” I said, as the attendant brought us our tea and poured it with great ceremony and no words.  “I have some serious concerns about those.  But we’re here for another reason,” I reminded her.  Then I cast a magical bubble around us that would keep our discussion from being overheard.  Usually, that sort of thing takes about ten minutes to set up, but I had irionite in my pocket and did it in a matter of moments.  “We can speak freely, now,” I assured her. 

“Yes.  Your proposal.  Lemari explained as much as she could, but it was felt it would be best if I took a hand in clarifying some things.  Such as who you claim you are, really,” she said, suspiciously.

“It’s true,” I admitted.  “I am happy to prove it, though I would prefer not to do so here.  But it’s true.  I am Minalan the Spellmonger, Count of the Magelaw and Head of the Arcane Orders of Castalshar.  As is the reason I told her I came to Farise.”

“Why would you want to come to Farise?  I don’t know much about you, and the rumors I have heard are unlikely.  But assuming you aren’t lying to me – which I would not advise – why did you come to Farise?” she repeated.

“It wasn’t my idea, nor is it my inclination to screw around in Farise,” I promised her.

“It appears you already have,” she said, dryly.  “Of that I am certain.  My sister was quite enamored of you, I recall.  And your prowess.”

“I was young and terrified,” I dismissed.  “That can inspire you.  My point is that I have no real desire to conquer Farise.  I’m here to get the pirates out of here, permanently.  It’s just to do that, well, it’s a lot more complicated than I thought,” I admitted. 

“When such common bandits are included in the city’s government, that’s going to be difficult,” she agreed.  “Which is why I’m concerned about your unwillingness to oppose Pratt the Rat.  He’s decidedly a pirate.”

“A retired pirate,” I reasoned.  “And from what I understand, the real corsairs don’t consider the Brotherhood to be legitimate corsairs, more like scavengers and opportunists.  Regardless, he’s the leading candidate, regardless of his past crimes.  He’s a mage, he has irionite, and he’s popular, in certain circles.  He’s charismatic, he has a loyal group of men around him, and he has vision,” I listed.  “Do you have another candidate in mind?” I asked, pointedly.

“But how do you think you can persuade Rellin to get rid of his fellow pirates?” she asked, coolly.  “Farise has almost always been a safe haven for corsairs.  We’re dependent on them.  That’s what built the Great Market, originally, and the Citadel and most of the city -- we have benefitted from the commerce.  There will always be corsairs on the sea preying on the weak and slow.  They need someplace to sell their booty.  Farise has provided a market for that for centuries.  Rellin knows that.  It’s in his interest to keep the trade, not banish it.”

I heaved a big sigh, partially for effect.  “I understand that argument,” I conceded.  “But I think that it is built on too narrow a foundation.  It demonstrates a very limited understanding of the factors involved, and as such it misses greater opportunity.”

She leaned back in her chair and folded her arms.  “Explain,” she said, patiently.  I suppressed a chuckle.  She really did remind me of Pentandra.  I couldn’t wait to introduce them.

“Let’s look at this from an economic perspective.  Farise isn’t dependent on piracy,” I suggested, “it is dependent on trade.  Indeed, it is uniquely situated to inevitably be a factor in international trade, no matter what flag flies over the Citadel.  Whether that trade comes from legitimate or illicit sources doesn’t matter.  Indeed, Farise has borne the cost of protecting the corsairs over the years, an expense that has proven extravagant in the long run.  When it comes down to it, Farise is a commercial hub, and any vision of its future must take that into consideration first.”

“Agreed,” she admitted, uncomfortably.  “Go on.”

“More, Farise loses the commercial advantage it could aspire to if it is dominated by Castalshar,” I reasoned.  “If it’s just one province among many, then Rard and his family control Farise’s destiny, not Farisians.  You’ll be bound by Kingdom policy.  I think Farise stands far more to gain, commercially speaking, by remaining an independent entity – able to establish its own rules for trade and commerce.  And banking, insurance, law, and all of those other factors that conspire to bring prosperity to a people. 

“But,” I continued, sharply, raising a finger, “attempting to do so where a man’s freedom is imperiled by the institution of slavery will ultimately doom Farise.  The labor market here is so saturated by slaves that the common man labors all week only to afford tea and porsago and a leaky roof over his head.  Life is cheap here, and where life is cheap, the insecurity of the people undermines any hope of higher aspiration except by the exceptionally daring.”

“I can see your reasoning,” she conceded, “at least in the matter of slavery.  But the corsairs dislike taking slaves, as a rule.  At least the respectable ones.  The Brotherhood of the Rat, on the other hand . . .”

“An independent Farise could dictate policy,” I argued.  “I’ve eliminated involuntary servitude in my own lands and seen a dramatic effect on the economy.  If slavery is no longer permitted here, then there will be no real market for the practice.  And if Farise is the dominant naval power in the Shattered Sea, then it will be in a position to enforce that policy.  Security increases trade,” I argued. 

“It does,” she agreed, with a sigh. 

“Regardless of which power wins the competition for the Shattered Sea, the enforcement of their rule will be based out of Farise by necessity.  Farise might as well control it and make policy to its advantage.  Farise could prosper more as the haven of pirate hunting privateers than it could as a haven for pirates.  Pratt’s vision for a new empire could manifest that way,” I reasoned.

“But that assumes that Farise is a dominant naval power,” she pointed out.  “Have you seen that sad shard of a navy over in Calafel?  Everyone says its barely enough to patrol the Sound.  Hardly a force that could police the entire Shattered Sea.”

“At present,” I admitted.  “But we live in revolutionary times – and revolutions have a way of creating new opportunities.  I’ve taken that into account,” I promised.  “But a good navy is no substitute for real defenses against foreign aggression.  I think Farise’s basic defenses need to be re-built, with a liberal use of magic.  As it so happens, I know the greatest wizard in the world, so I think it’s possible to do so. 

“If Farise was secure in its independence with an adequate defense then it would free up its naval forces for other duties – such as enforcement of anti-piracy regulations.  And being uniquely armed with irionite-bearing warmagi  would give the Farisian Navy a huge advantage over the competition.”

“But there aren’t more than thirty shards of irionite in Farise, if you count the Censorate’s stones,” she pointed out.  “Even if you managed to secure them all, which you can’t, it would be difficult to—"

“As a close personal friend to the greatest wizard in the world, I think I can amend that,” I proposed.  “Did Lemari show you my gift to her?” I asked.

“Yes,” she answered, uncomfortably.  “It frightened three hells out of me.  You gave a tool of such great power to a child?”

“I’ve done so before,” I admitted.  “My apprentices all have witchstones and are taught to use them responsibly, under my oath.  The same oath I demanded of Lemari.  Imagine a force of maritime warmagi armed with them stationed on the ships of the Farisian Navy,” I proposed.  “What force could stand up to it, short of a leviathan?  What if the ships of Farise were augmented with spells that made them faster, stronger, and more dangerous than any navy in the world?  You want witchstones?  I can supply them.  I can build Farise into the dominant naval power in the Shattered Sea,” I boasted.

Tirkia chewed her lip as she thought about it.  “You’d just give them to us?” she asked, skeptically.

“I would consider it a grant,” I nodded.  “And would require an oath against misuse from each recipient.  But I can provide enough irionite to make Farise a city of High Magi, too powerful to lightly conquer ever again.”

I could tell that the proposal interested her.  “That’s a tempting offer, Spellmonger.  But what do you get out of it?”

It was my turn to sigh.  “It takes Farise from my long and growing list of problems, and allows me to move along to more important things.  I could have just burned the fleets to the water’s edge, or invaded the city with three hundred men as dangerous as Azar, but I didn’t.  I wanted to do this right, and so I’m willing to invest in a prosperous future for Farise to ensure that.  Now that I have a daughter who lives here, that has become suddenly very important to me.”

“So we get irionite and independence in exchange for becoming a military base and outlawing slavery,” she assessed.  “I can see the potential.”

“Oh, you’ll get far more than irionite,” I chuckled.  “You’ll have access to snowstone, advanced enchantment, and a thousand new things that will transform your society.  More, if things play out properly, then Farise will be included in the most lucrative trade deal ever.  I’ve instituted a series of interdimensional portals between the major cities of Castalshar,” I revealed.  “Right now there are people who live in Sevendor, in Castal, who can step through a threshold and have lunch in Falas, and then return home for supper.”

“I’ve heard rumors of such things,” she admitted.  “I thought it was perhaps an exaggeration.”

“I’ve mastered dimensional magic,” I lied.  But it was close enough to the truth.  “The portals are real.  It’s part of the reason we won the war against the dark forces that invaded us.  They connect the Kingdom from Vorone and Falas to Remeralon and Wenshar, now.  Soon Cormeer will be added to the regions served by the portals.  And its not just people going through.

“Enormous amounts of goods are flowing from one market center to another,” I boasted, “and that amount will grow to the capacity of the portals.  Farise could be part of that,” I suggested.  “Indeed, Farise could be the primary coastal hub for interdimensional trade.  Sugar unloaded at Calafel this morning could be sold at market in Castabriel by afternoon.  .So far, there are no other port cities that are a part of the network.  Farise could be the first, and largest.”

Her eyes widened as the implications of the proposition played out in her mind.  I had just handed her two positive reasons to consider my plan.  Now I had to present the negative, in order to compel her to act.  It’s part of the craft of negotiation, after all, whether it’s haggling for porsago in the market or proposing world-changing revolutions: there’s always a repercussion for inaction.

“Of course,” I continued, before she could speak, “this offer has a limit to it.  You may not be aware of this, but the Duke of Merwyn has aspirations of fishing in the troubled waters of Farise.  He’s preparing an armada of over seventy ships to suddenly attack this spring.  Now, you can imagine what would happen if Cingaran is in charge of the defense of the city.”

She snorted.  “I don’t need to resort to prophesy over that,” she said, shaking her head at the mention of the Alshari count.  “He’s returned to the city,” she reveled, “but he’s hiding out in the Garrison District until he’s certain that Viscount Azar is gone.  You had a hand in that as well?”

“In the absence of sovereign authority to say otherwise, Alshar pursued a legitimate legal course of action,” I shrugged.  “I may have advised Azar about that.  But you make my point: Cingaran is a coward who will instantly sell out to Merwyn.  Indeed, he already has.  So Pratt is a better option.  But even Pratt, on his own, could not repel such a concerted attack.  One witchstone is powerful, but it didn’t keep the Mad Mage from being overwhelmed, in the end.

“But if Farise had the Spellmonger on their side,” I suggested, “and a few score warmagi, then I can assure you that Merwyn will not find Farise a friendly country to invade.  As my allies are at war with the Duke of Merwyn at the moment, that serves my purpose, too.”

“All of this sounds lovely,” she conceded, after a few moments thought and sipping tea.  “But it presupposes that you can somehow control Rellin Pratt.”

“A man who has spent his life pursuing power is easy to control,” I assured her.  “I have the proper leverage over Pratt.  He will do what I want when the time comes,” I predicted, confidently.  “But I can assure you that the result will be, as Lemari desires, a free and independent Farise.  And a prosperous one.  What says the Contramara to that?” I asked.

“I will have to consult with my associates,” she decided.  “I cannot answer you fully, until I have explained your proposal.  And we have no true assurance that you can do what you say you will do –“

“Every word I’ve spoken is in good faith,” I pledged.  “And my assurance is Lemari.  I will do everything in my power to ensure her bright future.  One where she doesn’t have to kill people and blow things up to feel fulfilled.”

“I should be able to let you know something tomorrow,” she predicted.  “But I think they will find in your favor.  It’s a matter of trust,” she explained.  “You are an unexpected factor in our decisions.”

“That’s what I do,” I nodded.  “I’m the Spellmonger.  My friends prosper and my enemies wither.  I can’t quite shoot lightning bolts out of my arse, yet, but I’m working on it.”

“All of this will have to come after today’s meeting,” she said, her focus shifting.  “The location has shifted once again, for security reasons.  We’re meeting back in the Citadel, not the Imperial Theater.  It’s a symbolic move, of course, but also practical.  It’s just too difficult to defend the theater.”  She paused and considered something in silence for a moment before she continued.  “It’s not generally known, but Adept Nandus is pushing to move the date up dramatically.  And . . . well, he’s demanded the qualification criteria from our committee.  Since you had the most complete proposal, I . . . I submitted what you presented,” she revealed.

I chuckled.  “That sort of thing happens to the Spellmonger quite a lot, too.”

“Now I must dash,” she said, rising, “if I want to visit the privy before the Congress.  It has been a most revealing discussion,” she admitted, as she left.

I sighed, and drank the final few dregs of me tea as she left. 

I also established a mind-to-mind link with Mavone. 

Tell Azar Cingaran is somewhere hiding in the Garrison District, if he wants to go after him, I reported.  I just got that straight from the Contramara.

***

The Citadel was somber as the Electors filed in.  There was security present in the form of a score or so of private guards from upper-class households who had been donated to keep the Congress from being disturbed while deliberating.  They were doughty men, there was no doubt; well-muscled, armored and armed with heavy falchions for the occasion.  They warded every entrance and were a visible presence on the grounds and in the halls of the Citadel.  I saw no warmagi, I noted, but the private soldiers knew their business.

It wasn’t nearly enough, I knew.  The old, familiar paranoia I associated with the place crept in as I surveyed the grounds and the looming tower above.  The mist was long gone, but the rain clouds sweeping in from the west promised a gloomy background in which to determine the fate of Farise..  The city was on the edge of chaos, the rickety structure that had sustained it was buckling, and this tepid attempt to rescue it was opposed by thousands.  It was doomed, I knew.  Yet my feet kept compelling me forward the great tower.

The actual meeting of the Congress was anticlimactic.  Adept Nandus made an impassioned speech about the vital necessity of action, in the face of recent events.  The forces of the false occupation were crumbling and could not be relied upon as a partner in the security or the stability of Farise.  Law and order were memories, but were the foundation of the great society that had built the remarkable land.  There was a lot of stuff like that, and even my memories of Prince Maralathus had to admit that Nandus was an adept orator.

When Nandus moved that the qualifying criteria be adopted on a simple majority vote, and that candidates for the position of doge be examined, the motion was passed by acclimation.  The few dissenting votes were quickly overwhelmed.  The entire affair had the feel of theater, with players reading a script and performing their roles like marionettes in a market puppet show. 

I voted in favor, of course.  It was my proposal, after all – Heeth’s, actually, but I had produced it.  It was solid, too, with very few objections from the committee.  Had we had time, I’m sure it could have been made better, but as it stood it was a decent proposal for who was qualified to lead the nation. 

It was a solemn moment.  There was a lot of patriotism in that big chamber, and not a few tears.  I could appreciate their struggle: for the first time in a generation they had taken a step toward reclaiming their sovereignty, their destiny.  They were proud of that, and fearful, and both emotions swept the three hundred forty four Electors as we passed the motion.  There was a few minutes of unremitting celebration afterwards, and Adept Nandus even choked up.

After that first motion, several others were put to a vote in rapid succession: reports from the various committees were hastily reviewed and largely passed, acting as directives to the future doge.  Or at least suggestions.  There was a lot of ambiguity about just what role the Electors’ opinions would have in the proposed government, and I noticed that there was little mention of enforcement, nor means put in place to provide leverage over the new doge.  Indeed, it seemed that he would have near total executive power, including the power to constitute a government any way he saw fit.

That was by design, I quickly saw.  The Electors had been selected for their willingness to concede to such a powerful single node of power, an investment of national sovereignty into the hands of a sole autocratic leader.  Certainly, their additional motions hoped that the new government would be fair, just, and resolute, but there was very little mention of founding principles or any means to ensure those motions.  History, legacy, and national destiny, yes – but as a directive for governance the motions passed left much to be desired.  This was a desperate plea for leadership.

But this wasn’t my country.  I’d been drafted into this ad hoc Congress because I was a novelty and a barely-respected adept, considered easy to manipulate.  I had little interest, beyond my newly discovered daughter, to act in good faith at all.  Farise still held a great deal of fear and trepidation for me in my heart.  I had a mission, here, and it didn’t involve founding a new maritime empire.  Or if it did, it was a means to an end.

Then I thought of the story the monk, Brother Manji, told us back at the Gray Dome.  The one of the holy man Buckminster Fuller – Praise Be His Name -- and his decision to try to better humanity with what the gods had gifted him with, rather than take his own life.  Lorcus had been right – it was a crappy story.  But it did have an important moral. 

It was a challenge to your personal sense of morality, a question whose answer defined who you were as a human being.  Did you do all you could to improve the world you were born into?  Or were you too invested in your sense of ego to consider what your capabilities could mean to the future of all? 

It was a variation of the old Imperial ideal of magic in the service of humanity, in a way.  The idea was that something special that someone could do was properly used only when it served the interests of all. 

Now, that gets into some very interesting discussions about the relationship of the individual to the group, and there are lots of different ways it could be perceived.  But I had to concede that there was a kind of civic nobility involved in a man devoting his personal resources to the betterment of his neighbors, not merely his own aggrandizement. 

Indeed, that had been my operating principle for years, without me understanding it as such.  It was enlightened altruism – it didn’t ask for you to sacrifice what you had for those who had none.  It invoked, instead, the idea that your gifts, talents, and advantages should be employed for reasons beyond personal gain, with the measure of your success being the satisfaction you see in how your efforts improve the lives of the people around you.

It wasn’t a blueprint for a utopia.  But it was a guideline for developing a better neighborhood and happier neighbors.  That wasn’t a small thing, in my eyes.

The other Electors were experiencing radically different thoughts and emotions, of course.  This was an important day for them, and their country, and I did my best to empathize with what they were feeling.  I saw Lady Tirkia sobbing hysterically, Darriky weeping uncontrollably, and Alperrik appearing self-consciously solemn as they adjusted to the reality of what they had wrought.  This was a great day for Farise.  If it wasn’t all for naught.

For as we were deliberating about the future of the city, some sinister force had decided that the College of Electors was a danger to their interests.

Some secret word had gone out.  Perhaps it was in the puppet shows, or a quietly whispered word in the right person’s ear.  But suddenly mobs of people appeared in the streets as the Congress adjourned for the day.  The candidates would be prepared and submitted on the morrow . . . but someone clearly wanted to stop that from happening.

A mob of nearly a thousand emerged from the poor districts of Cesshaven, Porsago, and the Porter’s District, bearing banners of red and black – the colors chosen by the Farisian People’s Army to represent their republican ideals.  They congregated in the markets and then joined together to march across the bridges against the elitist magi and commercial interests in the Citadel.

But they weren’t alone.  Someone had summoned the armies of midnight.  All of them.  The South Grimany Savages, Dammonel’s Loyal Crew, the clowns, the mummers, and some I’d never seen before: men who painted their bodies with bones to look like skeletons, gangs of flamboyant caricatures of pirates, and stranger-looking rogues who seemed to include elements of all of them. 

They emerged from their dens and all marched on the Citadel at the same time.  What their goals were was unknown.  But their determination to gain the Citadel’s grounds was clear.  Adept Nandus announced that there was a means of escape through the underground catacombs for the Electors, once the Congress was adjourned for the day.  The security detail had fallen back to the Citadel, itself, as the costumed minions of shadow forces marched to the Palace District in force.

As we were calmly being escorted below to the tunnels that would allow our escape, Mavone contacted me, mind to mind.

Azar just reported that Count Cingaran was captured alive in the Garrison District, he reported, proudly.  He and Noutha and a few of his men ended up slaughtering about forty of his personal guards and gentlemen in the attack, but they returned with the man in irons.  His two chief lieutenants were, unfortunately, killed in the attack.

So where does that leave the Alshari mercenaries? I asked, as I filed downstairs.

In absolute disarray, he predicted.  The seniormost officer left is Baron Halaron, by my accounts.  He’s commanding the army that’s facing the Iron Wheel.  And Lorcus has them pinned down with magic and strategic archery.  If he tries to retreat and support what’s left of the garrison in town, the Iron Wheel will hit them from the rear.  If he can even get into town.  Have you seen what’s going on in the streets?

Someone has had enough, and wants to see a revolution, I suggested.  My question is who?  The Contramara isn’t behind this, I assured him.  So, who is pulling the strings?

I’ve got Iyugi working on it, Mavone promised.  If anyone can figure it out, he can.  In the meantime, you should get back here where it’s safe.  Besides, you might want to witness our newest prisoner.  He’s the highest-ranking capture yet to grace our cellar.

He’s a vile man, and I look forward to his execution, I decided.  His greed and ambition has crippled Farise.  Regardless of what he did in Alshar, he deserves death for what he oversaw in Farise.

That’s not for me to say, Mavone pointed out.  However, that means that the only other candidate for doge is Rellin Pratt.  Is that a wise idea? he challenged.

Probably not, I admitted, as I descended a staircase into darkness.  But he’s the only one we have.  There’s a revolution fomenting whether we like it or not.  We’re committed.

. 


Chapter Forty-Nine

A Dark and Stormy Night

Culture is shaped by geography and climate in most places, and in Farise that extends to the role that the great storms play in local folklore.  Having borne the brunt of savage storms for centuries, the Farisians have a fascinating, almost cultic relationship with the weather.  From the local Sea Lords whose reverence for the Storm King is almost fanatical to the Imperial subjects’ veneration for Orvatas (to whom the city was dedicated upon its inclusion in the Empire) to the native cults featuring serpents or sea monsters, all can agree upon one basic belief: storms are harbingers of change, the natural manifestation of supernatural struggles.  And we can do nothing about them but abide.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

The storm struck at twilight, just as the Congress was escaping through the tunnels into the outskirts of the Palace District.  It rolled in from the west, over the ridges, and thundered down on Farise like a wrathful god.  I wondered again if Durgan Jole was playing with Stormbringer with his new baculus.  Don’t ask me how, but I suspected as much, the wicked way the clouds curled overhead.  There seemed to be some sort of presence in them, watching the events unfolding below. Purely my imagination, once I checked with magesight, but that’s how it seemed. 

It wasn’t hard to believe in some patron spirit of the city, looming above, peering down in judgment of what was happening.  As I made my way quietly back to the practice in the gloom, I passed several bands of costumed goons, as well as little groups of Farisian People’s Army cohorts.  The latter wore black and red armbands and carried truncheons, their scrawny limbs holding the recently cut staves as threateningly as they could manage.  There were a surprising lot of them, though, compared to the armies of midnight.  I gave a wide berth to both: I had enjoyed enough Farisian politics for the day.

The practice was quietly abuzz when I finally got home.  Jannik, Jordi and Atopol had retreated from their customary rounds about the city, Ruderal was sitting guard on the front patio, and even Iyugi had been called in.

“I didn’t think I had a choice,” Mavone admitted, when he grabbed me as soon as I walked through the door.  “Things are breaking, now.  Cingaran is in our cellar, his forces are in disarray, and the Electors passed their resolution to elect a doge.”

“Then why are there a couple of thousand costumed thugs in the street, now?” I asked, irritated, as we closed the door to my office.  “They came out of nowhere.  And the Farisian People’s Army just produced another couple of thousand street troops.  What in seven hells is happening, Mavone?” I demanded.

“Someone, somewhere, with a lot of power and influence, just dropped an anvil on the chamberpot we know as Farise,” he explained as he took a seat.  “Someone panicked.  I don’t know over what, exactly – it could have been the resolution, it could have been Cingaran being captured – but someone decided to throw a fit to interfere with the Congress.  The FPA thinks it’s a revolution,” he added, frowning.  “They’ve declared it as such.”

“You suspect our unknown player?” I asked, as I enjoyed sitting down. 

“If the Contramara isn’t behind it, then I don’t see who else could manage it,” Mavone agreed.  “To goad the FPA into action and on the same night activate all the armies of midnight – that’s just too much of a coincidence.  It would be one thing if it was one or two or even three of them – but they’re all out there, tonight,” he said, nodding toward the window.

“The Contramara isn’t behind it,” I assured.  “At least, that’s the impression I got from their representative.  She should be meeting with her colleagues tonight to discuss our proposal.  If she accepts, I think our chances will dramatically improve,” I suggested.

“Maybe,” Mavone shrugged.  “Don’t mistake me, the Contramara are powerful, perhaps more than we suspect.  But they aren’t the kind of powerful that can get all these people in the street, ready for a fight.”

“But against who?” I asked, still irritated.  It was the kind of disquiet I suffered when I didn’t understand something.  “And to what purpose?”

“I’m hoping Iyugi can provide some answers,” Mavone sighed.  “He’s been working on that for days, now.  If he’s got any special talent at finding out secrets, that’s one I would dearly love to know.”

I had a meager but filling supper in my quarters, attended by Larask, reading over Mavone’s report for the day.  Cingaran was downstairs, the lone living occupant of the former ice room.  The other residents were his friends and allies who’d fallen in his defense, the ones for whom warrants in Alshar had been issued.  Azar had stacked the place with corpses to demonstrate what he thought of a traitor.  Cingaran was not a happy man – but he was still alive.  Broken, beaten, disarmed and imprisoned, but still alive.

I went to bed content that, one way or another, we had had an effect on the course of events.  For good or ill, we had removed Cingaran from the board.

But then Larask woke me up a few hours later at Mavone’s behest, and I started to have some doubts.  The storm was raging, outside, as I blearily made my way up to my spymaster’s office.

“Iyugi just reported that the Alshari fleet has landed several vessels in the harbor,” he reported, grimly.  “Commodore Sadikoas is apparently trying to salvage the situation in the Palace District.”

“What’s going on in the Palace District?” I asked, as Larask shoved a mug of hot tea into my hand.

“Mayhem,” Mavone reported.  “The armies of midnight and the Farisian People’s Army both sacked the entire quarter.  They fought with the Alshari garrison, who are now barricade in their barracks, and looted Cingaran’s residence.”

“They won’t find much,” I chuckled.  “Cat already robbed it blind.”

“It’s worse than that,” Mavone continued.  “It’s as if every faction activated every operative.  The cults are still gathering in the Street of Temples, the magi are barricading the roads into Tirza and the nobles are setting their guards to defend the North Hill.  There is no civil authority left,” he pronounced.

“So what are our chances, now?” I probed.

“There’s a power vacuum,” he admitted.  “By dawn, someone will have established . . . something.  I think.  But there’s no force in the street enforcing order outside of local militias.  What is happening with the Electors?  Didn’t you have an election?”

“We approved the process for entertaining candidates,” I explained.  “Presumably, Rellin Pratt and anyone else who wants the job is being interviewed, tried, examined and tested by a rigorous group of appointed committee members who already know what the outcome will be.  Have we heard anything from the Brotherhood?” I asked, curiously.

“They’ve been surprisingly quiet,” admitted Mavone.  “They haven’t emerged from their dens like they did for the previous riots.  I think Rellin is holding them out as a reserve, in case he needs muscle – or a rescue,” he conceded.  “But there aren’t enough of them to restore order in the city.  And they are absolutely the wrong crowd to depend on doing so,” he reminded me, as Ruderal opened the door.

Usually, he would have knocked – but then Rudy can see things beyond mere doors.  I trusted his judgment and didn’t object.

“There’s a message arrived for you, Master,” he reported, dutifully.

I glanced at the window.  “In this weather?  With a riot on every streetcorner?”

“It’s Lemari,” he explained, somberly.  “And her aunt.  And that old warmage.  They’re downstairs.  Larask is fetching them tea.”

“Take Lady Tirkia to my private office,” I decided.  “I will speak with her there.”

“And the others?” he asked.

“Have Atopol and Azar entertain them,” I suggested.  “Cat will enjoy meeting the Breeze that has taunted his heart.  Azar will delight in seeing Durgan Jole again.  Besides, I don’t think this will take long,” I predicted.

It didn’t.  Lady Tirkia looked tired and haggard, her shawl wet from the storm.  She looked up at me gratefully as I clucked over her condition and ensured she was properly comforted.  She seemed like the sort of woman who appreciated that kind of attention.

“I’ve met with my colleagues,” she said, finally.  “I gave them your proposal.  They agreed,” she revealed.  “Reluctantly, but they agreed.  They do not have the resources to sustain a campaign against the Merwyni, if they come.  And they understand what kind of power you are promising.  So they agreed with your terms.”

“Then let them know they need to trust me,” I suggested.  “At least for a little while.  Things are getting rough, in the streets, and they’re going to get rougher.  You need to bide, for now.  Is any of this chaos the doing of the Contramara?” I asked, pointedly.

“No!  This is the last thing we wanted!” Tirkia assured.  “We’re protecting our assets, but we’re not engaging in this madness.”

“Someone is indulging in it,” I pointed out.  “Someone powerful.  Which faction has the capacity to mobilize this many?  And to what purpose?” I asked.

Tirkia looked thoughtful.  “It could be . . . the Eye,” she suggested, hesitantly.  “That’s what we call it when something in an operation goes completely wrong unexpectedly – a trusted agent turns at the exact wrong moment, a connection is lost at a vital time, an asset turns up missing or dead in the middle of something important.  When we can’t figure out what went wrong, we blame it on the Eye.”

“What, exactly, is the Eye?” I asked, confused.

“We don’t know,” Tirkia stressed.  “And the Contramara has prided itself on knowing everything that happens in Farise for centuries.  But the Eye is real,” she stressed.  “It’s not just an excuse for bad luck and poor planning.  It exists.  We don’t know what it is, or who it is, or where it is.  But the records of it go back centuries.  Since the Late Magocracy, at least.”

“So a shadowy terrorist organization is afraid of an even spookier, more shadowy terrorist organization,” I considered.  “That seems unlikely.”

“It could be a myth,” she conceded.  “I’d like to think it is.  But it’s the only explanation for what’s going on.  The Eye can do things that no one else can do.  Only . . . mostly it doesn’t do anything.  Until it does.  And then it’s hard to say if it’s the Eye responsible, or someone else.”

“You have evidence of this Eye?” I asked.

“No, we have only inferences,” she replied, her jaw setting resolutely.  “But you asked who could be responsible.  None of the foreign powers could manage this.  The armies of midnight are mere puppets of other forces, who are in turn controlled by others.  We’re usually the ones pulling their strings, but we didn’t.  The Farisian People’s Army didn’t exist, as such, a few months ago.  Now it has thousands of poverty-stricken men trying to take over the city with cudgels.  Only the Eye could manage that sort of thing.”

“So is the Eye a single entity, a cabal of gangsters, or a secret cell of adepts even more secret than your secret cell of adepts?” I challenged.

“We don’t know, Mirkandar,” she admitted with a sigh.  “That’s the problem: it could be any of those, none of those, or all of those at once.  We don’t know.  They – it – seems to know everything, even our closest counsels.  But they’ve definitely been active in the past.  During the Narasi invasion, was the last time,” she recalled. 

“And you think they’re responsible for all of this?” I asked.

“No one else could be,” she agreed.  “And it won’t do you any good to go looking.  Whatever power they have, they’re careful about hiding it.  But we don’t even know what they – it – wants in Farise.  We just know it’s here, and active.”

My imagination provided a vision of a repulsive-looking creature with a single, enormous eye lurking in some dark corner of the catacombs beneath the city, using its magical powers to influence everyone above.  It was a comically bad vision of evil, of course, but that’s how my mind works sometimes.  I had seen too many legitimate horrors in my life – and far more in the lives of my ancient memories – to take such a image seriously, but it provided an interesting symbol of the problem.

The thing was, Tirkia wasn’t wrong – there was something, some force or organization, at work in Farise beyond the factions we’d identified.  All organizations accumulate a kind of lore or legends involved with their history, from military units to baker’s guilds.  Clandestine organizations weren’t immune from that.  The Eye was real.  Mavone and I had seen it, as we’d analyzed the chaos in the city.  It would be easy enough to dismiss Tirkia’s mysterious, super-secret power if we hadn’t seen it for ourselves, first. 

Nor was Tirkia ignorant; she was an educated adept, and she took the world very seriously.  There was no facetiousness in her words, I could see – she believed in this Eye, whatever it was.  So I had to take it seriously, too.  Indeed, if she was correct, it might be the key to unraveling the tangled skein that was Farise.

“I believe you,” I said, sincerely.  “Nothing is as it seems in Farise.  Including the shadowy underground.  No doubt there’s another, even more-secret cabal behind the Eye.  That is the way of the world, alas. 

“But it doesn’t change my plans, much.  How does Pratt’s interrogation go?”

“It’s a matter of form, not a serious inquiry,” she admitted in disgust.  “He breezed through the elementary magical trials, of course – any third-year apprentice could do that.  He had a much harder time with the history, governance, and political questions, however.  He was quite irritated with them, if you want to know the truth, and his answers were lackluster, at best.  The judges were not impressed. 

“He was headed into the military trials when Lemari and I left.  I didn’t want to delay any longer, considering the state of the streets.  We can protect ourselves, of course – Lemari has irionite, now.  But when Osaba showed up and wanted to know the way to your practice, we brought him along.  He is eager to speak with you.  And since we’re in this part of town, I figured I would collect my sister and her family and bring them back to our home.  Although I don’t know if it’s any safer there,” she confessed. 

“I’ll send a couple of warmagi with you, and you can bring them here,” I decided.  “It will be a little crowded, but this practice is one of the safest places to be in the city, at the moment.  I think crossing the bridges right now would be difficult, I’m afraid.  The mobs are seizing them.  You and your family are safer here, for the night.”

“I don’t want to impose,” she said, guiltily.

“Consider it a tangible sign of our new alliance,” I shrugged.  “As long as Pratt is prepared to face a vote of a quorum of Electors tomorrow, weathering one bad, stormy night is a small price to pay for what is at stake.”

“I agree,” she nodded.  “I’ve endured worst hardships.  You know, it is difficult to maintain a healthy amount of skepticism about you when you’re so gracious,” she chided.  “Usually leaders of insurgencies are a little more cutthroat and threatening in their presentation.”

“I’m new at this spy business,” I admitted.  “I fall back on charm when I can’t think of a way to be ruthless.  It’s an amateurish ploy, but as long as it keeps working, I’ll use it.”

***

It was a dark and stormy night, that night.  The sky was like an atmospheric reflection of the tumult in town.  Lightning and wind conspired to churn the saturated streets below into a parody of the natural elements conflicting above.  It was a night of darkness, a night of desperation, a night of despair.

Despite the pounding rain coming down in sheets the various mobs from across town continued their rampage.  It turned from a series of riots to general mayhem within hours.  Assorted factions took positions on the bridges across the river to try to control passage. 

The costumed vigilantes and various gangs of thugs all seemed to be willing to beat up the Farisian People’s Army.  The revolutionaries had far more members than anyone suspected, and though lightly armed their mobs descended on smaller factions and overwhelmed them by sheer numbers.  Bodies were left behind in every encounter as the poor consumed themselves in their anger against the outrages of fortune.

The Alshari, for their part, retreated as much as they could back to their barracks, dragging their wounded behind them or abandoning them in the streets to preserve their own lives.  Their commanders largely fled when they received no support from the Palace District, and once the rumor that Count Cingaran had been taken by force from the Garrison District all hope for the Alshari seemed lost. 

Meanwhile, a solemn cenacle of adepts held the trials of Rellin Pratt in some underground chamber, relentlessly questioning the man about everything from trade policy to Farisian cultural institutions.  It couldn’t have been fun – indeed, I had done my best to make the trials as tedious as possible – but Pratt had the determination necessary to carry him through.  None of the problems were hard, but they did require some knowledge and foresight to answer. And there were a lot of them.

Despite the chaos, we knew what our course of action had to be.  Now that we were aligned with the Contramara, it was decided that our best course of action was to wait out the chaos and then move in on whoever was left standing. 

But waiting didn’t mean we were idle.  Indeed, there was a lot of preparation needed for what was to come after.  I spent much of the evening talking to people mind-to-mind, arranging the things that I needed and making certain the right people were in the right place in the right time.  I spent almost an hour arranging for a truly staggering sum of gold to be withdrawn from the Wizard’s Mercantile, in my name, And I went through almost a ream of good parchment as I prepared for what was to come.

Meanwhile, there was a kind of triumphant reunion going on in the main room of the practice.  Azar and Sandoval fawned over Durgan Jole, and the other warmagi who trained with him mobbed him like royalty.  It didn’t take too many drinks to get them telling war stories.

Out on the front patio, the younger folk were having their own social event.  Lemari met Atopol for the first time, was instantly enchanted by his purple eyes and easy manner, and Ruderal, Parru, and Larask cracked jokes about the sudden attraction between the two.  It wasn’t until her cousins arrived that they deescalated the innuendo and relaxed into a less strained conversation.  Of course, there was still a revolution going on outside; they weren’t ignorant of it, but they did a passably good job of ignoring it.

I met Lemari’s other aunt and her husband, too, when they arrived with their four children.  They were both pleasantly plump and friendly, though their anxiety about what was happening was palpable.  A couple of brandies and Jannik singing songs from the Wilderlands quickly put them at their ease.  Noutha even sang a few, which was surprising.  She’s not the most attractive woman in Farise, but she had a beautiful voice.

My final contact with the world before I went to bed was a conversation with Gareth, who had taken his station at the Gray Dome.

I’ve almost got the reactor ready to initiate, he boasted, when I made contact with him, mind-to-mind.  Heeth and Rolof have been helpful, and I have four of my engineers assisting me. It’s been hard. But we’ve managed to establish control over the unit, now, and the emergency power cells we brought from Starlight are helping.  I’d say we’ll have it running in the next day or so.  Then we should have access to the entire archive shortly thereafter.  I’ve initiated and installed a CI3 to help – his name is Buckminster.  He’s been very helpful.

How are our prisoners? I asked.  There had to be over fifty there, I knew.

Oh, they’re staying quiet, Gareth boasted.  The first few gave me some guff about consequences, they offered to bribe me, and they got increasingly rowdy . . . until I littered the corridors outside of their cells with thaumaturgic constructs.  They’ve never seen anything like that before.  I also may have mentioned that we’re close to one of the cannibalistic tribes and the serpent cults who enjoy sacrifice so much.  After that, they’ve been very well-behaved.

Well, Bendonal will be escorting a special prisoner to you tonight, I informed him.  Count Cingaran, late of the occupation forces.  He’s been apprehended for certain crimes against the Duchy of Alshar.  He’s also an opium addict, so I apologize in advance for his behavior.  That stuff is nasty, when you’re used to it and then don’t get it.

No one is going to hear him scream down here, Gareth assured.  Really, the monks at their services on the ground floor can’t hear a thing from down here.  This place was designed to sustain a direct hit from a ten-megaton explosion, he reminded me.  There won’t be any noise complaints.

Any surprises, yet? I asked, hopefully.

No ancient caches of superweapons, if that’s what you’re asking, Gareth supplied.  But I have found some interesting information.  There are a couple of storehouses sealed away down here with supplies and equipment considered essential for re-establishing advanced civilization.  I don’t know how much of it will be actually useful, but once we get the reactor running and open those units it should be very interesting. 

I look forward to it, I agreed.

On another note, there is a question I have to ask you, he ventured.  It may sound a little . . . odd.  Did you suggest that Dara come see me in Starlight?

What?  No! I assured him.  I haven’t spoken to her in months.  I heard she showed up at Starlight, though.  I hope it wasn’t too uncomfortable.

For me?  No, I’m a happily married man, he insisted.  But she asked me some odd questions.  Odd even for her.  I didn’t want to even talk with her, but she was insistent, so I indulged her.  But they didn’t concern the operations at Starlight at all.  They were more . . . personal in nature.

I sighed.  Try to ignore it, I advised.  She’s trying to figure out if she wants to be married or not, and with whom.  I gave her some advice, but I didn’t think she would take it and run to you.  Indeed, I tried to keep you out of it, I promised.

I thought as much, he agreed.  It wasn’t a problem, really, just strange.  I thought my problems with her were over, and here she comes blundering into my workshop right after I get married when I’m in the middle of an important project talking about . . . well, personal things.  Very personal things.  It was a little disturbing, he admitted.

Sorry, I offered.  My apprentices have a tendency to be flaky, sometimes, and Dara’s in a difficult spot.  Regardless, let’s continue to focus on the Fuller Institute, I insisted.  That’s where your future lies.

I understand that, Gareth said with a mental sigh.  This place is wonderful.  It’s like a distillation of everything the original colony needed, all in one place.  Well, except for the machines you’d need to actually build all the stuff you need to have the kind of civilization they did.  But we have all the schematics, he declared, proudly.  Given enough time, we can do everything else.  Oh, he continued casually, before I came here with Heeth, I made certain the Junebug was refueled and ready to fly. 

Really?  It should have enough range to get to Farise, if you have it fully fueled. I don’t know why, but part of my soul wanted that old flying machine to work. 

That would take too much time, he argued.  So I popped the entire thing into a forty-ton hoxter pocket.  It’s in a wand sitting on my desk at the moment.  If you need the Junebug, I’ll send it back with Bendonal.

That . . . that would be magnificent, I decided.  Things here have come to a head.  Tomorrow promises to be filled with developments.  Rellin Pratt is being examined for the position of Doge tonight, and tomorrow he will be voted on.

Pratt?  You’re letting that rat become the doge of Farise? he asked, skeptically.  Tyn and Ron won’t like that at all.

Nothing is what it seems, in Farise, I said, as Atopol let himself into my office and slumped in the chair in front of my desk.  Besides, they were headed for the Goblin Kingdom, last I heard.  They’re too far away to take offense.  And they should trust my judgment.  As should you, I reminded him.

I do, Gareth said, unconvincingly.  You certainly get results.  But I suppose it doesn’t really matter whose ruling in the city, if this lovely installation is unbothered by it.  Really, having to put up with Farise is almost worth the price of opening the Gray Dome.

“You have a report?” I asked the Cat of Enultramar, when I ended the contact.

“She says I have the most beautiful eyes,” Atopol said, dreamily.  “Honestly, she’s gorgeous.  And smart.  And Talented.  And she smells good,” he added, with a smile.

“And she’s a terrorist,” I reminded him.  “She’s likely killed more men than you have.”

“I dislike conflict,” Atopol shrugged.  “But I don’t mind a girl who can handle herself.”

“She killed them with lightning.  It was premeditated, and certainly not self-defense,” I pointed out.

“But she’s so pretty,” he argued.  “I don’t care about her politics!”

“You’re just besotted because she happens to be a female thief – an assassin, actually,” I reminded him.

“I know, she shows real potential,” he agreed, continuing to smile.  “She’s just learning shadowmagic.  And a bit of warmagic.  But have you heard her voice?  It’s sultry, but strong.  Silky, but resolute.”

“A lot like my mother’s,” I agreed, wryly.  “But there are going to be problems if you court Lemari,” I predicted.  “She’s . . . not like other girls.  In a lot of ways.  It could be problematic.”

“I have white hair, purple eyes, and a family legacy of secrets that goes back three centuries,” Cat dismissed.  “There is no relationship I can aspire to that isn’t going to be problematic.  She’s got some rough edges,” he conceded, “but there isn’t any compelling reason why I shouldn’t consider her,” he reasoned.  “Is she promised to some cult as a sacrifice?  Is she blood-bonded to some ancient demon?  Is she betrothed to a pirate king?  I can handle any of that,” he boasted, dismissively. 

“Perhaps,” I agreed, coming to a decision of my own.  “But she’s also my daughter.  The product of a liaison I had with her mother back during the occupation.  And I have given the little terrorist a witchstone.  So you might want to reconsider any liberties you were considering taking with her,” I advised.

He gave me the grace of a good thirty seconds of a blank look that was a credit to his trade.  A good thief ought not to wear his emotions on his sleeve. 

“Your daughter?” he repeated.

“She is,” I nodded.  “It has been confirmed.  And with great confidence.  You are only the fourth person to know this.  I’ve told no one about her yet – including my own wife, my apprentices, and my staff.  Please be advised I want to keep it that way, for now.”

“That’s . . . very interesting,” he concluded, swallowing hard.

“So if you want to pursue this suit, be warned that she has a highly overprotective father who she’s just recently met.  You might want to tread cautiously,” I warned, “lest you run afoul of your future in-laws.  As adept as you are, that might go poorly.”

Atopol studied me for a few moments, as he digested that fact.  He was a hotshot young thief who had accomplished more in his short career than most of his colleagues did in a lifetime. 

But I was Minalan the Spellmonger, leader of armies and one of the top twenty best warmagi in the world.  A known family man who took his responsibilities seriously.  Atopol knew me.  He’d worked for me.  It had always been a friendly relationship.

But he needed to know the rules.  Lemari was my daughter, and I felt a distinct paternal responsibility for her even if I barely knew her.  He was clearly infatuated with her, and wanted to pursue her.  I wasn’t telling him no.  But I was telling him to tread carefully.

He regarded me solemnly in silence for a few moments before he spoke.

“Master Minalan – Your Excellency – if you feel compelled to correct me in my behavior toward your daughter, I look forward to taking the beating that you will no doubt administer.  But you will not dissuade me.  The Cats of House Furtius know what we want – know who we want – from a very small pool of candidates.  When we find the one that the Blessed Darkness has sent to us, there is no power in the mundane or the arcane that can stop us pursuing what we want,” he promised, proudly.

“Then I’m glad we understand each other,” I nodded.  “But let me be clear.  I have just met Lemari.  I wish to get to know her better, before she gets herself married off to a dashing young shadowthief.  Grant me that, at least.  She is young.  She has her education to complete.  She has some destiny here in Farise that might conflict with your plans.  Give me time to get to know this daughter, before you confuse her overmuch with love and admiration.”

Atopol considered.  “Once you know she’s the one, it doesn’t really matter how much time you take to make it official,” he decided.  “I can be patient.  For a while.”

“I appreciate that,” I said, sincerely.  “Give the girl some time to adjust to her new reality.  She’s only fifteen,” I argued.  “She’s already confused and conflicted by this revelation – not to mention the revolution happening in her country.  Give her a little space.  I’ll do my part to encourage the relationship, in time.  But let me get to know her, before I give her to another man.”

“Fair enough,” he conceded.  “I bow to your judgment as her father.  Even though she kind of hates you,” he added.

“That’s all I ask,” I agreed.  Then I sighed with disgust.

“What?” Atopol asked, concerned.

“Now I have to dig another hole, once I get back to Sevendor,” I chuckled.  “That’s a big undertaking, at my age.”

“A hole?  For what?” the greatest thief in the world asked.

“In case you screw up and I have to hide a body,” I answered.  “I do it for all my daughters.  By hand.  That way, I don’t feel guilty if I have to use it, one day.”

Atopol swallowed.  “Good to know,” he nodded.

Good lad.


Chapter Fifty

Revolution

One must commend the gallant Farisians on their resilience in the face of adversity.  The architecture of the city is reflective of the number of times it has been devastated by the frequent storms, flooding low-lying areas to the point of destruction while the hilltops are encrusted with temples and palaces and the institutions of the city like barnacles bravely clinging to the hull of a ship in a storm.  There is no greater example of this than the magnificent Citadel of the Doge, the central hub of administration that towers over the stately buildings around it.  By local tradition the selection of a new Doge, the title of the Imperial Governor, is announced with the release of a cloud of smoke from its rooftop in glorious Farisian green.  It is a solemn spectacle that the Farisians anticipate with great reverence.

Explorations of Farise, Enshalada, and the Shattered Isles

Author Unknown

The storm lessened as dawn broke over the broken city, giving a brief respite to the Farisians and allowing them to take stock of the damage.  Many of the combatants in the previous night\s mayhem had slunk away at twilight, beaten, exhausted, and demoralized by the intense struggle in the stormy streets.  Those who remained clung to the strong points they had seized the previous night. 

But there were no Alshari in the streets anymore.  There was no one trying to restore order.  Neighbors banded together to clean up the mess, or escort the wounded to safety, or fortify their shops and homes against more violence, but those efforts were localized.  The city, as a whole, was leaderless.

At least, for the moment.

Thankfully, the Electors were meeting for the final vote to elevate Rellin Pratt to Doge that afternoon.  That would, theoretically, re-establish Farisian sovereignty, inaugurate a new government, clear the streets of mobs and gangs, and usher in a new era of prosperity and splendor.  If someone didn’t stick a dagger in him, first.

The vote was to be taken at the Citadel, of course, but getting there would prove difficult.  There were still plenty of lawless thugs wandering around, looking for opportunistic victims or members of rival gangs.  The Farisian People’s Army still clung to a number of checkpoints and crossroads, particularly around the Porsago and Cesshaven Districts, and they controlled the Sea Lords’ District all the way to the bridge.  They technically controlled the bridge to the harbor, too, but of the four great spans that joined the two sides of Farise, the Harbor Bridge was the least well-traveled. 

I wasn’t terribly concerned for my safety – any thug dressed as a clown or a tribesman or a marionette would regret such an encounter – but I did want to ensure that as many other Electors made it in safety as well. 

At dawn I sent Ruderal to fetch Darriky and asked Atopol to slink over to Alperrik’s mansion on the east bank and escort him to the Citadel.  Tirkia sent Lemari to bring Adept Jakin to ensure the theurge was able to attend.   I knew there had to be at least three hundred Electors to make a quorum, under the rules, and I wanted to ensure every one of them who had survived the night’s violence made it to the Citadel.

“I think it would be appropriate to bring guards,” Mavone suggested, as we prepared for the day over breakfast and tea.  “Plenty of other Electors will be escorted by their security.  It won’t look amiss if you had a couple of tough-looking fellows with you.  Sandy and Curmor, perhaps?”

“They’ll do,” I agreed.  I knew that having public security could extricate you from all sorts of situations just by their presence.  “That will be interesting.  The last time we were all together at the Citadel, we were trying to kill a doge.  Now were trying to elect one.”

“This business is filled with irony,” Mavone, agreed.  “Like making an alliance with a group that was trying to kill you fifteen years ago.  The Contramara is dangerous, Min,” he reminded me.  “We barely know anything about them.”

“We will learn a lot more as allies than as opponents,” I pointed out.  “We’re going to have to work closely together to support this new regime.  With Merwyn coming, they really don’t have much of a choice but to cooperate with us, if they truly have a free and independent Farise as a goal.  I like having that kind of leverage.”

“I’m just concerned about their trustworthiness.  Apropos to that, how are we going to explain all of this to Rard?”

“With small words and short, easy-to-understand sentences,” I chuckled.  “Let’s see how all of this plays out, before we try to explain it.  There is a lot that is still up in the air,” I reminded him.

“So, are your contingencies ready?” he asked.  I smiled and pulled the satchel I had spent all night filling out from under the table. 

“I should have everything I need, since Bendonal returned from the Gray Dome.    But I’ll need some men ready, in case I need reinforcements.”

“The other half of the strike force will be ready,” he promised.  “And Azar and Noutha have decided to stick around to see what happens.  Hells, we have Durgan Jole sleeping in our library.  If you need an extraction, we should have the talent to do it.  I’ll prepare them for that.”

“Just make certain they’re ready.  All of them.  I suppose the only thing left to do is to take a leisurely walk through the city, get into the Citadel, and do our civic duty,” I sighed. 

“I can’t wait for it to be over,” Mavone admitted.  “It’s been fun – one of the best intelligence operations I’ve ever been involved in – but it’s draining.  I want to see a good conclusion to this one.”

“Anything is possible,” I agreed, as I went to go collect my colleagues.

I’d given Lady Tirkia a room and a bed of her own so that she could get some rest before our important day.  Her sister’s family had taken over two rooms on the second floor, temporarily, and Larask was hard-pressed to convince them to stop touching things.  The entire place was starting to feel crowded, and I suddenly wanted to be underway.

“It’s still morning,” complained Darriky with a yawn.  “The meeting isn’t until this afternoon.”

“The entire city is ravaged,” I pointed out.  “There is no telling how hard it is going to be to get there.  Half of those costumed idiots out there are specifically looking to obstruct the proceeding.  The other half . . . I’m not much sure that they care, they’re just looking for an excuse to beat someone up.  So, an early start is advisable.”

“Why does the voice of wisdom always have to be so uncomfortable?” he sighed.  He looked around at the crowded practice, as Lemari’s cousins tumbled down the stairs for breakfast, Larask trying to herd them away from anything breakable.  Curmor was going up the same stairs wearing a battle harness and carrying a war staff over his shoulder. Darriky stared, until Curmor grinned and waved. “Forgive me for noting it, but a wise man would notice that there seems to be more going on at your practice than one would ordinarily presume,” he observed.

“Isn’t that always the case in Farise?  Yes, I am more than I present myself to be, at the moment, Darriky.  There is much happening that you don’t know about, that would be difficult to tell you, and which might genuinely endanger you to know.  A lot is happening, and there are forces at play here even I don’t understand.”

“I just wanted some confirmation,” Darriky nodded.  “You seem like an honest fellow for a . . . whatever you actually are,” he conceded.  “Tirkia likes you, and I’ve always respected her opinion.  Alperrik likes you, and I never respected his.  I like you, the gods alone know why.”

“I have Farise’s best interests in mind,” I promised him.  “And I will tell you everything, after this is over.  You deserve that much.”

“Thanks,” he nodded.  “I’m just a—”

“You are a civic-minded mage who runs an honest practice and doesn’t like politics,” I finished for him.  “That’s why you’re approaching this Elector business the way you do.  You are largely uncorrupted.  There aren’t any strings on you.  You don’t want a bribe, you don’t want a cushy position in the government afterwards, and you don’t particularly want to stab anyone in the cloakroom.  I’d say you’re as an important player in all of this as anyone.”

“I wouldn’t mind a cushy government job,” he shrugged.  “Apart from that, you’re about right.  I just want things to get back to normal.”

“Then we’re going to have to build that ourselves,” I declared.  “Are you ready?”

“I’ve got my wand, my sphere, my ring, and a flask of brandy,” he agreed.  “Whenever you are.”

“Then let’s collect Tirkia and go do something historic,” I said, hefting the satchel across my shoulders and grabbing my staff.  I chose my everyday working hat, despite the importance of the occasion.  The beat-up cone and brim was far more usefully enchanted than my more formal hat.  I didn’t know what the day would hold, but I wanted to be prepared for just about anything.

That was the proper attitude to have, as it turns out.

***

Feelings of paranoia were rampant that morning, with twice the number of guards visible at the Citadel as were present during the last meeting of the Electors.  A very nervous looking official stopped us at the gate to verify our identities as Electors, search us for weaponry, and pass us inside. 

I had Sandy and Curmor wait for us with the rest of the guards.  They weren’t the only ones wearing the battle harness of a warmage, either.  Everyone was concerned about the violence of the last several days, and the Executive Committee wanted to ensure the vote happened without interruption or disruption.  The possibility of some faction deciding to attack was just too real to be ignored.

Solemnly, we donned our yellow baldrics and ascended the six flights of stairs that brought us to the roof of the great structure.  Traditionally, it had been pointed out, the election of the Doge was done under the open sky.  Considering there was a brief break in the rain, we had a few dry hours in which to make our decision.

But there was no real decision to make.  Rellin Pratt was the only candidate who had made it through the rigorous selection process.  Either we voted for him, or we didn’t – and too many people had had their arms twisted to vote for him to see his bid fail.  The Congress of Electors was a formality.  Pratt was destined to become the Doge of Farise.

But that didn’t make us unnecessary.  We were, legitimate or not, the only group that had decided to assert the sovereignty of Farise.  I’d learned a lot about government, despite myself, during my service in the various committees.  Sovereignty was created when one man or group had the will to use force to establish it and then defend it.  That’s what we were doing when no one else was doing anything.  As biased and corrupt as the Congress of Electors was, it was the only game in town.  We might be establishing a dictatorship, but it was a legitimate dictatorship.

“How many made it, do you think?” Lady Tirkia asked when we were gathering on the rooftop.

“More than three hundred, so far,” Darriky decided, as his eyes scanned the crowd.  “That’s a quorum.  We can hold the vote, now, and be done with this madness.”

“It’s still going to take a lot of work to see the new regime succeed,” Tirkia reminded us.  “Selecting a Doge is just the first step.  He must form a government, then.  That’s going to be a nightmare,” she predicted. 

“The only way it won’t be is to take politics out of it,” Darriky mused, shaking his head.  “And you can never take politics out of it.  Oh!  Prince Rat has arrived!” he noted, as there was a stir at the head of the stairs.  Four well-dressed nobles in Sea Lord style finery escorted the tired-looking former pirate onto the roof, as a round of applause and some cheers broke out.  Rellin smiled, that fake politician’s expression he’d perfected, but I could see he was truly relieved to have finally made it to this point.

This was the culmination of his life’s work, after all – he’d always had Orril Pratt as his uncle as his biggest claim to fame.  The name alone hadn’t brought him to the roof of the Citadel, however.  He’d had to put together enough power and influence to come to the notice of the elite of Farise, and he had chosen the perfect time to press his case. 

“I call this meeting of the Congress of Electors to order!” Adept Nandus called out.  “The Secretary affirms that there are three hundred, twenty-one designated Electors present, which is sufficient for the business at hand.  The matter before us is the selection of a new Doge of Farise.  Do we have a candidate for this office?” he asked, formally.

The Secretary of the Congress, a thin man with a high, warbling voice, stood forward.  I didn’t even know the Congress had a Secretary, to be honest, but I suppose someone had to keep track of everything.

“We do!” he reported, solemnly.  “Captain Rellin Pratt, an accepted Adept, a captain of note, and a duly qualified candidate for this office has been examined by committee and has met all of the requirements set forth by this body,” he assured everyone in a loud voice.  “I hereby certify that he is an acceptable candidate.”

There was a bit of murmuring amongst the crowd, as well as some applause – clearly, not everyone was pleased with the candidate or the process. 

“Then he shall be submitted into consideration of this body for final approval,” Nandus continued.  “Should any present take issue with this and wish to challenge the candidate, risking their lives and their honor in mortal combat, stand forth now and issue your challenge,” he directed.  It was a casually delivered line, a formality – like this entire Congress.

I waited a moment to see if anyone was brave enough to do so.  Pratt tried to look formidable in his finery, and even put his hand on the hilt of his scimitar to indicate he was ready for a challenge he did not expect to hear.  Indeed, it appeared that no one would object.

“I challenge him!” I said, quietly, but loud enough to be heard.

Darriky looked at me, astonished.  Lady Tirkia’s mouth was agape in horror.  I ignored them and pushed my way to the front of the crowd.

“You?” Adept Nandus asked in surprise.  “You challenge him?  Why?  What is the nature of your challenge?” he asked, confused.

“I find him unfit for the office and suspect he will be corrupt,” I agreed.  “His character is dubious, at best, and he may be allied with certain disreputable organizations.  I cannot in good conscience allow him to take the title when I believe his reign will be disastrous for Farise.”

Pratt’s face contorted in rage as I calmly insulted him to his face, and in front of the public. 

“You challenge me?  The Ice Wizard?” he finally choked out.

“I do,” I agreed, leaning on my staff.  “I will fight you to the death to spare Farise from the burden of your rule.  Are you surprised?” I asked, approaching the young mage.  “You shouldn’t be.  When you ask decent men to decide who will lead them, it’s uncommon for them to pick a scoundrel.  So I challenge you for the office,” I declared.  “Declare your seconds, and I will summon mine.”

“You know I’ve killed hundreds of men,” Pratt boasted.  “This will be a trial to death, or surrender,” he reminded me.  “Killing one more won’t bother me.”

“A man who is not bothered by death has no business leading a nation,” I dismissed.  “I’m not afraid of you.”

“Mirkandar!  What in nine hells are you doing?” Lady Tirkia asked.

“I’m living up to the oath I took as an Elector,” I argued. 

“And you’re willing to pay for it with your life,” Pratt said, regarding me evenly.  “I suppose that’s noble.  Suicidal and naïve, but noble.”

“I care not what you think,” I snapped.  “Do you accept the challenge?  Or do you withdraw?”

“You know I have irionite,” he boasted.  “I will not hesitate to use its powers to end your life.”  To prove it he dug his shard out of the little silk bag he wore around his neck.  “There will be no rules to this contest.  And I will not spare your life,” he cautioned.

“Then you accept it,” I nodded.

“Of course,” he said, sizing me up.  “A seasoned corsair and shadowmage against the Ice Wizard of Bluestem?  I like my chances.”

“The challenge has been accepted!” Nandus called out. 

“Of course, Mirkandar is not my real name,” I revealed, as I handed my staff to Darriky, who was still in shock.

“I don’t care whose name you use,” Pratt dismissed.  “I’ll kill you just the same.”

“Back in Castal, before I came to Farise, I was known by another name.  I was called Minalan.  I was a spellmonger,” I revealed, as I extracted the Magolith out of its hoxter and set it flying over my shoulder.  “I lived in the mountains, the Mindens, up in the Alshari Wilderlands for a while.  But then a goblin shaman gave me a piece of irionite.”

“Minalan?” Adept Nandus asked, confused. 

“Minalan the Spellmonger, Count of the Magelaw, Baron of Sevendor.  But in Farise I go by Mirkandar the Magnificent,” I explained, as I brought Avalanche out of its hoxter.  The sleek, deadly-looking battle staff immediately made an impression.  “The Ice Wizard, as you call me.  But I’m actually a pretty decent warmage, by all accounts.  Have you selected your two seconds?” I asked as I shrugged off my long sleeveless coat. 

“You are an outsider!” objected one of the Electors I didn’t know, clearly someone who had their heart set on Pratt’s ascension. 

“Then you can challenge me, after I kill Rellin in front of you,” I said, cheerfully.  “He’s killed hundreds of men.  I’ve killed hundreds of men . . . and tens of thousands of gurvani.  And some undead lords.  A couple of dragons,” I added.  “Probably some other stuff.  And how can I be an outsider?  I was born in Castal, the same as he.”

Pratt stared at me as I kept pulling items out of thin air in front of everyone – my helmet, my fighting harness, a few pieces of dragonscale armor – I would forego the cuirass I usually wore into battle.  This was a duel, not an assault.  But that reminded me of something.  “You might want to clear some of these people back,” I warned Nandus.  “This is going to get bloody.”

“My seconds shall be Lord Haramine and Captain Pallus,” he informed Nandus, his confidence clearly failing.  I closed my eyes and reached out to Mavone, mind-to-mind.

It’s time.  Send them.  Use the Magolith’s Waypoint, I ordered.

A moment later, Sandoval, Curmor, Mavone, and the other warmagi began materializing through the Ways, each dressed in full armor and bearing their arms.  And they kept coming.  Lorcus appeared in full armor, fresh from the battlefield north of the city.  Atopol and Ruderal appeared, escorting Parru and Lemari as well as bringing Jordi and Jannik through with them.  Durgan Jole arrived with his new staff in hand, dressed like a barfly.  Even Iyugi manifested, which surprised me.  I think he just wanted to watch.

Then Azar and Noutha appeared, and many in the crowd recognized their dire-looking armor from his judicial stage. 

“I am here as a friend to the Spellmonger, not in any official capacity,” he announced, if anyone cared. 

“Let’s see . . .” I said, as I surveyed the many warmagi who had suddenly gathered.  I think I’m going to choose . . . Sandoval.  And Noutha,” I decided.  “Not that there will be anything left for them to contend with, but they each have irionite.  And they are each very seasoned warmagi.”

“My lord President, this is improper!” complained the Elector who’d spoken before.  “These are foreign troops.  They have no business interfering in this proceeding!”

“I was selected as a duly appointed Elector,” I reminded him.  “I have every legitimate right to extend this challenge.  And defend myself from any other challenge brought.  And I will defend it,” I said, looking over at Lemari.  “I am here to establish Farise as a free and independent nation, not a subsidiary of a criminal organization.  If you want to challenge me on that, I’ll be free to entertain it in a moment, after I kill Pratt.”

The pirate lord was looking increasingly alarmed as the rooftop filled with well-armed foes, and his seconds – who did not appear to be magi – started to re-think their allegiance to him. 

“You don’t even have a blade!” he protested, weakly.

I nodded and summoned Twilight instantly to my hand.  The deadly-looking mageblade gleamed in the brief sunlight that poked through the clouds.  And anyone with a shred of Talent could feel the presence of the weapon, by design.  It had a whole suite of enchantments designed to intimidate when it was drawn.

“Now I do,” I said, softly, taking a couple of practice swings with it.  It had been months since I’d had a proper sword in my hand, and I had to admit that it felt good.  “So how shall we start?  A little swordplay?  Then some magic?  Then I burn you to the ground where you stand?” I suggested to Pratt, who had drawn his own scimitar.  “And don’t bother trying to use shadowmagic – I’m used to such trickery.  You’re only going to piss me off, and that’s going to make your death longer and more painful.”

“Are the combatants prepared?” Nandus asked, trying to regain control of the situation.  “Will either party yield in the face of this challenge?”

“You’re serious about this?” Pratt asked me, his face ashen. 

“I am,” I assured him, as I took a guard position with staff and sword.  I flicked through a few of the polearm heads Avalanche had to offer and settled on a nice long spearhead.  “I aim to become Doge.  I will kill anyone who challenges me.  And if, for some strange reason, you manage to kill me, then my associates will challenge you.  And continue to challenge you.  Until you and everyone else who resists is dead.  Do you yield?” I asked, forcefully, raising my voice for the first time.  The Magolith took up a prominent position over my shoulder and began pulsating warningly.  I began enwrapping myself with defensive spells and combat enchantments.

Pratt’s eyes went from the orb to my suddenly appearing spear to the deadly looking mageblade.  I could see his mind working, calculating his chances, weighing the various outcomes against each weapon.  And I could see him reach the same conclusion over and over again. 

He would lose.  In the face of a challenge from Minalan the Spellmonger, he would lose.  If not the first contest, then eventually.  I just had too much strength and power at play, and as adept as he was on the seas or in the shadows, despite his shard of irionite he would lose, and pay with his life.

“I . . . I yield,” he finally said, defeated, and lowered his scimitar.  Then he saluted me with it, which I thought gracious of him.  “If you are serious in this contest, I will yield . . . and accept you as the new Doge of Farise,” he admitted.  I could tell it was the hardest sentence he’d ever had to utter in his life.  I almost felt sorry for him and his years of effort wasted in fruitless pursuit of the office. 

But then I remembered that he was a murdering pirate, a punk mage who’d likely stolen his witchstone, and he had murdered and enslaved his way into his position.  I didn’t feel quite as bad for him any longer.

“Are there any other challengers?” I asked the crowd of Electors.  “I shall meet them with the same ferocity, I promise you.”  There was stunned silence, but none ventured to come forth against me.

“This is not what we discussed!” hissed Lady Tirkia, clearly exasperated by the events.

“I told you I had a plan,” I reminded her.  “I’m acting on it.  This was always the plan.  To this man’s credit, he is withdrawing his bid.  I am entering mine.  Adept Nandus, will you take the vote?” I asked, leaning on my spear as my friends looked on and grinned.

“There is a motion for a vote on the candidate before us for the office of the Doge of Farise,” Adept Nandus announced with a reluctant sigh.  “Namely Count Minalan the Spellmonger—

“No,” I interrupted.  “In Farise my name is Mirkandar the Magnificent.  That is the name under which I shall serve,” I said, staring at Lemari.  Her eyes were watery, I noticed, as she stared back.

“As you wish, my lord,” Nandus agreed, respectfully.  “The motion stands.  All in favor?”

I won’t bother to mention the exact numbers of the vote – it was not unanimous.  But more than two hundred of my fellow Electors assented, and from that moment on I became the sovereign Doge of Farise.  There was some cheering.  There was some grumbling.  But I made a bit of a ceremony as I used magic to light the smudgepot that billowed green smoke to tell the city a new Doge was in power.

Lemari looked stunned, and tears were streaming down her face.  Tirkia looked livid.  Darriky looked confused.

But I was the Doge, legally and legitimately.  And it was time to get to work.


Intermission V

Prime Edicts of the Doge of Farise

BEING duly elected, by a properly and traditionally constituted COLLEGE OF ELECTORS, lawfully selected and sworn to represent the interests of the PEOPLE OF FARISE,

Mirkandar the Magnificent, Practical Adept of Farise, has been accepted by said CONGRESS OF ELECTORS as the correct and proper DOGE OF FARISE, and is thereby invested with the sovereign authority of the PEOPLE OF FARISE.

As such, Doge Mirkandar accepts the sovereign authority of the nation, and seeks to restore proper order and justice to it.  In one year, he pledges to produce a written CONSTITUTION to govern the affairs of Farise into the future.  Until then, as Imperial tradition informs, he elects to exercise SOVEREIGN AUTHORITY to govern by edict, in order to quell the disorder and chaos that is infecting the nation.

Therefore, Mirkandar I, Doge of Farise, declares a STATE OF EMERGENCY, recognizing several and diverse threats to the peace, order, and stability of the nation, and seeks to repair and restore the mechanisms of government.   Until that is secured, the Doge shall rule by edict, enforced by all means at his disposal.

TO THAT END, Doge Mirkandar declares the following as his policies:

That the DOGE OF FARISE embodies the sole SOVEREIGNTY of FARISE and is invested with the sovereign power to establish, at his discretion and in his wisdom, the instruments required to govern the nation and its subjects towards a prosperous future.

That Farise, the city and all of its territories, is declared an IMPERIAL COMMONWEALTH, with the aims of the government, even in times of emergency, devoted to the defense, security and prosperity of ALL subjects of the Doge.

That five officers shall be appointed to constitute the COUNCIL OF STATE, namely a minister of STATE, a minister of ARMS,  a minister of JUSTICE, a minister of COMMERCE, and a PRIME ADEPT to oversee arcane affairs.

That until such time as proper, permanent government be formed, these ministers shall hold the fully delegated authority of the DOGE to administer their offices at the direction of the DOGE and his stated policies.  These ministers shall serve an emergency term of one year, until the establishment of an ordained CONSTITUTION.

That PIRACY is hereby banned and held a violation of the Doge’s law.  No ship engaged in piracy shall be welcome in the ports of the COMMONWEALTH, and any ship, captain, and crew conducting such actions without a proper letter of marque and reprisal shall be seized, its crew punished accordingly, and its captain held responsible.

That SLAVERY and the taking of hostages, as an abhorrent and inhumane practice, shall be banned in the COMMONWEALTH and that all persons currently held in servile bondage are MANUMITTED, without delay, and given their freedom. 

That, recognizing the threats to the nation, the DOGE shall recruit and constitute a professional ARMY, NAVY and MAGICAL CORPS for the COMMONWEALTH, including an adequate palace guard, under proper officers and regulated without regard to political concerns, to defend the COMMONWEALTH and her interests abroad from all threats. 

That there shall be no recognition of any RELIGION, SECT, or CULT by the government in any official capacity, nor shall participation in the government be precluded by any affiliation with any RELIGION, SECT or CULT.

That the Farisian unit of currency shall be established as one ounce of gold of no less than .999 fine quality.

That all ships in port which are in arrearage of their due fees shall have twenty six hours to settle those debts or leave port.  Failure to do either shall lead to the seizure of the ship on behalf of the COMMONWEALTH by the authority of the DOGE.

That the COMMONWEALTH OF FARISE shall be considered a FREE PORT henceforth, with no duties levied on goods purchased or sold in the GREAT MARKET.  Goods sold in other markets may be levied by order of the MINISTER OF COMMERCE.

That the TREASURY of the COMMONWEALTH shall be kept as the Doge’s sovereign fund, to be administered by his designated TREASURER, who shall at the direction of the Doge institute certain taxes and fees to enrich the COMMONWEALTH and pay for its legitimate expenses. 

That the MAGICAL ACADEMY and the UNIVERSITY of FARISE be reopened and accept new students at the earliest possible opportunity.

That all agents of foreign powers register with the MINISTER OF STATE in a timely manner, else be considered guilty of ESPIONAGE and arrested as an enemy of the COMMONWEALTH.

That all subjects of the COMMONWEALTH render aid and assistance to the lawfully appointed and designated officers of the DOGE who bear his badges, symbols, or letters of authority under penalty of arrest, fine, imprisonment, forced labor, or death.

That all future edicts shall be issued by the duly appointed HERALD OF THE COMMONWEALTH, through whom the policies and mandates of the DOGE shall alone be expressed.

That the MINISTER OF JUSTICE shall appoint appropriate jurists, magistrates, and prosecutors to enforce the PEACE OF THE COMMONWEALTH and protect the just and fair settlement of disputes between conflicted parties.

That all foreign powers are hereby WARNED that any attempt at interference in the operations of the COMMONWEALTH shall be deemed an act of WAR and shall see the COMMONWEALTH respond with due force of arms and magic. 

That the DOGE shall appoint further officers of the COURT OF THE COMMONWEALTH and the COUNCIL OF STATE to enact and enforce the policies according to the wisdom of the DOGE. 

That further violence shall not be tolerated by the designated forces of the DOGE, and that they shall take appropriate action to punish severely those who break the PEACE OF THE COMMONWEALTH.

All hail the DOGE, all hail the COMMONWEALTH OF FARISE.

Signed and Sealed by MIRKANDAR THE MAGNIFCENT, DOGE OF FARISE


Part Six:

Execution


Chapter Fifty-One

Tea With The Admiral

It is the responsibility of the sovereign to protect and defend the sovereignty against all challenges and dangers.  Indeed, it is the prime function of a head of state, and any compromise on this point undermines the very function of a sovereign head of state.  If a man cannot defend his sovereignty, he does not deserve it. A willingness to defend the nation is a defining factor in exercising the other prerogatives of sovereignty.

Reflections on Sovereignty

By The Doge of Farise

“What the hell have you done, Mirkandar?” moaned Lady Tirkia, as she confronted me after the vote.  Her face was distraught.

“I promised my daughter a free and independent Farise,” I answered, calmly.  “This is the only way I can keep my promise.”

“You did this for Lemari?” she asked in disbelief.  “You barely know her!”

“I’m sentimental, sometimes,” I shrugged.  “I couldn’t take the chance that Pratt would become a tyrant, or worse, a puppet.  I need to set things right.”

“By what right do you seize power here?” she demanded, angrily.

“By the legitimate rights you established to elect the Doge,” I reminded her.  “I did nothing illegal.  Indeed, I paid very close attention to the entire process to make certain I was doing this legally.  But now that I’m in power, will you and your associates support me?  Or do we have to have a long and painful discussion, first?”

I could see Tirkia was highly conflicted – outraged, even – at the thought of me being her Doge.  But she looked around at my well-armed friends and the huge sphere of irionite floating above my shoulder and nodded.  “Yes, your Excellency.  How may I serve the new Doge?”

“By becoming my Minister of State,” I suggested, to her surprise.  “Don’t worry, it’s just a temporary appointment, but I need someone I can trust to handle the office during the emergency.  By the way, I’m declaring a state of emergency,” I said, banishing my weapons and opening my satchel.  It was filled with parchments I had prepared the last few evenings for this outcome. 

“A state of emergency?  Is that necessary?” Tirkia wondered, worriedly.

“Until I’m securely in power, yes,” I said, withdrawing the official notice of her appointment.  Her name was already on the document.  I didn’t have the official seal of the Doge, wherever that might be, but I had added a magemark that was copied from the design of my free ice tokens that would serve.  “Do you accept?”

“Yes, yes, I’ll do it,” she said, in a daze, as she took the parchment. 

“Good.  I’ll have instructions for you shortly.  Here is my first set of edicts,” I said, withdrawing a long scroll and handing it to Nandus.  “Please see that it is read, reproduced, and distributed to all who need to hear it.  I have additional appointments prepared,” I continued, as I pulled them out of the satchel.  “My man Sandoval is now the interim Minister of Arms,” I said, as I handed him his appointment.  “Please go down and deputize all those guards who are waiting in the courtyard.  It’s temporary, but you’ll need a force to secure the Palace grounds, at first.  Anyone who refuses is to be disarmed and arrested,” I added.

“This will be popular,” he said, sarcastically, as he accepted the document. 

“By order of the Doge,” I said, withdrawing a second scroll.  “Here’s your written order to secure the palace, the city, and the countryside by employing any forces in your command.”

“I don’t command any forces here,” he protested.

“You have Curmor, Asgus, and Alscot the Fair.  But I want Asgus appointed as temporary head of the Palace Guard,” I added, taking his appointment out of the satchel.  “Take control of the palace district and clear the bridges of their obstruction.  If anyone resists, arrest them.

“Lorcus?  You are now a Commonwealth Field Marshal, under Sandoval.  Please take these orders back to the Iron Wheel.  They are now hired mercenaries of the Doge of Farise,” I informed him, as I handed him his commission, his orders, and a small green flag. 

I had, of course, arranged for this when I paid the mercenaries for their service, but this gave them the legitimacy they needed.  “Once you raise the new banner, then enter into negotiations with the Alshari forces you face.  Inform them that their garrison has been dissolved by order of the Doge of Farise, their barracks have been seized, and they will not find support in the city unless they lay down their arms and surrender at once.  If they surrender, they get amnesty and safe passage back to Alshar, for any who want to go.”

“And if they don’t?” Lorcus asked, an eyebrow raised.

“Let them eat half a worm,” I suggested.

“Oh, I’ll be happy to!” he chuckled, as he accepted the parchments and the flag. 

“Mavone, you are to visit the clandestine headquarters of the spies of Castalshar, Alshar, Remere and Merwyn and inform them that Mirkandar the Magnificent has taken the Citadel as Doge and requires them to register or leave the country immediately.  Here is the order for that.  Also, mention that any attempt to subvert this process will be dealt with immediately and severely.  Let their imaginations supply the punishment, for now, but I don’t want any misunderstandings.”

“I will see it done, Excellency,” he promised, accepting his orders.

“Jannik, you are the new Herald of the Doge, responsible for announcing future edicts.  Durgan, you are appointed Warden of the Straights, responsible for defending the Sound.  Nandus, I’m making you Prime Minister – it’s a temporary appointment, but I need a good administrator working at once.  Are you willing?”

“I am happy to be of service, Excellency,” he replied, coolly, as he accepted his scroll.  It was hard to tell what he was thinking.  This had not gone according to his carefully made plans, but he seemed to be adapting to the circumstances quickly enough. 

“Glad to hear it,” I affirmed.  “I’ll worry about the new Justice Minister later; for now I am declaring martial law to secure the city.  That is the first order of business,” I informed everyone, loudly, as the green smoke billowed in the background.  “The city must be secure, every part of it.  I want the barricades torn down, the bridges cleared, and the checkpoints removed.  The Farisian People’s Army will disband at once,” I insisted, “and return to their homes.  As will the vigilantes who roam our streets in costume.  Disorder will not be tolerated!” I declared, earning some applause and a few cheers.

That was something everyone could agree to.  Even those who had sponsored some of the gang violence were tired of the disorder, and restoring proper rules now that there was a Doge to enforce them was of prime importance.

“Now,” I continued, as I looked around at the eager, confused faces of my colleagues, “we have a lot of work to do in a very short period of time.  If everyone will clear away from the center of the roof, I have something I need to do, first and foremost,” I said, and began urging people to back away from a space about thirty or forty feet wide.

I pulled the hoxter wand that Gareth had brought to me out of my satchel.  In a moment I had pulled the mass of the Junebug into existence.  There were astonished gasps as the ancient, sleek form appeared out of nowhere.

My heart sang as I regarded its lines.  Gareth even had it washed.  It took a few moments for the electronics to come on – putting them into a hoxter always made them sluggish, from what we’d learned – but only a few moments after I climbed into the cockpit the console began to light up.  The fuel gauge was full.  The electrogravitics were on-line and functional.  All of the indicator lights were the proper color.

“Spectrum is Green,” I sighed, as I activated the engines and they began to whine.

“What in five hells is this?” demanded Lady Tirkia, leaning into the cockpit and looking around in wonder.

“A Junebug,” I answered.  “Every great wizard needs a flying chariot.”

“It flies?” she asked skeptically.

“Supposedly.  She’s been in storage for about seven hundred years, but we’ll see how she does.”  I popped Ariel out of its hoxter and settled it into the interface cradle while it activated. 

“Good afternoon, Count Minalan,” it addressed me, as it came on line and took control of the vehicle.  “Flight status is positive.  Fuel levels are full.  We are ready for flight.”

“It flies,” I grinned at Tirkia.  “And it will allow me to cross the city and the harbor far more quickly than on foot.  Atopol, Lemari, Jordi, come on in,” I said, waving toward them.  “We have a very important meeting to attend.”

***

Finally launching the Junebug into the sky brought me a level of excitement I hadn’t known I was capable of.  Andrews’s knowledge of the vehicle informed my fingers as they instructed the controls to lift us free of the Citadel’s roof, my three companions appearing nervous as we hovered for a few moments next to the long plume of green smoke. 

The city was spread out below us as I slowly ascended the craft and refamiliarized myself with the controls.  They were simple, of course, and Ariel would act as a safety mechanism if needed.  Lemari, seated in the copilot’s chair, looked out of the windshield on the magnificent view with a mixture of wonder and terror.  Atopol and Jordi were likewise thrilled.  The green smoke was still billowing from the top of the Citadel.

“We’re really flying!” Atopol said, excitedly.  “You can see the entire city, from the hills to the harbor!”

“Our ancestors used to travel this way all the time,” I grinned, as I turned the little ship around the Citadel.  “I want to give the entire city a look at their new Doge.”

Lemari suddenly whipped her head around and spoke just above the noise level of the cabin. 

“Why did you do that?” she asked, in a solemn tone.  “Why did you challenge Pratt?”

“Well, I could have let him get elected and rule Farise for a few months before he loses the city to the Merwyni fleet,” I reasoned, “or I could seize power, prepare proper defenses, and try to reform Farise into something more worthwhile than a pirate port.  I chose the latter,” I answered, simply.  “It’s not a responsibility I ever wanted, or power that I desired, but it was the most expedient way to getting what I wanted.”

“You made yourself Doge,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief.  “And now you’re flying over the city in a . . . whatever this is.”

“This is the dawn of a new age in Farise,” I explained to her.  “There’s a lot of potential, here.  It’s a pretty place.  The beaches are nice.  Some of the people, too,” I pointed out.  “It would be a shame for it to fall into squalor when so many people clearly want to see it succeed.”

“You could have just claimed it for Castal,” she pointed out.

“Castalshar,” I corrected.  “I didn’t want to do that.  I didn’t want to add to Rard’s list of conquests, and I think I stand to gain more with Farise as an independent power – run by the magi.  I am somewhat restrained by politics in what I can do, in Castalshar. 

“But this way I can face Rard as an equal sovereign, not just a subject.  And it has advantages in ways I can’t explain to you just yet.”

“You don’t trust me,” she nodded.

“No, you’re just ignorant,” I countered.  “There are things you must learn before you learn the things you must learn, to be frank.  That will come in time.  But, for now, you will have to get used to being known as the daughter and heir of the Doge,” I reminded her.  “That’s going to be a lot to manage.”

“I . . . crap, I really am the daughter of the Doge!” she said with a sudden, self-conscious giggle.  “I wasn’t expecting that.  I wasn’t expecting any of this.  But heir?” she asked, curiously.

“And heir,” I agreed.  “Of all my Farisian interests, titles, lands, and such.  Right now that just means the practice, the ice business, and a little money, but I think by the end of the week it might be a little more.  Especially if this next bit works,” I said, finally feeling confident enough after circling the Citadel three times to fly a little further.  I oriented myself on the course map screen and picked our destination.  “We have a very important stop to make.  So let’s see how fast we can get there,” I said with a grin, as I increased the throttle.

The Junebug was a class of small vehicles popular during the Colonial Period.  It relied on electrogravitics for lift, but since the equipment to also have it provide drive would have significantly altered the design of the vehicle – and increased the costs dramatically – the Colonial authorities had wisely elected to substitute a system of jets that ran on relatively cheap high-octane kerosine.  Gareth managed to procure a hundred gallons of the stuff to his specifications from the Stenchworks in Alshar.  When you pushed the throttle forward, they ignited and pushed the craft forward – fast.

Before long we were scooting out over the harbor, and then into the Sound, leaving the city of Farise behind us. 

“Where are we going?” Atopol asked, still excited about the flight.

“Calafel,” I answered.  “To the docks of the Farisian Navy.”  Atopol and Jordi exchanged looks.  “I need to have a chat with the Admiral.  And then with the Commodore.”

“Is that really that important?” Lemari asked, confused.

“It is,” I agreed.  “The Farisian Navy is the last remnant of the old sovereign Farise, from before the invasion.  If they accept me as the Doge it will grant me a level of legitimacy that would be difficult to obtain otherwise.  If I can secure their loyalty, then most of everyone else will fall in line.”

“That’s an interesting theory,” Atopol considered. 

“It’s more than a theory,” I assured him.  “Two of the defining principles of sovereignty are establishing justice and commanding the defense of a nation.  If I can command the Navy, then no one will question whether or not I can command the army or the civil forces.  I’ve hired the Remeran mercenaries with my own coin, so they’ll be loyal, but I need the Navy to establish myself as the sole legitimate sovereign authority here.”

“What about the revolutionaries?” Jordi asked, concerned.

“The revolution has happened,” I pointed out, as I matched the landmarks I could see with the display on the screen.  “It’s over.  I won.  We don’t need another one.  The reforms I’ll establish will take care of the issues they were protesting about.  And if they continue, I’ll show them what true oppression looks like.”

“And the costumed gangs?” Atopol asked.

“They can put their fancy dress away until festival time,” I said, as I banked the ship and straightened our course.  “If they venture out after today, they’ll find out how easily magic can counter their strikes and expose their secret little cabals.  That includes the Contramara,” I added, glancing at Lemari.  “Everyone needs to give me a little time to get organized before they decide I’m a tyrant who needs to be overthrown.”

Lemari looked at me thoughtfully.  “How long is that going to take?”

“Six months,” I estimated.  “Most of it will be done in the first few, and then if we survive the Merwyni fleet this spring I think we’ll be on track to let Farise run itself.  Oh, I’ll still have oversight and control over things, but I’ll be able to delegate most of the day-to-day business to the Prime Minister and Council of State.  But we’ll see how things play out,” I added with a sigh.  “I still haven’t figured out how I’m going to explain this to Rard in a way that won’t anger him.  There!” I said, as we began to fly over the forest of masts that ringed the big island of Calafel.  The Farisian Navy was on the southwestern side, and Jordi gave me more particular direction as we came to their docks.

We set down on an area of field just outside the docks where nets and sails were spread out for mending while I explained what I wanted them to do for me.  It made a good landing stage.  I gave the interior of the Junebug a thorough examination as the others disembarked, and I noted with pleasure that Gareth had stocked it with as many standard supplies as possible from Starlight’s stores. 

By the time I climbed down the step, I felt a sense of well-being come over me.  I liked to fly, I realized, as much as Andrews had enjoyed it.

“Lead us to the Admiral’s flagship, please, Jordi,” I requested as I prepared myself for the meeting. 

“It’s the big galleon,” he said, nodding to the large, three-masted ship that dominated this area of the wharf.  “That one there.  They even post a guard,” the white-haired young man said, admiringly. 

Sure enough, as we approached a naval infantryman at the gangplank stepped brusquely into our path and held his sea axe in a guard position.  There was a cutlass at his hip.  His uniform was threadbare but spotless.  A white-brimmed black-tarred hat was perched on his head, its small brim pulled low over his eyes.  He looked very impressive.

“Halt!  Who approaches?” he challenged, loudly.  I turned to Atopol and nodded.

“Mirkandar the Magnificent,” he answered, as I had coached him in the Junebug, indicating me with a gracious bow.  “Sovereign Doge of Farise.  His Excellency requests the honor of a short conversation with the Admiral, on official business,” he said in formal Old High Perwynese.  “We request permission to come aboard.”

The advantage of working with Cat, I’d noticed, was that he’d spent so much time disguised as other people that he was adept at a number of roles.  He was as smooth at introducing me in courtly speech as he would have been at bargaining with a fisherman over his catch.

The sentry took a moment to examine me before producing a whistle and blowing two short blasts on it.  A moment later a mariner came to him and the guard whispered something to him.

“I have passed your request up to my command!” he informed us.  “Please wait quietly until I receive orders!”

“See what I mean?” Jordi noted, admirably.  “Professional!  You don’t see that sort of discipline on Alshari privateers.” 

“He’s handsome, too,” Lemari whispered, smiling at the man. 

“It’s the uniform,” Atopol dismissed.  “Anyone looks better in a uniform.”

“This is an old ship,” Jordi said, as he examined the lines of the boat more carefully.  “It’s got Remeran lines, but that hull design . . . well, they haven’t used it in years.  It’s been well-maintained, though,” he added. 

A moment later the mariner returned and whispered into the guard’s ear.  He snapped his sea axe to his shoulder and stepped aside.

“Permission to come aboard, granted!” he nearly bellowed.  “Please accompany the mate to see the Admiral!”

I nodded in salute as I passed by the eager young man, the junior officer behind him looking nervous as I approached.

“I’m Second Mate Gismarus,” he introduced himself, “Officer on Watch.  Did I hear the man correctly?  You’re claiming to be the Doge of Farise?”

“Duly elected by the Congress of Electors as of a little over an hour ago,” I agreed, as I pulled the first of the documents I’d prepared for this occasion.  “I need to speak to your Admiral about certain matters of state.”

“You’re really the Doge?” he repeated in disbelief.  “You’re a Narasi,” he pointed out.

“From Castal,” I nodded.  “The other fellow running was, too.  But I prevailed.  But I am the legitimate Doge.  I’m here to speak to Admiral Nuadis,” I reminded him, politely. 

He glanced back and forth between me and my companions before snapping to attention.

“Please, follow me,” he said, swallowing hard.  “The Admiral is taking tea in his quarters at the moment.  He is . . . intrigued at this unexpected visit,” the young officer said, diplomatically, as he led us into the aft section of the ship. 

Admiral Nuadis was an elderly gentleman, I saw as we entered his small cabin, but the sea had toughened him like leather.  There was no frailty in the frame of the man who stood when we entered.  There was a tea pot and two cups set out.

“Admiral Nuadis,” I said.  “I’m Mirkandar the Magnificent,” I explained.  “The Elector who wrote you.”

“And now you’re . . . Doge?” he asked, confused.  “I thought Rellin Pratt was to be Doge?”

“There was a last-minute replacement,” I said.  “The Congress of Electors voted in the majority for me to take the office.  I am, indeed, the duly elected and sovereign Doge of Farise. At least until someone puts a knife in my kidney.”

Admiral Nuadis looked at me thoughtfully for a moment, and then he motioned to the other chair at the table.  “Please, have a seat, Excellency,” he said, politely.  “I was just going to have a cup of tea.  To what do I owe the honor of your visit?” he asked, as he poured.

“I believe there is the question of the Navy’s back pay,” I pointed out.  “You were kind enough to give me a proper sum in your answer, and I thought I would come speak to you of it.”

“It is quite a sum,” he admitted.  “If we could at least secure enough funds to indulge in some repairs, and some immediate relief, it would be helpful,” he said, apologetically. 

“Or I could just pay you out now,” I proposed.  “In full.  In specie.”

He stopped as he was adding a lump of sugar to his tea and stared at me.  “What did you say?”

“I figured it would be easiest if I just paid you now,” I suggested.  I selected the right hoxter wand from my satchel and gave it a casual wave.  Three thick iron boxes appeared on the floor of the cabin.  The entire ship lurched at the sudden weight.  “Ten thousand ounces of gold.”

Admiral Nuadis didn’t bother to open them and check – his eyes didn’t leave me as he quietly made an assessment.  “You are trying to bribe me for my loyalty?” he asked.

“I’m trying to pay you for your loyal service to Farise, during the interregnum period,” I corrected.  “You kept your command intact, your men disciplined, and managed to bring your fleet back to port after fifteen years.  That is not just commendable, it’s legendary.  You deserve to be paid what you earned and have earned the thanks of a grateful nation.”

“I’m not quite certain I believe any of this,” he said, shaking his head doubtfully.

“There has been a bit of a revolution,” I explained.  “I am in command of the city, and I am the sole legitimate authority.  I can legally issue you orders . . . but I cannot make you obey them.  Not unless you wish to challenge my rule as Doge, in which case I will have to take steps.  But you’ve served honorably, and if you do object to my rule then I will be happy to accept your resignation, ensure your retirement, and vow to not hold it against you,” I pledged.

He considered the matter in silence that stretched several minutes.  Finally he put down his teacup, glanced again at the three iron boxes, and turned to me.

“What are your orders, Excellency?” he asked, formally.

“Send a squadron of your ships to take position to guard the Straights,” I directed.  “Let there be no less than two ships on such duty at all times.  You are to permit no ship to enter or leave the Sound without my leave.  I will send you a mage to ensure proper communications,” I added.

“We have a Seamage already,” the Admiral objected.  “A squirrely little adept named Adept Luant.”

“He’s not a high mage, or a warmage,” I pointed out.  “But I need to make certain I can get orders directly to you, when I need to.  But that is just your first order of business.  It has come into my knowledge that Merwyn plans to send an armada of seventy ships or more this spring to invade Farise.  I need you to prepare an adequate defense to deny them that victory.”

The news shocked the admiral, that much was clear.  He considered it for a moment before he sighed.  “I have but twenty ships, and most of them are mere barques.  I cannot do as you ask, Excellency,” he admitted.

“I will secure you more ships,” I promised, “but I need you to train the men to man them.  Not mere corsairs, but true fighting men.  Indeed, it is my purpose to build the best, most professional navy in the Shattered Sea.  We’re going to need it.”

“Against seventy Merwyni men o’ war?” he snorted.  “We’re going to need the Storm King himself against that!”

“I have the next best thing,” I informed him.  “Stormbringer.  A man of mine has Orril Pratt’s witchstone and has learned how to use it.  With that and other magic, I think we can even the odds quite a bit.”

“Perhaps,” he conceded.  “But we will need a great many more ships, even so.  I fought against the Narasi when you came, all those years ago.  And you had much less than seventy ships.”

“Until then, I wish for you to inform the corsair captains that I want to address them at a meeting tomorrow night.  Is there a suitable place where I can speak with them on Calafel?”

“There’s a temple to the Storm King,” he nodded.  “The great hall could hold all of them.  But they’ll be suspicious,” he warned.

“They wouldn’t be good pirates if they weren’t,” I agreed.  “But I promise them safe passage to and from the meeting.  I want to explain the new policies I’m imposing as Doge,” I said, as I handed him my list of prime edicts.  “I’m certain they’ll have some questions.”

The admiral read the document, and a smirk slowly grew across his lips.  “Yes, I daresay they will,” he agreed, finally, as he set it down on the table.  “You realize that you are making a lot of enemies by doing this?”

“I’m used to it.  I’m going to confide something in you that I wish you would consider a state secret, for the moment: I am actually known as Minalan the Spellmonger,” I revealed.  “Yes, that Castali mage that had all the trouble with the goblins,” I supplied before he could ask.  “This is my daughter, Lemari, whose mother was a Farisian noblewoman.  She is the reason I’m going to all of this trouble,” I explained.  “And if I have to use my power to eliminate a few enemies, well, it isn’t anything I’m not used to.”

He looked from Lemari to me and back again.  “She does favor you a bit,” he admitted.  “Very well.  I shall convene the meeting.  But you should bring some men, just in case.”

“Oh, I will.  And, before I go, I wanted to give you this: your commission and general orders, granting you ultimate naval authority over the Sound, the Straights, and the coastline of the peninsula.  Let me know if anyone questions it.  And, lastly,” I said, removing the last parchment I had for the man, “this is an order for you to release from service one Alexandrus,” I said, handing him the directive.  “You rescued him at sea but impressed him into service.  Please see that he is paid out and decommissioned at once.”

“Certainly,” shrugged the admiral.  “I hate to lose a good man, but . . .” he said, as he eyed the chests.  “I suppose I can afford to hire a good replacement.”

I did my best to focus on my tea and ignore the sound of Jordi weeping. 


Chapter Fifty-Two

The Restoration of Farise

A sovereign’s duty includes seeing to the welfare of the people of the sovereignty – not merely the nobility, the military and the wealthy elite, but the security of the common people, down to the poorest beggar.  This does not mean distributing endless alms, but ensuring that every man has the means to pursue his livelihood safe from violence, injustice, corruption, and malice.  The goal of the sovereign is not to establish a utopia for his people, but to gently improve their condition through wise leadership and good governance.

Reflections on Sovereignty

By The Doge of Farise

After our conversation with Admiral Nuadis concluded with him giving his first mate orders to prepare to depart for the Straights, we went back to the Junebug and climbed back into the skies, to the awe and amazement of the thousands of mariners, porters, and other folk of Calafel. 

“Just one more stop to make before we return to the Citadel,” I announced, as I hovered the ship just above the tallest masts in the port.  “Jordi, could you direct us to Commodore Sadikoas’ flagship?”

“The Gilded Adventure?” he asked, my question shaking him out of his revery.  He and his father had a brief but tearful moment as Jordi revealed that he was now free of his bond to the Farisian Navy and could finally return home to Alshar.  He had to pack his gear and collect his pay, so they postponed an extended reunion until that was accomplished, but the young man was still recovering from the experience.  “It’s on the northeast side of the island, about as far from the Navy as he could get.”

It only took me a few minutes to fly across the small island to the region of the docks where the remnant of the former Alshari navy was moored.  Jordi helped me pick out the great galleon from the other warships that were part of the squadron and confirmed it by the gaudy, gilded figurehead at the prow. 

“That’s it!” he affirmed, as we circled overhead.  “That one!  You can see it took some damage to the port side aft that they never got repaired.  Sloppy!” he condemned. 

It was true.  The ship below, for all of its fearsome demeanor, was visibly poorer in condition than the Admiral’s flagship.  The paint was faded and peeling, the decks crowded with cargo and disorderly, and there was no one, it seemed, guarding the gangplank.  Still, when I put the ship into hover mode and unbuckled my restraining belt, a crowd of mariners gathered on deck to gawk at the strange sight.

“You want to talk to the pirates?” Atopol asked, curiously.

“In a matter of speaking,” I agreed, as I went to the aft section of the Junebug.  “I want every pirate in Farise to leave – except for this one,” I explained.  “This one has a price on his head.  And much to answer for.”  I found what I was looking for – the security locker, just to the side of the rear hatch.  As expected, Gareth had ensured that the standard two survival arms were locked into their charging ports.  I pulled one of the plasma rifles from the rack and activated it, being gratified by the whine it made as it powered up.

“You’re going to kill Sadikoas?” Atopol asked with a grin. 

“I’m going to prohibit him from fleeing,” I answered, as I opened the side hatch, careful not to plummet to my death.  We were only three hundred feet above the water, but that was about two hundred and seventy five feet too much for a dive.  “Jordi, what’s the easiest way to disable a ship like that without sinking it?  From the air?”

“Uh . . .with what?  Never mind.  If you remove the mainmast, it will take them a few days to repair it.  They won’t try to make it to the Straights without their mainmast.  It’s the one in the center,” he directed.

“Thank you,” I said, sincerely, as I braced the weapon against the side of the airframe and activated the optics and targeting on it.  In a moment I had a clear picture of the deck and the base of the mast.  This wasn’t a military-grade weapon, I noted, but was classified as a survival rifle, a close-defense gun that could serve in a pinch.  But that still gave it a hundred charges of white-hot plasma and a range of five hundred yards.

I sighed contentedly as I waited for the mariners to move out of the way before I pulled the trigger.  I could have used magic, I know, and probably should have – but there was something satisfying about doing it this way.  It was simpler, faster, and more direct.  I put five shots into the base of the mast until the raw energy burned through the thick wooden structure.  A moment later it began to buckle, and the Gilded Adventure began to list as the great beam of wood crashed onto the dock beside the ship.

“I wanted to make a statement at the beginning of my rule,” I explained, as I examined the damage through the scope.  It was a tangled mess, and men were bringing buckets of water and sand to extinguish the small fire that the plasma started.  “One that the pirates will find unmistakable.  If Sadikoas wants to flee, he’ll have to leave his flagship behind him.”

“Yes, she won’t be leaving any time soon,” Jordi chuckled.  “That’s at least two days’ worth of repairs.  Will you be doing the same for Pratt’s ship?” he asked, eagerly.  I could tell that Jordi had a low opinion of the man – I think we all did.

“No, if the Brotherhood wants to leave Farise, I will encourage them to do so.  Insist on it, actually,” I said as I closed the hatch.  “But Captain Pratt and his gentlemen are currently being detained by Mavone in the Citadel.  For their own security,” I added.  “I don’t know what deals he cut with the elite to ensure his election, but I would wager that some of them are going to be quite unhappy with how things turned out,” I said, as I replaced the rifle and closed the locker.  “Now, let’s get back there, and start putting things right.”

***

The next two days were filled with frenetic activity as we moved most of our operations to the Citadel. 

As the news spread of my ascension, each of the factions reacted to it differently, and sometimes they needed to be confronted.  Sandoval spent most of the first day going to the various barracks where the remaining Alshari mercenaries were holed up and convincing them to lay down their arms, accept amnesty, and eventually be transported back to Alshar.  Bereft of leadership or a magical corps, and with no prospect of collecting their pay, they acquiesced quickly.

Azar and Noutha saw to the removal of the street barricades and the occupation of the bridges personally.  In a few cases, there was some violence, but that didn’t last long.  Not many are brave enough to stand against Azar, alone, and with his wife at his shoulder he was nigh invincible.  A group of petulant Farisian People’s Army toughs tried to hold the Harbor Bridge against them, brandishing knives, scimitars, and a few short swords in a show of defiance.  A couple of concussion spells and some nasty anti-personnel enchantments broke their resolve in moments, ending their pretense of revolution in the name of the Doge.

That didn’t mean we controlled the city, however.  As potent as my warmagi were, you need armed men in the streets to do that, preferably without anyone shooting at them.  We didn’t start to get that until the end of the second day, when the first advanced unit of the Iron Wheel triumphantly entered town from the north, bearing the verdant banner of the Commonwealth of Farise on their lances.

This was a new invention of mine.  Traditionally, the emblem of Farise was a circle of gold chain on a green flag – easy to recognize at sea, and distinct from the banners of other sovereignties.  I don’t know where the original symbol came from, or what it was supposed to symbolize, but at this point it was the recognized banner of the nation.

I’d added a new and distinctive element to symbolize the rule of the new Doge: I had added a three-lobed porsago flower to the middle of the circle.

“It symbolizes the independence of Farise,” I explained to the confused Farisians, as I met with the Council of State the morning of the second day.  “Perhaps you don’t realize it, but that ugly little flower is what keeps you that way.  You can’t be starved out, as long as you get rain and sun.  You don’t need great fields of wheat and barley, dependent on an elaborate structure to survive.  That humble little flower is what does it.  If you have a pot to piss in,” I said, quoting a local maxim, “then you can grow porsago.”

“It’s just so . . . common,” Nandus objected, uncomfortably.  “It’s hardly a symbol of prosperity.  It’s more a symbol of poverty.”

“It’s a symbol of abundance,” I argued.  “A sign of free men.  It’s common because this is now a commonwealth – I rule for all the people of Farise, even those idiots of the Farisian People’s Army.  The commonwealth is sovereign because the people who live here are free and sovereign.  The elite may see Farise as a chain of gold, but it’s that porsago flower it’s protecting, now.  The freed slaves, the poor freemen who beg in the streets or haul loads from the docks, the watermen, the plantation workers, the artisans, all of them are what gives me hope for Farise.”

“They are unused to such respect,” Lady Tirkia said, her lips tight.  “I fear that if we grant too much liberty they will become unruly.”

“They’re unruly now,” I argued, “and justifiably so.  The FPA might be a gang of clowns, but they’re a symptom of greater problems, here.  The poor would be far less likely to listen to their ideas if they were far more likely not to be poor in the future.  No man ever suffered from too much freedom and respect.  That’s what I want the Commonwealth to represent to them: a future where their lowly porsago is protected by the elite.  Besides, I’ve already had twenty banners and hundreds of baldrics stenciled with the badge,” I informed her, “and ordered hundreds more.  I can’t get my deposit back at this point.”

“The symbol is less concerning than the governance,” Nandus suggested.  “It almost feels as if you are leading us into a republic.”

“When I present the draft constitution to the city, you will see what I have envisioned for it.  Give me a year to do that,” I pleaded, “and I think you will see an equitable and sustainable system. 

“But until then, I need the loyalty of all the Farisians – or at least their acceptance.  If I am perceived as merely a tool of the Farisian wealthy, then I will lose that opportunity.  That’s one reason I acted so swiftly and decidedly at the Congress of Electors.  I know that Farise is going to have to endure some dramatic reforms, and I figured a sudden shock was preferable to a gradual easing into new policies.  Like a lightning bolt,” I argued. 

“That’s going to cause some problems,” Tirkia said, worriedly.

“It’s a revolution,” I pointed out.  “There are going to be problems.  And reforms.  And adjustments to be made.  And sacrifices.  So, I’m going to plea for everyone’s patience and then stomp on anyone who demonstrates impatience while we get this place sorted out.  Apropos to that,” I added, pulling two small boxes out of my satchel, “here are your witchstones.”

The presentation took both Farisians by surprise.  

“Irionite?” Nandus asked, after opening the tiny box and examining the glowing green amber within.  “You’re trying to bribe us?”

“I’m trying to equip my valuable ministers with the tools they will need to lead the Commonwealth in the coming days,” I corrected.  “It stands to reason that any minister of an arcane sovereignty should have irionite.  I grant you each these shards, provided you take my oath, and I will teach you how to use them.”  They were both pieces that I had made, not the rough stones I’d confiscated from the Black Censorate.  Each was a perfectly round, pea-sized marble of arcane power.  The two Farisians looked at each other with a mixture of wonder and confusion. 

“These are worth a fortune,” Tirkia said, doubtfully, as she eyed her shard.  “You just handed us a treasure beyond imagining.”

“Unlike treasure, the more of these in the world, the more valuable they are.  I handed you a powerful tool to use in the pursuit of your duties.  But don’t worry, in a year it won’t be that exclusive.  I promised I would arm the Farisian warmagi with witchstones, and I will see that done.  But there is more potential in seeing them amongst the enchanters and adepts of the city than merely used as weapons.  I’ll teach you all of the things that can be done with them, and with a bit of magic and some porsago, I think you’ll see how quickly Farise can become prosperous beyond anything you’ve contemplated before.”

“But what about the pirates?” Nandus asked, after a very long pause.  “You’ll use irionite to drive them away?”

I grinned.  “I’ll use something better, and far more effective,” I promised.  “Bureaucracy and regulation.”

***

Addressing the educated elite that surrounded the Citadel was relatively simple.  They had valid concerns and were willing to negotiate about particular issues with the interests of each party taken into consideration.  As I met with those merchants, traders, agents, and bankers who sought to reach some understanding with the new Doge, the discussions sometimes became tense, but there was always a reasonable premise behind them.

Not so with the vast fleet of corsairs that clogged Calafel.  The mob of distinctly dressed captains who responded to the summons by the Navy might have had great ambitions, but they were motivated by greed and naked self-interest in a way the most wicked merchant could only aspire to.  Their stock in trade was death, murder, and theft, with a bit of dabbling in slavery, and they largely saw the world in terms that served those interests.  If you couldn’t stab it, steal it or spend it, they could care less. 

Farise had long been a haven of their trade, a willing market for illicit cargo and prisoners taken at sea and a fun port in which to spend their loot.  When the doges of old had controlled the port, their excesses had been tempered by his willingness to look the other way in the name of profit.  During the Narasi occupation, they had been forced to seek other ports in the south or in the Great Bay of Enultramar, under Count Vichetral’s corrupt rebellion.

But for the last three years they’d had their way with the city of Farise and they were used to it.  Most had long stopped paying their dock fees, and only ventured out to sea during the peak of the raiding season, preferring instead to lord their successes over each other in port.  They were intimidating enough when there were so many of them gathered to keep any pretense of authority at bay if it was not prepared to fight.  They were squatters, enjoying the benefits of living on the crust of a civilization they did nothing to earn. 

The Temple of the Storm Father was one of a cluster of maritime-oriented temples on what passed for high ground at the center of the island.  It was flanked by rum joints, brothels, and gambling halls, but those were apparently sacred pursuits according to the Sea Lords and those who adopted the life of a mariner. 

But the Storm Father’s Temple did have a massive great hall, and it was considered neutral territory by just about every mariner.  It was almost as large as the Citadel’s main hall, though rectangular in shape instead of octagonal, and with a far higher ceiling, painted with an ancient cracked fresco of the malevolent looking deity directing the clouds and waves to his liking.

By the time I arrived by Junebug, with Sandoval and Curmor at my side, the chamber was filled with the captains of Farise’s pirate fleets. 

Many appeared as common merchantmen or wore traditional Sea Lord garb, but there were plenty who had undertaken a more distinctive look: privateers, corsairs, pirates, and smugglers, each attempting to be more flamboyant than their colleagues.  A riotous contrast of color and texture competed to assault the eye and draw attention, usually without the slightest attempt at taste or fashion.  Swords and the occasional sea axe were frequent accoutrements, and everyone had knives, it seemed, strapped to every conceivable limb and fold of clothing. 

I smiled to myself as I descended the stairs to the landing, which was arrayed as a bit of a stage.  That was perfect.  They were as bad as professional warmagi.  And likely just as vulnerable to my proposal.  I began without preamble. 

“Gentlemen,” I said, clearing my throat.  “And ladies,” I acknowledged, as a small but impressive-looking group of female captains came to my attention.  “My name is Mirkandar the Magnificent, recently a Practical Adept of Farise. 

“I have the honor to inform you that I have been properly elected to the office of Sovereign Doge of the Commonwealth of Farise, according to the ancient rites and rituals of the Imperial Magocracy.  My accession has the full support of the Congress of Electors,” I added, as a murmur broke out over the news, “and as such I will be establishing a new government here as quickly as possible. 

“While your . . . service to this fair country in the past has been appreciated, there will be changes in policy – and law – in Farise that may not suit some of your ambitions,” I began.

All eyes were on me, as I had intended.  By now rumors of the commotion and the green smoke at the Citadel had made their way to the docks with breathtaking speed, as rumors are in the habit of doing.  When the summons came to them, delivered by smart young naval officers, no doubt they were curious and intrigued enough at the possibility of answers that they had risked coming to hear the news. 

“What happened to Pratt?” demanded an older captain, one who seemed to have a personal stake in the question. “I thought he’d bought his way into the Citadel.”

“He has been deposed, under direct challenge,” I said, matter-of-factly.  “He stood to be Doge and was found . . . lacking.”  I let that word hang in the air.  “Indeed, I am the one who issued the challenge, and I would have defeated him in combat, had he not withdrawn.”  I said it matter-of-factly, not boasting.  These men were as used to boasting as brawling.  A casual mention carried more weight, I reasoned.

“And who in the Shipwrecker’s Crotch are you supposed to be?” one slovenly-dressed rogue asked me, his eyes squinting at me skeptically. 

“He’s just the bloody ice wizard!” snorted another.  “I recognize him from the market!  He’s not even Farisian!” he called to his fellows with a laugh.

“I am a wizard,” I agreed, quietly.  “I am His Excellency, Mirkandar, Doge of Farise, by vote of the Electors and rite of combat,” I stated, manifesting Avalanche into my hand in a showy display as I affixed them both with my best steely stare. 

“As for who I think I am, as of my election I am the sole sovereign authority of this nation.  A designated head of state.  My chosen ministers will be shortly taking their stations in the new government, where they will be enacting new policies at my direction.  Including the policies of port, trade, and regulation.”  I continued to slowly descend the stairs, thumping my staff on the stairs with every step.  “Soon, we will be engaging in formal diplomatic ties with the other powers in the region.  Relations are going to normalize,” I promised. 

There were a number of startled looks and murmurs among them at this news.  No doubt they were all dramatically re-thinking their business plans, their prospects, and perhaps their lives.  I knew that several among them had prices on their heads in Castalshar.  In Alshar, in particular. 

“So what does that mean?” asked an unshaven brute who had to be more intelligent than he looked.  It was hard to believe he captained a ship.

“It means that the magi are once again in charge of Farise,” I explained, evenly.  “The Magocracy has been re-established here, and Farisian law will be enforced.  While in Farise, you are under its purview.  My purview,” I emphasized. 

“There will be many changes, but here are a few that you can count on: slavery is now illegal and the slave trade curtailed and punished in Farise,” I promised, sternly.  “Piracy is forbidden, and no prizes taken at sea shall be sold here save at the issuance of a proper letter of marque and reprise from the sovereign Doge of Farise.  Entrance to Farise and use of its harbors will be restricted to authorized ships flying the Farisian trade standard, recognized independent merchants, and the sovereign craft of the Farisian Navy.”

That brought a chorus of snickers and laughter from the crowd.  There hadn’t been a proper Farisian Navy since the last Doge fell after a great sea battle with Remere and Alshari fleets.   After fifteen years of wandering the seas, the remnants were just one more gang of pirates on the Shattered Sea, to these men.  They didn’t have a lot of respect for authority.  That was evident.

“You say you’re the Doge?  And you expect us to just let you come to our town and just take over?” the sloppy-looking fellow asked, incredulously.  “We took this place from the Narasi when they had thousands of troops,” he reminded me, menacingly.  “We can take it from a few wizards!  The Mad Mage didn’t even try to bother us!”

A few of his fellows laughed at the jab – but only a few.  Confidence has a magic of its own, in such situations, and with Avalanche in my hand I felt very confident.  I lightly tapped the butt of the staff on the floor.  A gout of green flame burst from its head and reached nine feet over us.  It was mostly harmless, but it was impressive – and measured. 

“You will find that the new Commonwealth has recourse to means of enforcement Orril Pratt lacked,” I informed them.  “Count Cingaran is arrested.  Commodore Sadikoas has a broken mainmast and is prohibited from leaving the Sound.  As the Censorate is gone, you have few magi for your own protection, now, and none of them could fare well against our magi.  High Magi,” I added.  “We have irionite.  Like the Mad Mage of Farise.  Like the Spellmonger,” I added, just because I have an ego and pirates tend to appreciate the dramatic. 

“There are still more of us than there are of you!” a voice called warningly.

“You do not have the capacity to contest such forces, Gentlemen,” I advised.  “Farise shall enforce its regulation with the gallows and the fury of arcane fire if needed – but we’re just as content with simple confiscation of your vessels and the imprisonment of your crews.  The new Farisian Navy is likely to be looking for ships and recruits in the near future.”  That caused another round of angry murmurs. 

“Looks like you’re playing with sharp knives on your first day, Doge!” called one doubtful voice from the crowd.

“The sharpest,” I agreed, as I surveyed the crowd of cutthroats.  “But if you persist in slavery or piracy, you shall be deemed an enemy of Farise from this day forward.  That will no longer be tolerated here.  And any ship who is in arrearage of docking fees in the next twenty-six hours will be seized by the Doge. 

“So head for the sea or scrape together your pennies, because one way or another I shall see you gone.  However,” I continued, “Farise needs a navy – a loyal navy, regulated, well-armed, and well-supplied.  In three days time my port admiral will begin accepting the oaths of those fit mariners and naval infantry who wish to apply, and inspect their ships and crews.”

“And how are you going to pay them?” taunted one of the rogues.  “Cingaran was broke!  Farise has no money!”

“From the sale of confiscated ships at auction, if necessary” I said, flatly.  “I do hope it doesn’t come to that.  If your craft is still at dock this time tomorrow then you best have your fees paid and be on your best behavior, because after that Farise will be hunting pirates in our waters, not catering to them.”  That pronouncement brought a chorus of angry shouts and threats, but I was calm and serene as I bore the noise.  When it died down, I continued.

“We will hunt pirates and slavers,” I repeated.  “But those who do swear the oath and take the service of Farise will be well-paid . . . because the first assignment of this new navy will be to strike at a Merwyni fleet of twenty ships that is underway for Farise on the first vernal Great Tide.  The Duke of Merwyn aims to have this city as his own.  As Doge I cannot abide that.”

“Merwyn?” called one of the more respectable looking pirates.  “A fleet of twenty galleons from Merwyn?”

“I have confirmed it,” I agreed, solemnly.  “I shall prepare the defenses against them, but they are coming.  And on one of those ships is the pay chest for the thousands of well-born Merwyni knights the Duke is sending, enough for months of fighting and occupation and to purchase their victory.  That fellow Cingaran was going to welcome the Merwyni in and retire to the countryside a rich man while they hunted your ships down.

“As Doge, I am offering a reward to any crew that seizes that ship and tows it to port as a prize.  The crew who does that gets half of the proceeds and the captain will be given a letter of marque and reprisal and the protection of Farise,” I announced.  “If you are that daring a pirate, then I want you under the flag of the Commonwealth.”

The murmurs grew louder and louder as Sandoval posted a copy of my prime edicts on the lectern at the center of the chamber.  Some didn’t believe my report, some didn’t think I’d try to enforce my rule, and some wiser heads were recalculating their plans.  But everyone was enchanted at the idea of a single ship full of gold, being protected by a mere squadron of twenty.  That was an achievable goal, whether they came to Farise afterward or not.

Pirates like treasure, you see.  Any man’s gold he could not defend was theirs, in their minds, and Merwyn was far away.  They saw the Merwyni fleet as an opportunity, suddenly, not a challenge.

Curmor moved close behind me, as we watched the captains deliberate and argue with each other and whispered in my ear.

“Weren’t there seventy ships in the Merwyni fleet?” he asked, confused.

“At least,” I nodded, not taking my eyes off the pirates.  “They wouldn’t even try against seventy.  But twenty?  And there’s gold on the line?  That’s an acceptable risk.”

“You’re a sneaky one,” Curmor admitted.  “What happens when they learn the truth?”

“That won’t be until next spring,” I reminded him.  “By that time they will be underway, and not here.  And thus not a problem I have to contend with.”

I waited until the uproar quieted down before I finished my address.

“You may have enjoyed your stay in sunny Farise, but that holiday is over, now,” I assured them all.  “Take your ships and go or stay and join the navy.  But you cannot remain here, anymore.  Fly while you can,” I advised, “because this is the best deal you’re going to get.”


Chapter Fifty-Three

Mission Accomplished

After defense and the establishment and nourishment of justice, the responsibility of the sovereign extends to the wise management of civil affairs, including the imposition of thoughtful, well-crafted policies designed to improve the lot of the sovereignty as a whole.  Burdensome taxation and excessive regulations should be used as a scalpel to encourage beneficial progress and discourage wretched excess, not an axe with which to amputate a man’s ambitions in legitimate trade out of vindictiveness or unfounded fears of rebellion. 

Reflections on Sovereignty

By The Doge of Farise

There’s very little in this life that is as satisfying as seeing your plan work.

The evacuation of the Calafel docks was swift, as Admiral Nuadis very publicly prepared fifty naval infantrymen in uniform to conduct vessel seizures, augmented with a few mercenary warmagi I’d hired.  There were a number of fellows back in Sevendor who were looking for work and could keep their mouths shut, and Mavone and Sandoval had been quietly hiring and transporting them for emergency duty.  All out of my own pocket, of course. 

But the sight of a bunch of naval infantry practicing boarding and seizing with a couple of Sparks in the background was convincing.  So was the damage I’d inflicted on the Gilded Adventure.  Most of Commodore Sadikoas’s fleet cast off and set sail that night, leaving him with a remnant of a remnant of his force. 

Only those ships whose crews were too disorganized or whose hulls were unseaworthy were left behind by the deadline.  Likewise, the freelance pirates who had haunted the docks of Calafel fled, as expected, though some tried to steal as much as possible before they went.  Even the Brotherhood of the Rat were taking no chances, and the largest portion of their fleet departed without incident.

Within two days, the last stragglers who didn’t want to pay up had departed the docks of Calafel, leaving the place strangely empty.  The navy and the usual merchant vessels remained, and I was willing to work with the latter for any debts, but if a ship had ever flown the black flag, it either left or was confiscated.

There were actually a few prizes we pulled from the floating wrecks which we did take charge of.  No less than three galleons of decent size were surrendered to the shore patrol when the deadline expired, as well as nine caravels, eleven sloops, and a few barques that were in such sad shape that they couldn’t row away.  It wasn’t much, but Admiral Nuadis felt he could make warships of a few and tenders out of the rest.  The best of them was the Gilded Adventure, which was seized by the Farisian Navy before it could be repaired. 

Commodore Sadikoas tried to put up a fight, but it’s hard to load a crossbow or wield a scimitar when magic has pinned your arms to your sides.  The Alshari rebel was taken into custody along with his men.  His ship was impounded by the Navy.

By the third day of my reign as Doge, I had fulfilled my original mission: the pirates had been driven from Farise.  Excessive fees had done a job that a battalion of warmagi would have been needed for.

The rest of the city was quiet during that time as the shock of the unexpected transfer of power sank in.  The third day the Iron Wheel marched through the Garrison Gate in force, and quickly took possession of the barracks in the Palace Quarter, while most of the Alshari were disarmed and removed to a camp at the Imperial Theater.  They were well behaved, once they were given food and treated honorably, and the prospect of soon returning to Alshar kept them docile.

As for the Remerans, their service was temporary as well, by design.  I’d paid short-term rates to secure their loyalty for just three months before their contract expired.  At that point, the bulk of them would be sailed back to Remere.  What would replace them was the matter of much debate in the Council of State.

In the end, it was decided that there would be three forces, instead of a general-purpose military garrison: the City Watch, responsible for armed security and law-enforcement within Farise, itself; a small but well-armed and well-trained City Guard, responsible for the perimeter of the city, the garrisons, and patrolling the harbor and the Corsair’s Bay – and in charge of the city’s defenses in times of war; and the Doge’s Guard, responsible for protecting the Doge, the Citadel, the Palace District, and any official state installations and events. 

In addition, I established the Golden Chain, an elite personal guard of irionite-armed warmagi, to ensure me and my family were safe in Farise.  It was a ten-man squadron with ten auxiliaries, each empowered as an agent of the Doge as well as a professional bodyguard.  I figured it would be an honorable way to absorb some of those unemployed warmagi who were hanging around Sevendor.

These were all theoretical, at that moment.  Our actual forces were small, though powerful, and if any of the other factions had kept their wits about them they would have had a brief chance to strike and try to drive me and my men from power. 

Thankfully, Jannik kept them confused.  He’d taken his responsibilities as the Herald of the Doge seriously, and thrice a day he would appear in the city –  on the steps of the Citadel, in the Great Market, or in Parchment Plaza – and announce new edicts enacted by the Doge before posting them for everyone to read and distributing them to a small cadre of messengers he’d hired to spread them to the other markets. 

Then he would open a bottle and just start answering questions for people while he shared the contents of the bottle.  He was the voice of the Doge, and people were very curious about the new monarch.  Jannik indulged them as if he were a close personal friend they had at the palace. 

That was what he considered the “unofficial” portion of the announcement, where he could give greater detail but could not always verify the veracity of what was said.  But he didn’t mind mentioning the rumors that he’d heard, whether he’d heard them or not.  It was a glorified gossip session after his official duties, and he ensured he spoke just enough truth during them to remain credible.  But by the third day of the regime he had more than a dozen curious people who sought out his announcements at every appearance, and sometimes as many as a score.  It was an opportunity for anyone to ask questions of a palace official, and there were a lot of people who had those questions.

He seemed to know just who to invite to these occasions, too, I realized, because his wry answers to people’s questions were soon the topic of conversation in every market in Farise.  Usually he did it under color of “denying common rumors”, but delivered the denials in such a way that affected how much the listener believed them.  He explained that the quickest way to start a rumor was to deny it.

In rapid succession, it was whispered that the new Doge would round up all the Farisian People’s Army thugs and execute them all at once, with magic.  It was hinted that Mirkandar the Magnificent had a personal animosity toward King Rard and would see no reconciliation with the Kingdom.  That he would use his flying chariot to rain magical fire down on the Merwyni fleet.  That he would soon arrest all senior magi and see them imprisoned until they declared their loyalty.  Or that he would do the same with the merchants, the clergy, or the bankers. 

The Doge would subsidize prostitution, lowering the cost to affordable rates, it was proposed.  Suddenly freed slaves would be returned to their homelands at the expense of the Doge.  He would make Cingaran and Rellin Pratt fight to the death as a public spectacle.  That he was eyeing the daughters of the great houses for a suitable bride and a few comely mistresses.  That he would make the sale of ice mandatory to all households, rich and poor. 

No matter how outrageous or contentious the rumor was, Jannik pumped it out into the markets of Farise, understanding that the details would perish even as the salacious core of the things would live on in the imaginations of the people.  But there were no riots.  Everyone was holding their collective breath, waiting to see what policy would emerge from the strange and suddenly reclusive Mirkandar.  But they weren’t marching on the Citadel seeking to overthrow him.

To add to the confusion, as comic relief Jannik began giving reports about Adept Jamumus, and his continued heroic efforts to escape the tomb of ice some miscreant had built around his home in Tirza.  He affected to be concerned for the man, who had been trapped in the fiendish snare since before the election, and supplied copious fictional details about his trials as he tried to chip away at the ice that blocked his path to freedom.  He was clever and humorous enough about it that it became a popular distraction from the potential danger of the new Doge. 

As Jannik was always certain to mention that the authorities had no idea who had launched such a vicious assault on an upstanding member of the community (despite what was rumored about his personal proclivities and hygiene), everyone immediately associated the tales somehow with Mirkandar the Magnificent . . . who just happened to be their sovereign leader. 

Within a week Jamamus was a new character in the market puppet shows.  Of course, so was the new Doge.  But the puppeteers were wise enough to tread carefully with a new regime, and the character was mostly introduced as a figure of power, not of malevolence or benevolence, that chased away pirates. 

The Spellmonger character, interestingly enough, was nowhere to be seen in the shows.

I credit Jannik for keeping the public under control during the transition.  As most of them were eager for order and law to be restored to their lives, the people were more than willing to be distracted by rumor and speculation while they caught their breath and buried their dead from the recent troubles.  By the time the Ice Doge was introduced in the puppet shows the city was starting to get used to the idea of a new leader, and the possibility of a new era beginning.  As it turned out, there were multiple reasons behind what Jannik did, as I learned.

If Jannik kept the public calm, Sandoval kept it orderly.  After he’d pacified the Palace District and managed to get it under control with the few men at his command, he began making personal appearances, too, only in full armor, wearing a green tabard with the new chain-and-porsago-flower badge of the Doge.  He’d make a couple of announcements about law enforcement and public disorder, make a couple of vague and ambiguous threats, and then conduct a display of destructive magic adequate enough to persuade those considering a life of crime to change their perspective. 

So with empty threats and bullshit, we kept Farise under tolerable control while we established the architecture of an emergency government.  At least, that’s what the suddenly reclusive Doge Mirkandar was doing.

As much as I had prepared for the assumption of power, it seemed that for every policy or administrator I had thought to establish was only a tithe of what actually needed to be done.  Mostly it was a game of establishing policy and finding the right person to implement it.  As I was still a relative stranger to the people of Farise, I had to rely heavily on people like Lady Tirkia and Nandus, Darriky, Alperrik, and even Jakin the Theurge for advice about who to appoint to what emergency position.

They didn’t always make the right decision, of course, and for the seniormost positions, I arranged hasty interviews directly with the Doge . . . and his handsome young apprentice.

I chose a small but elegantly furnished chamber in the Citadel for these, and kept the light purposefully dim.  I also kept a visibly armed warmage close at hand, one of the Golden Chain mercenaries.  The applicant would approach – but not too closely – and the Doge would pepper them with questions about their worthiness for office.

Meanwhile, Ruderal would read their enneagrams as they responded.  The protocol was designed to establish which ones thought themselves competent, which were angling for opportunistic position, and which were outright ready to betray me at the first chance.  Ruderal would inform me of the results mind-to-mind, in front of the candidate, who only saw the Doge close his eyes and reflect with his great wisdom before pronouncing them fit for the job . . . or not.  Twice we arrested the applicants on the spot and learned they were trying to get close enough to assassinate me.

Yes, I was going to miss Ruderal as my apprentice.

Interestingly enough, Lemari dogged my heels like a shadow during these initial moves to establish the regime.  She was genuinely interested in how I was crafting a new state apparatus, and asked questions of both me and the applicants – sometimes quite uncomfortable ones.  I don’t know if she (like her sister Ismina) was just naturally clever, or if she was relying on information the Contramara had, or both, but one of the assassins was revealed by her questioning.  Regardless, she had a sharp wit and good insight, even if she remained somewhat idealistic. 

More than merely tolerating her, I encouraged her inquiries and invited her to assess the candidates – all of whom were older, established, and far more experienced than a fifteen-year-old dancing girl – and sometimes she used her idealism to question them more closely.

“Who is this, this . . . girl who keeps speaking to me so disrespectfully?” demanded one aging counting man with a Wilderlord-style bushy mustache (which looks a little odd on a Farisian) who I was considering as the new Secretary of Freedmen, to take charge of the thousands of newly-freed slaves in Farise.

“She’s a concerned subject who has very high ideals about how government should function,” I answered, coolly.  “It is she who will have to endure the future we create today for decades to come.  And she is the daughter of the Doge, my heir and heart, and the one who will come to avenge me if I am taken from Farise prematurely,” I warned.  “I would speak more politely in her company.”

“I . . . I see,” the man stammered, his eyes growing wide.  “I didn’t know you had a daughter, Your Excellency,” he confessed.  “I meant no disrespect.”

“Forgiven.  But her question was well-asked,” I pointed out.  “What is your long-term plan for repatriating the freedmen?  We’re just trying to feed them, right now, but we’ll need to do something with them in the meantime.  And there will be those who would rather stay in Farise than go home.  What plan can you propose for that?” I asked, critically.

“He’s just trying to get a lucrative government contract,” Ruderal revealed after the man was dismissed.  His answer had been lackluster, at best, but it was nice to get confirmation of my assessment.  “He has no real concern for the former slaves.  He merely wants to pocket the proceeds.  He’s not a scoundrel, but he’s willing to be corrupt.  Eager, even,” my apprentice explained.

“He was an idiot,” Lemari pronounced, disgustedly.  “Jakin has better ideas about the freemen than his.”

“Which is why I have him organizing the porsago kitchens in Cesshaven for the moment – but Jakin is too valuable an asset to waste on such a mundane job.  No, we have to listen to a dozen boring, ignorant ideas to find the one who can do the job without stealing us blind.  But I agree – I don’t think he’s the right applicant for this job.”

“But he’s the third one today!  Why is this so hard?” Lemari complained. 

“Because there is corruption always threatening your good intentions,” I sighed.  “And worse, incompetence.  A man who doesn’t know what he is doing can do far, far more damage than a corrupt man who does.  Sometimes a little corruption is the price you pay for competence,” I shrugged.  “Competent people aren’t necessarily good people, and vice versa.”

“It still shouldn’t be this hard,” she sulked, as the next candidate came in.

That first week we appointed hundreds of new officials to administer the city.  Matters of salary and budget were discussed only at need – the emphasis was on the necessity of service to the Doge and the Commonwealth.  We made it very hard for someone to refuse, if we wanted them badly enough.  And we had to ensure that they understood the new policies implicitly, reminding them they would be under close scrutiny.  The fact that I had yet to devise a means to conduct that scrutiny was also discussed only at need.

But after a week, we began to breathe a little easier.  Winter was coming to an end, and people were starting to clean up the burnt-out buildings and adjust to their new lives under the Doge.  I think that gave them a bit of psychological stability, after such a long period of chaos.  Especially in the face of a Merwyni invasion.

The news of Merwyn’s armada spread quickly, as the pirates left town.  They aren’t a profession that’s overly careful with secrets, in general, and by the time the last corsair crossed the Straights it was well-known in Farise that the Duke of Merwyn was coming.  That was, it was whispered, why the pirates fled. 

But that also contributed to the belief of the people that they were protected.  There was a Doge, now, not merely an academic wizard or snooty Practical Adept, but a mysterious mage powerful enough to seize control and keep it.  And one who was adamant about preparing a defense.  That gave them the security they needed to go about their daily lives without too much worry.

That also kept the other factions at bay.  Once they realized what we were facing, it seemed as if the different parties who wielded power had decided to step back and see what the Narasi mage would do.

Interestingly enough, despite revealing my identity to the Electors at the Citadel, it was largely unknown in Farise who I really was.  Some who had heard dismissed it as wild rumor – how could the Spellmonger be in Farise?  He was a creature of Rard, it was known.  Doge Mirkandar was Narasi, and he was powerful, but the Spellmonger?  Outrageous.

The elite seemed content to keep things quiet on that front, largely because they didn’t know what to make of it.  Was I here to merely conquer?  Or did I have ulterior motives?  The mystery was enough, at first, to keep the knives at bay.  While there were a few lackluster attempts on my life in that first week, they were all intercepted handily.  Farisian assassins had yet to get used to Sevendori enchantment, and my people were vigilant. 

After that first week I received several quiet messages of conciliation from different sources, representing power centers from the wealthy magical houses to the Watermen’s Guild.  Everyone wanted to be on the Doge’s good side, it seemed.

Well, almost everyone.

***

Minalan, I hate to interrupt, Iyugi said, mind-to-mind, but I have some interesting news for you.

Iyugi rarely contacted anyone mind-to-mind, and me least of all.  That told me the nature of his interruption. 

What is it? I asked, pausing in what I was doing to devote my full attention to the message.  As what I was doing was approving emergency budget expenditures for city services, I didn’t mind, so much.

I’ve been tracking our mysterious friend, he said, cryptically, the one you and Jannik and Mavone think is there, but cannot see.  I think I have an answer.

You do?  What? I demanded.

Meet me tomorrow morning in Parchment Plaza, he directed, and gave me the address.  I’ll tell you what I know and you can decide what to do about it.

You know I’m a sitting head of state trying to put together the remnants of a regime after a revolution? I reminded him.

Yes, but this is important, Iyugi insisted.  You’re going to want to know.  And take action.

All right, I’ll be there, I agreed.  Do I need a squad of warmagi at my back?

I think a more subtle approach is recommended, in this case, he answered.  Come alone.  You’ll know if you need more people after I explain things.

I swear, Iyugi must get an erection from being enigmatic.  It’s really the only thing that explains him, sometimes.

But the next morning found me dressed plainly, in my regular working clothes as a Practical Adept.  I walked right through the crowds that were beginning to return to the street without anyone noticing it was me.  I may have used a few spells to assist in that, but the truth was people were returning to their work and their lives, now that the political excitement was over.  They didn’t notice me any more than they did before I became Doge.

Iyugi was at a familiar portion of plaza, very near to where Mavone had found Durgan Jole, a few months back.  My bank was nearby, I recalled – I would have to do something about that, at some point.  Several of the nearby offices seemed to be closed, and the volume of passers-by in the district seemed low, for this time of day.

“So what is it you want me to see?” I asked as I joined him.

“Mavone asked me to look into several things,” he began, without preamble.  “I’ve been devoting myself to the task.  I learned a lot in the nights before the election,” he recalled, “and I began to have my suspicions then.  But then after you took power so gently, some other lines of questioning appeared unexpectedly.  I think my suspicions are confirmed,” he assured me.

“I still don’t know what the suspicions are,” I pointed out, patiently, “and I don’t know what they refer to.”

“You and Mavone wanted to know who was behind some of the events of the last few months,” he reminded me.  “You indicated that you felt there was a player who was hidden from the others, manipulating them.  The mysterious attacks.  The kidnappings.  The closures.  The puppet shows.  A score of other matters that could not be explained.

“So I tracked them down – each and every one.  The chaos in the streets actually made it easier.  But in each and every case, I was able to track the direction or instruction of the principals . . . to here,” he said, nodding toward a stately building across the plaza.

I was familiar with that one – it had the beautiful stained-glass scene on the top floor, the one with the idyllic scene.  I dragged the name from my memory. 

“Merinovan House,” I supplied.  “Some sort of foreign agents, I believe.”

“Their actual role is murky,” he admitted.  “They are an old firm that is highly respected in the fields of shipping and commerce.  But they seem to have interests far beyond that.  I traced the puppeteers, some of the kidnappers, almost all of the closures, and a good number of the raids to this place, usually through several layers of intermediaries.  Even the Brotherhood of the Rat was reporting here.  Whoever was ordering those actions sits in that office,” he said, with certainty.  “I don’t have a name, but this is where they work out of.  They’re giving orders to cults, businesses, gangsters, merchant houses, street gangs, smugglers, the Watermen, and yes, the puppeteers.  They are the ones manipulating Farise . . . and taking no credit for it.

“That’s a very bold accusation,” I considered, as I looked at the unassuming old building.  “It’s hardly a lair of evil.”

“The best lairs of evil don’t look evil,” he pointed out.  “These people went to an awful lot of trouble to keep out of anyone’s notice.  They killed at least a dozen people to protect their secret during the riots.  Maybe more.  They don’t have a costume, or a catchy name, or an ideology they parade around to gain support.  They’re the ones pulling the strings,” he insisted.  “The real puppeteers of Farise.”

“And you’re certain about this?” I asked, heaving a sigh.

“I might be wrong, but I am not uncertain,” he replied, confidently.  “I know when I have found the secret at the end of a quest.  This is it.”

I spent a few moments in silence, regarding the building, before I answered.

“So what do we do about it?” I asked.

“My part is done,” Iyugi said, defensively.  “I find out secrets.  I don’t act upon them.  That’s the job for Spellmongers and Doges.”

“Fair enough,” I nodded in agreement.  “Your task is done.  Indeed, we have changed the regime, here, and captured the scoundrels and made them flee.  You’ve earned your coin.”

“It’s not about the coin, it’s about the secrets,” he insisted.  “And you did manage to come to power without burning down the Imperial Library.  I am grateful for that.  You could go ahead and re-open it soon, however.”

“It’s on my list,” I said, absently.  “So what do I do?  Confront them?  Destroy the building outright?”

“You could ask them what they’re doing,” Iyugi pointed out.  “That is the very simplest way to learn a secret, I’ve found.”

“You make a compelling argument,” I agreed, after a few more moments in silence.  “Thank you.  You’ve been very helpful.”

And I went across the plaza and opened the door to the odd little office.  It seemed the most direct course of action.


Chapter Fifty-Four

The Iris

The defense of sovereignty is not just a function of the army and navy of a nation, but also requires the perpetual vigilance required to secure the nation against subversive forces seeking to weaken it.  A sovereign who does not take steps to counter those forces – be they acting at the behest of another state or in their own criminal interests – will see his sovereignty eroded under his feet while he watches the horizon for dangers.  The sages of old rightly saw recourse to warfare as a failure of statesmanship, for the armies march and the navies sail to war only if the spies and diplomats fail in their endeavors.

Reflections on Sovereignty

By The Doge of Farise

If I suspected an entryway full of thugs and brigands, I was disappointed.

Indeed, only one mild-mannered secretary was sitting in the front hall of the Merinovan Company, calmly sorting through stacks of parchment on a well-polished table.  He looked up curiously when I came in and immediately stood when he didn’t recognize me.

“May I ask your business, please?” he asked me, officiously.

“I’m here to see the head of the company,” I explained, realizing that I didn’t know who that was.  “The chief executive in charge of this facility.”

“Is Master Bartharis expecting you?” he asked, surprised.  “I saw nothing on his schedule this morning.”

“Excellent, then perhaps he can slip me in,” I smiled.  “I do not have an appointment, I’m afraid.  But I must speak to him at once.  It’s a matter of urgency.”

“Of course,” he said, as if he wasn’t surprised.  “Shall I say who is calling?”

“Mirkandar the Magnificent,” I answered.  “Doge of Farise.”

To his credit, the secretary’s eyes only widened a little.  But there was nothing in my manner to convey I was lying.  I stood there calmly, leaning on my staff as if I was waiting to see a client.  The man bowed, uncertainty in his eyes, then disappeared upstairs.  He returned about ten minutes later, which gave me plenty of time to examine the room with magesight.

I was impressed.  There was almost nothing to indicate that this was the hub of an intricate espionage service.  Indeed, the parchments were all common business documents – orders, receipts, legal agreements, insurance policies, memorandums concerning future developments – everything looked perfectly normal. 

There were two small conference rooms to the side, and a side table with a teapot and alcohol lamp, but nothing untoward at all.  Indeed, it was nearly devoid of spells.  If I was still practicing, I would have at least made a pitch for some waterproofing and some insect spells, else they were at risk for roaches.

The furnishings were adequate, but not even particularly affluent for this part of town.  They did not seem to have any concealed drawers with daggers or vials of poison in them, or other sinister gear.  There wasn’t even a serpent head-shaped idol in the corner.  In fact, the art was pretty dismal.

When the secretary returned, the little man seemed as well-composed as when I’d first met him.

“Master Bartharis will see you now,” he said, with a solemn tilt of his head.  “Follow me.”

We went up three flights of stairs, past a floor that I assumed were offices and file rooms.  I didn’t hear the clank of weapons as assassins practiced their craft behind false walls, or anything like that.  If Master Bartharis had a cage full of half-starved wild dogs to dispose of his enemies lurking around somewhere, they were being very well-behaved.

Instead I was led into what I had to admit was one of the nicest, most luxurious offices I’d ever seen.  Potted plants and tasteful sculptures decorated the walls.  The desk was long and magnificently polished, some tropical wood that gleamed strangely in the light.  There was an expensive-looking carpet under the desk, huge by any standards, and intricately woven.

But the stained-glass window dominated the scene.  It took up the entire western wall of the office, stretching from one corner to the other, and all the way to the ceiling.  The sunshine from outside illuminated the office through the glass and bathed the room in a colorful spectrum that enchanted the eye.  It was a lovely effect, and done without magic, I noted. 

The man behind the desk stood respectfully as I entered but did not sit back down.

Master Bartharis was a middle-aged man, and he appeared exactly what he pretended to be: a balding, well-paid functionary in the grinding machine of commerce.  There was nothing remarkable about the man – he was dressed similarly to how I was.  His complexion and features didn’t look typical of a native Farisian, but he spoke Perwynese like he was born here.

But there was something in his manner that caught my attention immediately.  It’s a subtle thing.  But sometimes, when you’re aware of it, you can tell when a person is paying far more attention than they want you to believe.  Mavone does that.  Grendine and Rardine do that.  I think it’s a hazard of being a spy.

“You are the Doge of Farise, I am informed,” he said, a hint of skepticism tainting his voice.

“Mirkandar the Magnificent,” I agreed.  “I was duly elected by the College of Electors, after trial by combat.”

“It was quite a surprise,” he admitted.

“Wizards like surprises,” I answered with a smirk.  “It wasn’t quite how I had planned it, but it worked out.”

“I suppose congratulations are in order.  So, what service can our humble establishment do for the new Doge of Farise?” he asked, pleasantly.  “I can imagine just how difficult it must be right now, with trying to form a new government.”

“I’m working it out,” I promised.  “But there are certain matters of policy I need to take a personal hand in, as head-of-state.  This firm is one of them.”

“Our little firm?” he asked, doubtfully.  “Your Excellency,” he said, taking his seat behind the desk, “we handle a multitude of commercial details for various ventures.  I don’t see how we can be of concern to the Doge of Farise.  But if there is any way I can be of service, of course, I am happy to assist.”

I looked at him carefully.  I wasn’t Ruderal, but I can smell bullshit when I hear it. 

“You can start by explaining why you have been trying to make things in Farise even more chaotic than they need to be,” I said, calmly.  “And you can stop doing that.  That would be greatly appreciated.”

He looked surprised.  “Our little firm?  I—”

“I know more than you think I do,” I interrupted, sharply.  “You may have been able to fool the Contramara, the occupation, the so-called adepts of Heron Hill, and everyone else – for centuries,” I added.  “But not everything is what it seems, in Farise.  Including me.”

“I assure you, Your Excellency, there is no reason to—” he began.  It was more bullshit.  I hadn’t convinced him yet.

“My real name is Count Minalan the Spellmonger,” I announced, removing the Magolith from its hoxter and summoning Avalanche. 

“The Spellmonger!” he said, as his eyes went wide in recognition.  Maybe it was the glowing green grapefruit hovering over my shoulder, or the elegant weapon of destruction in my hands, but he understood at once who I was.  “That is a surprise,” he murmured.  “That explains . . . quite a lot, actually.”

“And I tire of your denials.  I am certain that this is where the orders are being issued from.  I know you have been manipulating Farise – probably for centuries.  Nothing is what it seems, in Farise.  Including this little firm.  I want to know why.”

Master Bartharis looked perplexed for a few moments, then leaned forward, his chin resting on his fists.  I could see the intention to bullshit fall from his eyes.  Alas, it was replaced by a much more contentious expression.

“That is a very complicated question, Your Excellency,” he said with a sigh and a smirk, as if I’d caught him out at some game.  “The answer I give you will depend on the answer you give me.”

“I am the Doge of Farise and the Spellmonger,” I said, warningly.  “I will not be trifled with!”

“And I am explaining the rules for you,” he said, evenly.  “For there are several answers, and the one I will give you will depend on how you answer my riddle.  You can beat me senseless or torture me near to death, but that won’t change.  It is a test, one that determines how much you know, and how much you can be trusted with.  A wizard, it is said, is a man who knows.  Consider this a test of your wizardly skills.”

I was starting to prefer the idea of a cage full of ravenous hounds.  But I decided to play his game, because it was a challenge to my professional abilities.  I was too much of a wizard to ignore that.  To reject it was to admit that I was not up to the challenge, and I’m proud, that way.

I sighed.  “Go ahead.  What is this test?  And why do I have to take it?” I asked.  “I hope it’s not a dragon.  It’s too early in the day for a dragon.”

That produced a smile of satisfaction on the bald little man. 

“If you pass it, you’ll know why,” he assured.  “And it’s very simple.  Turn around,” he instructed.  “Look at the stained-glass window.  Isn’t it beautiful?  It’s been around for centuries – many, many centuries.  Tell me what you see,” he instructed, authoritatively.

I sighed and turned to regard the window.  It really was magnificent, I noted at once, even more beautiful and detailed up close from the inside than outside on the street.  It’s oval shape was comforting, somehow, and the central motif was well-rendered in splendid, vibrant colors.

Then I saw that there was a small legend embedded into the glass of the window, a scrap of writing that was too small, comparatively speaking, to be seen from outside.  Indeed, it could only be seen from inside, and was designed to be read by those sitting at Master Bartharis’ desk.  It was an ancient dialect of Old High Perwynese, I knew at once.  Of my ancient memories Palgrove knew it well, and Andrews was certainly familiar with it.  The language was Latin, I knew. 

It read Nos Speculamur Mundum. 

“We Watch The World.”  That’s what it meant, Palgrave’s memory assured me, and he’d leaned the ancient language in his youth.  Andrews’ memory vaguely recalled it being the motto of a particular portion of the colonial government.  Where had I seen that before . . .?

And then, like a lightning bolt, it hit me.  The shape of the window.  The motto.  And, most importantly, the scene it portrayed so beautifully.

“I see . . . trees of green,” I answered him slowly.  “Red roses, too.  I see them bloom.  For me and you.  And I think to myself . . . what a wonderful world,” I finished.  “I can do the other verses, too, if you want.”

“Oh, well done!” Master Bartharis breathed, clearly looking pleased.  “And can you tell me the significance of those words?”

“It’s the Planetary Anthem of Farise.  All good colonial administrators know it,” I boasted.  “The picture itself is in the form of an eye – the Eye that the Contramara fear,” I added, “but is actually the logo of the Internal Research & Intelligence Service, though it looks a little less creepy in stained-glass.  The Iris,” I finished.  “Of which I assume this is the headquarters.”

“Well done!  Well done!” Bartharis said, enthusiastically.  “That is a brilliant amount of deduction, Your Excellency, and very commendable.  Let’s see if you can better it.  What does that lead you to conclude?”

“That some vestige of the Colonial government has survived in hiding for all of these years.   Pulling the strings of the different nations like a puppeteer.”

“Well, to be honest, we prefer not to get involved,” Bartharis said, conversationally.  “Our mandate is to watch, observe, and collect information.  And no, this is not our headquarters – Farise is just ideally situated to collect information.  That’s why we are so protective of our assets, here.  We had no ambitions of power,” he promised.

“But . . . how?” I asked, mystified.  “How could you maintain . . . how could you . . .”

“You’ve earned answers with your own correct answers,” Bartharis agreed.  “In truth, I’m happy to meet you.  You have been on our minds quite a bit of late, Minalan the Spellmonger.  Learning anything reliable about you is difficult, however, as you have an impressively closed-lipped circle.  And magic is an area we rarely involve ourselves in – it’s not our forte, I’m afraid.

“But we couldn’t help but notice that not one but three sealed installations have been opened in the last year,” he added.  “All with some associations with you.  I didn’t put the Gray Dome together with the others, but it makes sense, now.”

“We haven’t activated the Fuller Center, yet,” I said, shaking my head.

“As of this morning, the central power plant went on line,” he informed me.  “The station is active.  You probably just haven’t been informed yet.”

“And you monitor these stations?” I asked, skeptically. 

“That’s our essential job,” he agreed.  “Indeed, it is our only real job – the rest is window dressing and obfuscation.  Had you told me the window was just a pretty picture, then I would have told you that I am one of the heads of an international criminal syndicate that controls smuggling from here to Unstara – and I would have been telling you the absolute truth.  Just not all of it.”

“So, the criminal gang the Iris is just a cover for . . . the IRIS,” I realized.  “And the IRIS is a remnant of the colonial government who watches.  That begs the question: watches for what?”

“A great number of things, if you want to know the truth,” Bartharis admitted.  “We take reports here from over six hundred agents, most of whom have no idea that they are agents.  Everything from commercial tonnage reports to court gossip.  That’s the advantage of being a small but important agency firm.  You get a lot of information coming across your desk.”

“But to what purpose?” I demanded.  “Why would you maintain that kind of system just to . . . to watch?”

“Well, people get upset when we actually intervene, as you pointed out,” he said, a little brusquely.  “We clandestinely supported Rellin Pratt for Doge only because we felt it would break the malaise that had infected the old regime and reform Farise enough to give it its best chance to resist Merwyni intervention.  We are not here to conquer the world, or even enlighten it.  We are here to watch.  For signs.  More than that, I cannot say without authorization.”

“Authorization from who?  I’m the Doge, here,” I reminded him.

“Our mandate is beyond the authority of any sovereign state,” he informed me.  “As sympathetic as I am toward your goals, I cannot reveal certain information lightly.  That would take the permission of . . . my superiors.  And that would take some time to secure.”

“I know I’ve only been in Farise a few months,” I sighed, “but I tire of shadowy clandestine organizations who don’t want to be frank about their motivations.”

“As I said, I’m sympathetic,” he agreed.  “But the protocols are there for a reason.  They must be followed.  That is what has allowed us to survive for the last seven hundred years as an institution.  We cannot abandon them lightly.”

“You might want to reconsider,” I suggested.  “When it comes to information you don’t know, I’m a fountain of it.  More importantly, I’m not merely a local colonial administrator any longer.”  I took Ariel out of my purse and set it on the desk.  I had anticipated a record of the conversation would be useful, but I hadn’t realized that I would be displaying the CI in public.

“Where did you get that?” Bartharis demanded, his eyes wide.

“I told you, wizards love surprises.  Ariel, as of a week ago I am now the sole sovereign authority over the independent former Imperial province of Farise.  You have verified that?”

“It has been established,” the machine agreed.  “You are the current Doge of Farise.”

“I am also the sovereign over the Magelaw in the Alshari Wilderlands,” I reminded the machine, for Bartharis’ benefit.  “And I have devolved sovereignty, as Baron of Sevendor.  That should qualify me as a regional administrator under Colonial law, does it not?”

“Administrators who hold office over multiple local sovereign districts are considered multi-regional administrators,” Ariel agreed in his pleasant voice.  “You are, I assume, referring to the augmented powers and responsibilities of said senior administrators under Colonial protocol.”

“Particularly under a state of emergency, yes,” I answered.  “As a senior administrator, just what additional privileged information should I legally be entitled to, according to Colonial protocol?”

“Under the Colonial Charter you should have rank and authority just below the Cabinet level of security,” Ariel supplied, helpfully.  “You are entitled to all but the most classified briefings to inform your administrative decisions over your designated area of administration.  You are entitled to military updates concerning your specific areas of administration and adjoining ones, as well as issues of concern to the general population of Callidore.”

“It seems as if I have some authority in this,” I informed Bartharis, mildly.  “According to the protocols, that is.  And we must abide by the protocols,” I reminded him, sternly.  “Now, tell me what the purpose of the Iris is?  What are you watching for?”

Bartharis took a long moment to consider how he would answer, glancing at the sleek black form of Ariel several times.  It was clear he recognized the machine and knew its capabilities.

“The Iris exists to look for signs,” he repeated, faintly, after gathering his resolve.  “In its current incarnation, that includes seeking signs of imminent danger to the colony, and signs of emergent high civilization.  We are the watchmen of civilization through its long, desperate night.  We will be waiting when the dawn comes.”

“Then rouse yourselves, because dawn is nigh,” I promised.  “I’ve managed to stir up an entire army of threats to Callidore and become aware of others.  Human civilization is on the brink of a renaissance.  Disaster looms, and magic is afoot.”

“I’m afraid it’s just not that simple,” Bartharis said, apologetically.  “There are too many things at play for us to align with a local administrator.”

“A senior administrator,” I corrected him.  “And one that is trying to re-ignite human civilization once again.  Certainly that should purchase me some influence and access,” I proposed.

“It does, I believe,” Bartharis agreed, reluctantly.  “And I am telling you all that I can.  Even if you’ve declared a state of emergency, that still does not entitle you to know everything.  Not without clearance from my superiors.  That isn’t something I can change.”

“What don’t I know already?” I challenged.  “The duplicity of the Alka Alon?  The exile of the New Horizon?  The Forsaken?  The constructed collapse of human civilization?  The Enshadowed?  The Nemovorti?  The Formless?  The ancient horrors that lurk beneath the surface of the planet?  The local Alka Alon Council?  They’re pissed at me and they’re facing a surprise inspection by the three High Kings – did you know that yet?  Or what about the Vundel?  I’m already dealing with the Vundel.  And the Met Sakinsa, if you want to be technical.  What don’t I know already, Master Bartharis?  What great secret have I not yet learned?”

“Oh, there is plenty, yet,” he assured me.  “But . . . you said that you have had . . . dealings . . . with the Vundel?”

“I have a resource they covet,” I dismissed.  “Snowstone.  I’m sure it was in one of your reports, a few years ago.  I sold them a few mountains of it for enough gold to produce crushing inflation across the Five Duchies if I tried to spend it.  We’ve had a few disagreements, lately, but as a Colonial Administrator, I know my rights.  They have to pay me for something I own on land.  It’s been a very interesting partnership.”

“That’s . . . that’s madness!” he said, looking concerned for the first time in our meeting.  You can not just go around bargaining with the Vundel!  They are a very sensitive race!  One misstep and –“

“Well, it’s too bad I don’t have some sort of organization whose job it is to collect and disseminate important information in a comprehensive manner to advise me,” I said, sarcastically.  “That might have made negotiations go a little more smoothly!  As it is, the Vundel aren’t particularly happy with me at the moment, and our next encounter could prove destructive.  But as long as you fellows adhered to your protocols . . .”

“This is . . . quite disturbing,” he admitted, his eyes darting back and forth.  “You said something about the Alka Alon, and an inspection by the High Kings . . .” he repeated.

“Yes, it’s scheduled sometime in the next year, it could be as revolutionary as Farise.  Great events are underway, Master Bartharis, the colony is in danger, the world is in peril, and you and your smug, secretive little cult just . . . stands . . . watching!”

I suppose I was a bit angry.  I had climbed the ladders of power until I was literally a king among men, now, and ruled thousands of square miles and hundreds of thousands of subjects.  I had thought I had revealed all the moldy recesses of power – the kings, the dukes, the ministers, the secret powers who pulled all of their strings. 

But now I had discovered another power in the world, a power as ancient as many I’d witnessed, whose express purpose was to gather and disseminate information to the benefit of all of humanity.  And they were more concerned about hiding in the shadows than improving the lives of the people.  As a revolutionary, I found it a little irritating.  As a wizard, I found it appalling.  I had the ears of the gods, but this legacy of ancient knowledge had been denied me due to bureaucracy.  I suddenly felt a strange sympathy for the pirates I’d ejected from Farise with the same tactics.

“That’s what we do,” Bartharis emphasized, quietly.  “As an institution, that’s our primary mandate. That’s what we have done for centuries.  Since before the Inundation, when Perwyn still ruled the colony, we were watching.  Collecting information.  Compiling archives.  Analyzing data.  Predicting results. 

“And we did advise the leadership of the colony . . . until there was no more leadership to advise.  After that, we just watched.  We interfere only when necessary to protect our sources, but once Perwyn fell there wasn’t much else we could do,” he said, apologetically.  “It’s the job of local leadership to repair and restore civilization.  When that happens, then we’ll help.”

“It is happening!” I insisted.  “I am making it happen!  I need your help, if you can provide it.  Failing that, I need you to stay the hell out of Farise while I put it to rights.  I’m asking you to suspend your operations for the duration of this transition.”

“While that would be difficult, we are winding down our emergency operations,” Bartharis sighed.  “Most of our agents have been extracted and evacuated – that’s where most of the ‘kidnap victims’ went.  When the trend lines started to diverge from our predictions, we elected to withdraw many of our local operators for their own protection.  When the Alshari Ducal Executioner showed up with a box of gold and a satchel full of warrants – completely unexpectedly – all of our predictions went askew.  Ironically, it seems that you were the reason for the divergence.”

“Me?” I asked, confused.  “I didn’t even arrive in Farise until three months ago.”

“That’s when things began to go wrong,” Bartharis affirmed.  “We are usually very good about predicting trends based on the data we collect; we saw the fall of the temporary council years ago, and the rise of a nativist movement in Farise.  Our predictions told us that Rellin Pratt would prevail – barely – and had a reasonable chance of defending Farise from Merwyn’s approaching fleet, based on his naval experience.

“But then ice began showing up in the markets, unexpectedly.  People started disappearing.  There was an increase in intelligence gathering activity that couldn’t be accounted for by the existing agencies—”

“Wait, you monitor that?” I asked, surprised.

“Oh, yes, we’ve infiltrated all of the intelligence services at work in Farise – eleven of them, actually.  It’s one of the more productive ways we gather information – spies know a lot of things.  Not all are working on behalf of a state, but we watch them all the same: the Contramara, the Castali Family, the Alshari Garden Society, the Sea Lords, the Rosa Negra, the Remerans, the Unstarans, the Merwyni – did you know Vore has a listening post here?” he asked, amused.  “It’s two men, a father and son, who run a tailor’s shop.  Nice people.”

“I’m shutting them all down, for now,” I pledged.  “Even the ones I’m a part of.  I need to work without interference for a while if I’m going to do what I need to.”

“And just what is that, if I might ask?” Bartharis asked.  “Just what are your ambitions for Farise?  It might inform our course of action if we knew for certain,” he explained.  It was a reasonable request, I decided.  He didn’t know me, yet.  I was as candid as I felt I could be, in my response.

“For Farise?  That’s easy: establish a strong central government that is secure and independent of the Five Duchies – or any other foreign power.  Transform it into a strong naval power that is adequate for policing the northern Shattered Sea – and regulating international trade.  Extending the portal network I’ve developed from the Kingdom to include Farise, making it a hub for shipping into the interior of the continent.  Raising the living standards of the average Farisian to something decent.  And reforming the taxation, fees, and financial regulations here to make Farise a capital of banking,” I revealed.

“That’s an impressive list of noble aspirations,” he conceded, admirably.  “Very aggressive.  I take it you’ve had the advantage of consultation with your constructed intelligence, then?”

“Among other resources,” I replied.  “You’d be surprised what a good wizard picks up over the course of his career.  But I foresee that is the best way to ensure the freedom and independence of Farise.”

“And why is that so important to you?” he probed.  “You say you have no greater aspirations, but I can’t imagine you want to rule Farise out of the goodness of your heart.”

“Originally, it was an unpleasant assignment I had to complete for entirely unrelated reasons,” I admitted, after a few moments’ thought.  “But then I discovered I had a daughter here – quite unexpectedly.  Now I just want to build a secure environment for her.”

“A daughter . . . interesting,” he said, frowning.  “I hadn’t heard that.”

“It’s not generally known, even amongst spies,” I agreed.  “But it soon will be.  And just to complete your dossier on me accurately, her mother was a scion of House Irmoa.”

“The Contramara,” he said, instantly.

“Yes.  We’ve allied – that is, I have decided to include the Contramara in the new regime, rather than struggle against it.  My daughter Lemari is the primary reason.”

“But why?” he pressed.  “You are a rich man, Count Minalan.  And powerful.  You could easily return to Castal with her and see she enjoys a happy life.”

“Because she deserves to have a happy life in her own country,” I insisted.  “Farise is a mess.  It’s always been a mess, I suppose, but it’s been particularly screwed since Orril Pratt started using Stormbringer to attack shipping, and it’s gone downhill ever since.”

“But it is not your mess,” he reminded me.

“It is now,” I affirmed.  “When I decided to meddle in its affairs, I took on that responsibility.  I’m sorry if that interferes with your projections.  But unless you decide to try to assassinate me, this is how it has to be.”

“I see your point,” he sighed.  “No, I do, really.  In your position, I would likely request the same.  But,” he continued, “my loyalty is to the IRIS, and ultimately to the colony.  I can tell you that we’ll suspend operations, but I cannot guarantee that will persist for long.  That is outside of my control.”

“I understand,” I nodded.  “I’m willing to table other matters, for now, if you will give me this reprieve.  The alternative, of course, involves a host of most unpleasant outcomes involving forces you do not even suspect I control,” I warned.  “But give me some space to get some work done, and I promise I will enter into a discussion with the IRIS.  I think we have a lot to talk about,” I suggested.

“I think you are right.  But that will have to be decided by my superiors at headquarters, which is not in Farise.  I can get a message to them about this meeting and our temporary agreement, but it will be their decision how we proceed.”

“I’m curious about where this headquarters is located,” I wondered aloud. 

Bartharis chuckled.  “You will remain so.  That is among the most closely guarded secrets of the IRIS.  We didn’t survive centuries on this world as an institution by giving away our secret bases.”

“But why must they remain a secret?” I pressed.  “You apparently have the knowledge to restore the colony – or at least provide the means to rebuild some of the civilization we once had.  Why haven’t you?” I challenged.

“We have to wait for the right time to even entertain such a thing.  Our resources, as vast as they might seem, are limited.  And until certain conditions are met a premature attempt to re-launch industrial civilization is almost doomed to failure.”

“How long are you to wait?” I demanded.  He struggled to answer.

“According to our estimates . . . about another two hundred years.  After the breakup of the Narasi Confederacy, as we call it, and the rise of a more cosmopolitan civilization.  Certain population goals must be reached, the economic situation needs to improve, advances in travel technologies and communications—”

“So where did the magical portals fit into your calculations?” I asked, pointedly. 

“They . . . didn’t,” he admitted.  “Nor did a great many things associated with the Spellmonger of Castal.  You are a bit of an aberration – what my colleagues called a ‘black swan’ event, in more colorful days.  An individual or group or natural event that is completely unexpected and unanticipated, but has profound effects in relation to its size and importance.  Your . . . developments in magic and enchantment have forced us to re-evaluate much of our initial data.”

“You’d better get used to it,” I suggested.  “I have no intention of stopping, and I’ve just begun to bring my attention to bear on the state of the world.  Considering my ultimate goal is its salvation, I wouldn’t try to stop me.”

“It’s salvation?  From what?” he asked, concerned.

“It’s destruction,” I answered.  “Callidore’s solar system is drifting out from behind the nebula that shields it from the center of the galaxy.  When that happens, the ‘quantum field effect’ that magic depends upon will fail.”

“The proposed Callaway Extinction Event,” he nodded.  “But that’s three thousand years off.”

“You’re aware of it?” I asked, surprised.  Shocked, actually.  But then, you’d figure an international intelligence agency might have learned about it at some point over the years.

“Well, yes, but it’s highly theoretical,” he dismissed.  “It’s not something we’re basing any of our planning on.  In fact, by that point humanity should have taken over the planet and been in a good position to survive without the ‘quantum field effect’ – magic.”

“That’s going to be difficult with a bunch of ancient alien monsters roaming the planet, devouring everything in sight,” I pointed out.  “Currently the Vundel have them locked up – with magic.  Once it goes away, there’s nothing to keep them contained.  And they will destroy this world.  All of it.”

“But it’s highly theoretical,” he argued.  “And it’s three thousand years in the future.  That’s beyond our scope.”

“It’s only theoretical because we don’t live over a hundred years, as a rule.  If we lived as long as the Vundel, or even the Alka Alon, we’d see it as more immediate.  But it is very real.  Both the Vundel and the Alka Alon believe so.  And the Met Sakinsa.  Tell me, what is your contingency plan for dealing with that?”

“By that time, humanity should have resumed its starfaring capacity and evacuated to other worlds,” he shrugged.  “As I said, a theoretical event so far in the future is beyond the scope of the IRIS to predict.”

“Then you need to adjust your scope,” I advised.  “Because that’s the premise on which I am basing my actions, at the moment.  I have discovered a means of avoiding the – what did you call it?”

“The Callaway Extinction Event,” he repeated.  “Named after the researcher who proposed it back during the pre-Colonial period.  An interesting paper, actually, but it wasn’t taken seriously because it was—”

“Highly theoretical,” I finished.  “Well, additional data has come to light since then.  It’s not just going to happen, it’s inevitable, at the moment.  And fleeing from this planet is just not an option.”

“Why not?” he asked, confused.  “We fled from Terra, originally.”

I jabbed my finger behind me, in the direction of the window.  “Because I see trees of green, red roses too.  We live on a wonderful world, Master Bartharis.  It’s about time we start trying to protect it.”


Chapter Fifty-Five

The Reckoning

Regardless of his priorities and perquisites, it must be remembered that the sovereign is also a man, requiring those things all men need to live a tolerable life.  First among these is his family, to whom he must remain devoted.  While the Narasi’s obsession with hereditary rule has many obvious faults, one glaring advantage it provides them is offering the family life of a monarch as a reflection of their ability to rule.  A man who cannot wisely rule in his household is unlikely to fare better when put in charge of a nation, and the woman who cannot manage her family appropriately is poorly suited to determine the fate of a nation of families.  As damning as that attention is to the family in question, it nonetheless serves the people who naturally project their own hopes and fears on their rulers.   This is a great comfort and font of security in an uncertain world.  It is, alas, a great burden on the family who must endure it.

Reflections on Sovereignty

By The Doge of Farise

One week turned into two, and then three.  Farise began to relax and accept the new government when it didn’t try to throw its weight around.  Some of the reforms had been popular, like the removal of the pirates, but others had not been – like freeing the slaves.  It wasn’t that the Farisians particularly liked the institution of slavery, but having thousands of suddenly-manumitted former slaves flooding the markets, begging or seeking work for any amount, made the competition for labor abysmal for a while.

Thankfully, a sudden injection of gold into the city’s coffers allowed many of the men to be employed in civil works projects in an effort to restore the city.  That injection came from me, as I cashed out about fifty thousand ounces of gold from my treasury and invested in Farise.  

It was a good investment – it provided stability and kept more riots from happening, it allowed me to pay the civil service and the military expenses, and it gave us some breathing room before anything catastrophic happened.  The new appointees had a chance to hire their own subordinates and get to work on their assigned tasks.  I treated it as a loan and issued myself bonds for sovereign debt at a reasonable rate of interest.  Farise owed me, now.  I was its largest creditor.

By the third week streets were being repaired by freedmen, the sink holes were being filled, new flats were being planned for the burned-out Cesshaven district, and everyone was being fed.  True, we were injecting inflationary amounts of cash into the local economy, but the renewed sense of hope and optimism the Commonwealth created had inspired a greater demand in the markets.  More importantly, people saw normal things being done as a matter of course. 

The revolution was over.  Now was a time for revitalization.

Of course, it is one thing to take power in a place as a means to make money.  It is something else again to invest your own money in the prospect of a brighter future.  Once you have an interest in an enterprise, you pay closer attention to the results.  Lemari might have given me one compelling interest, but now I had sunk a significant amount of money into the place.  That provides a ruler some additional perspective.

Interestingly enough, the weather cleared during that period.  It wasn’t prophetic, or even particularly ominous – there is always a brief dry and sunny period as winter ends but before the spring squalls start blowing in from the sea.  But it was hopeful, and I think the clear weather encouraged everyone to look forward to what was to come with optimism. 

But as more permanent replacements for their roles were secured, my original staff of spies began to dissipate.  Lorcus was eager to return home to his wife and baby after his adventure, and Iyugi disappeared after I paid him out for his service.  Jannik remained – he had no real reason to leave, yet – and he was having fun mastering the exotic rhythms of Farisian music and destroying his thoughtform’s imaginary liver with his excesses.

Mavone lingered, as well, but it was clear he was winding up the operation.  It had been a success, from his perspective.  He’d been hired to help overthrow a corrupt regime, and he’d done so magnificently.  He helped establish the rudiments of a new Farisian-focused intelligence network . . . but it was clear he was preparing to depart sunny Farise.

The warmagi were another story.  Once it became known in arcane circles that Farise was under friendly management, a small trickle of Sparks began to appear in the city.  They came through the Ways, mostly, although Taren organized an excursion by means of portal to a few of my close friends with the understanding that they should keep a low profile during their visit.

Taren, Bendonal, Astyral, and Terleman all visited to witness the new Farise I was building, and they generally seemed impressed with what I’d accomplished in such a short period.  I spent an hour with each of them, enjoyed a drink and a few moments’ catching up, but I mostly let them explore for themselves.  Besides, I was too busy with governance to do much socializing.

But there came a day when I didn’t awaken to yet-another crises.  A day where things seemed to be moving in the right direction and not headed over a cliff.  That was the day I realized that I had a reckoning to face.  I’d spent three solid weeks with my daughter, by then, and while I was growing more and more fond of her I was also missing my other children.  More importantly, I had to explain some things to my wife.

I spent almost a full day preparing before I sent Larask and Ruderal back to Sevendor to bring my family to Farise for the first time.  As the palace was still more or less a shambles, and the practice still being used by spies and visiting warmagi and the occasional prisoner, I had to figure out what to do with them on their visit. 

Thankfully, when you’re the dictator of a small country, you have some pull.  I reached out to an old client and secured the entirety of the Fountain, down at Soundside, and arranged to have exclusive use of the place for a few days.  We needed the room for everyone, as we included Ruderal and Larask and the children’s nurse to the party.

Master Baris was happy to oblige, especially when I paid lavishly for the service, and I knew he would make the most of having the new Doge and his family elect to stay at his hostel – not to mention the bragging rights about what I had done to the eponymous fountain out front.  But for a few days I was able to entertain Alya and the children with exotic meals, days at the beach, and nights featuring the entertainments for which Farise is famous.

It was a positive joy to see them all again after so much time and effort spent in Farise.  For a few days Mirkandar the Magnificent was just an alias for me, and I was Minalan once again.  Seeing Minalyan, Ismina, Almina, Istman and little Vanamin all together enjoying themselves in the white sands was magical in its own right.  It was the first time they had seen the ocean – that is, a body of water too large to see across – and the first time they had experienced such heat in the winter.  There was still snow on the ground in Castal, much less Vanador.  And the sea was profound.  It was a natural wonder that they thrilled to experience.

It was Alya’s first time seeing the sea herself, and she was deeply moved by the sight.  Indeed, it was as if she became enthralled with the sound of the waves against the beach and the smell of the air. 

She overcame her initial discomfort with the local fashion after about an hour of sweating in wool and linen, and by the end of the day she was lounging on the beach in a poorly-tied riorel, a glass of iced wine in her hand.  The poor young Tryggite novice who was the attending nurse for the children couldn’t bring herself to do more than remove her habit and was positively scandalized at the sea of naked bodies who splashed in the surf.  Larask, too, seemed enthralled by them for similar reasons. 

“This place is wonderful,” Alya said, with a deep sigh as she regarded the waves from a blanket in the sand.  “I can’t believe you run it, now.”  The children were off digging a hole in the sand under Ruderal and the nurse’s supervision.  This was the first time Alya and I had been in relative private all day.

“I’m still getting used to it myself,” I agreed.  “It’s temporary,” I added, realizing that this might be the time to broach a delicate subject.  “I’m already grooming my successor.”

“Good,” she assured me, “Sevendor needs you.  We need you.  I didn’t worry as much with you away this time – Ruderal was giving me secret reports about what you were doing the entire time.  He passed them through to Banamor, mind-to-mind.”

“What?  Traitor!” I objected, good-naturedly.

“Don’t worry, he didn’t let anything more secret escape than your good health and welfare.  Except for the one time in the jungle where he thought you’d all be devoured by giant lizards or cannibals.  But it was easier to bear than when you were at war.”

“Well, this was a different kind of struggle.  Less bloody, in ways, but far more complicated.  I’d almost rather charge a battalion of gurvani than deal with this sort of thing again.  But it’s mostly over now.  And I had a lot of help.  I feel good about what I did,” I said, almost defensively.

“See?” she said, a little self-righteously, “I told you if you came back to Farise you’d be able to banish all of those nightmares eventually.”

“Well, yes, I haven’t been as . . . reactive, after the first few weeks,” I reluctantly agreed.  “It’s still hard, sometimes, but I think I overcame a lot of my fears and anxieties.  Of course, now I have a whole new kit of fears and anxieties,” I revealed, guiltily.  “I discovered some things here that are going to change my life, Alya.  Our lives,” I corrected.

“I told you that we could face whatever problems arose, together,” she said, encouragingly.  “So you’re the Doge of Farise, now,” she reasoned.  “You’re still my husband.  My love.  My constant.  There’s nothing that the universe can challenge us with that we cannot overcome.”

I hesitated and had a wild fantasy of changing the subject or kissing her or otherwise distracting her from what I had to say.  But I overcame it.  I had duties to perform.

“I am really glad to hear you say that,” I began, my throat dry.  “Because I have something to tell you.  Something important.”

Then I explained the situation about Lemari and her mother and the occupation and the Contramara and everything.  I would like to say that she took it well.  Perhaps she took it as well as could be expected.  For about ten minutes there were some heated words, some tears, and a great deal of swearing.  I nearly invoked her promise to work through anything, once she heard about my bastard daughter, but I wisely thought better of it.

She was angry.  She felt betrayed, though she hadn’t even met me then.  She was highly suspicious of the claim even after I assured her I had done the proper thaumaturgical tests to confirm it.  When it was clear that my assurance didn’t convince her, entirely, she insisted that I go fetch her another drink from the hostel – something stronger this time – while she sat and thought about what I had told her.

Two drinks later she had calmed down enough to speak to me again.  It was clear I was testing the limits of her patience and love for her with the admission, especially considering the two Greenflower children I’d forced her to contend with.  She treated them like her own children, now, but the issue of Isily was still a sore spot between us.  The revelation of Lemari’s existence only made that hurt more.

I won’t get into the long discussion that followed, but her ire calmed as the sun crept towards the horizon.  When she began to ask me about Lemari I knew that she was coming to the end of it – for now.

But for the record, it’s never easy introducing your bastards to your wife.  And doing so for a second time puts an order of magnitude more strain on your marriage. 

Thankfully, Alya is a kind and compassionate woman, at heart.  As angry as she was with me, she was immediately concerned for my daughter, as well, and wanted to know about her.  I explained the basics – her mother was dead (which Alya was grateful for, perversely) and raised by her two aunts, her training as a dancer, her private education as a mage, once her rajira emerged, and left the rest of her life a little murky.  Alya was already upset that I had a daughter.  I didn’t need to tell her that she was a former terrorist as well.  We could discuss that later.

“Well, when do I meet her?” she finally asked with a sigh.  “Now that you’ve told me about her, I want to see her.  She isn’t real to me until then.”

“If you’re ready,” I agreed, and reached out to Ruderal, mind-to-mind.  He slipped away to fetch her from where she had been waiting.  “She’s a little headstrong, yet, but she’s a terribly smart girl,” I advised her.

“She’s your daughter, so she comes by it honestly,” she pointed out.  “Does Larask know?”

“He found out a few days ago,” I admitted.  “I had to tell him, as she’s become an advisor to the Doge and I had to explain why.  He’s still a little uncomfortable with the whole thing.”

“Does he like her?”

“She’s kind of hard to get to know, particularly in the middle of a revolution.  But she’s friendly enough – you’ll see for yourself.  We’ll be having dinner with her tonight, and then meet her aunts tomorrow.  I think it’s best that everyone get to know each other.”

“Yes, we’re family now,” she agreed, with a bitter edge to her voice. 

Ruderal approached a few moments later with Lemari in tow.  I’d seen the girl charge into a room filled with thugs and warmagi, but the terror on her face when it came to meeting my wife was apparent.  I stood and put my hand on her bare shoulder. 

“Alya, I would like you to meet my daughter, Lemari anna Irmoa.  Lemari, this is my wife, Countess Alya of the Magelaw, Baroness of Sevendor—”

“Just call me Alya,” my wife said, crossly, as she gave me a withering look.  “We’re family, after all.  I suppose I’m your stepmother, now.  I promise not to be a wicked one,” she said, sincerely. 

“Father has told me a great deal about you,” Lemari said, dropping to the sand in a squat.  “He didn’t mention how beautiful you were, though.”

“I was undercover!” I protested.  “No one was supposed to know I had a wife!”

“Thank you,” Alya said, sizing up Lemari the way a woman does when she meets another and judges her.  “You are astonishingly beautiful, yourself.  If your mother was half as pretty, I can see why my lord husband was tempted.  Of course, that was long before he met me.  I’ll try not to be jealous.”

“I can only imagine what you must be feeling,” Lemari said, sympathetically.  “I was pretty shocked, myself.  I still am.  I don’t know what it all means or where it will all lead—”

“My sweet,” Alya interrupted, kindly, “we have an entire lifetime to figure that out.  Despite my profound irritation at my husband at this very moment, I am intrigued by you,” she admitted.  “I’m raising Minalan’s other children, after all, and I cannot help but think about how you might be similar to them.  And different,” she added.  “And with your father.  Despite his apparent addiction to lechery, in his youth,” she said, giving me another look with those big, beautiful eyes, “he is actually a decent fellow, most of the time.  I love him dearly, and all of his children.  I look forward to including you in that.”

“I like her,” Lemari told me, with a smile. 

“She’s on good behavior and nearly drunk on rum,” I pointed out.  “But she’s a good wife and an excellent mother and one of the finest human beings I’ve ever met.  Hells, she gets along with my sisters – your aunts,” I reminded her.  “Anyone who can hold their own in that feminine battleground has to possess great strength and the patience of the gods.”

“Go fetch us another one of those fruity drinks,” Alya ordered me and Ruderal.  I want a few moments alone to talk to my . . . stepdaughter,” she decided.

With deep foreboding in my heart, I turned without a word and headed back to the hostel, where the proprietor was personally seeing to our party’s needs.  I nodded to the Golden Chain warmage who was quietly guarding us as we passed into the courtyard.

“So, how did it go?” Rudy asked, conversationally. 

“You saw her enneagram,” I reminded him, sullenly. “You tell me!”

“She’s livid,” Ruderal informed me, apologetically.  “I mean, really angry.  She wants to shoot something, I think.”

“I made her leave her sidearm in the room,” I sighed.  “It seemed a wise choice.”

“She’s mad, but she knows she’ll get over it,” he continued.  “She suspected worse, somehow, and she’s even a little relieved that it wasn’t something more . . . dire.  She’s actually kind of . . . amused,” he admitted.  “She finds some humor in the situation.  And she seems to really like Lemari.  Of course, they did just meet, and she doesn’t know about how she steals things and occasionally blows people up with lightning, but . . .”

“Details we can discuss later,” I dismissed.  “But she knows she’ll forgive me?  That’s good to know,” I said, breathing my own sigh of relief.  “What about Lemari?”

“Her?  She’s scared.  Terrified.  She built this up in her mind and is relieved that Alya wasn’t horrible.  She’s still anxious, but she’s relieved.  And hopeful.”

“That’s not too bad.  Say, do you think it’s cheating that I’m using your Talent to spy on my wife’s emotions?” I asked, self-consciously.

He shrugged.  “We’re wizards.  We cheat.  That’s what we do.”

“Well said,” I sighed, as I ordered Master Baris to prepare a pitcher of his strongest, sweetest, most seductive liquors.  I figured my best course of action was to get my wife righteously drunk.  That had a way of putting shocking things into perspective. 

“You know, after we get through this awkward bit,” I proposed to him as we waited on the drinks, “the moment I have the time I’m going to arrange for you to take your examinations.  You’re more than ready.  You’ve proven yourself entirely fit on this little adventure.”

“If you say so, Master,” he said, skeptically.

“I do.  It took that little prick Jamanus five days to free himself from his icy prison – you should be knighted for that feat alone.  You kept your head during this entire enterprise and performed admirably.  You’re ready to be on your own.”

He gave an exasperated sigh.  “And do what?” he demanded.  “Tell fortunes in the market?  Love spells?”

“Well, you can continue the practice here, if you’d like,” I suggested.  “I’m giving it to you.  I’m the Doge, now, I can’t continue to see regular clients.  But you can – when you’re not needed as the Special Assistant to the Doge.  I had commissions drawn up for that,” I added.  “It gives you special rights and privileges, or will, one day.”

“The practice?  You’re giving it to me?” he asked, surprised and touched.

“I don’t need it – and it’s a good practice.  Once the spies are cleaned out.  You can take over the ice business, too, since you worked so hard on it.  But you’re ready to be your own man,” I insisted.  “More than ready.  Hells, bring your mother down to live here.  It should be safe enough, soon.  And she can see how far you’ve come in the world.”

“Thank you, Master,” he finally said, after I gave him a few moments to adjust to the idea.  “That’s very generous of you.”

“Besides,” I continued, “I’m not going to be able to be here all the time.  I need someone local I can trust more than Asalon the Fair to keep me advised about how my daughter is doing.”

“I figured Atopol would be doing that,” he predicted.  “He’s determined to marry Lemari, you know.  He’s as certain about her as Gatina was about Ruderal.”

“I’ve already spoken to the man on the subject,” I said, pointedly.  “We have an understanding.  I get the chance to get to know my daughter first, before I start crafting dowry proposals.”

“Oh, he’ll wait,” Rudy assured me.  “He’s smitten.  Infatuated.  He’s set his heart on her.  She’s . . . still a little hesitant about him,” he reported, “but she is attracted to him.  She’s certainly not opposed to the idea.  Particularly not after she had a long talk with Noutha about it.”

“Noutha?  That’s right, they were childhood friends,” I recalled, as Baris brought a festive-looking tray with a glass pitcher and several cups filled with flowers and herbs and ice.  I made Ruderal carry it, of course – he was still my apprentice, if not for much longer.

“More like co-conspirators, from what I understand,” Ruderal corrected as he carefully balanced the tray.  “But Lemari respects her.  She and I spoke about it, as well.  I told her what I thought of Cat.  But I also told her that I would tell him what I thought of her,” he revealed.

“Really?  You have a problem with my daughter the terrorist?” I asked, with a sarcastic snort.

“She’s devious,” Ruderal said, unconcerned.  “She’s deceitful.  Some of that is just her youth, I guess, but she always feels the need to hide.  She’s always prepared to run away.  Until recently,” he added.  “Recently, she’s had to be more serious, and I think that has settled her, somewhat.  But Cat should beware.  It’s hard to capture a breeze,” he said, philosophically, as we returned to the beach.

An hour late we were all drunk and introducing the children to their new sister.  That was an entirely new thorn patch of questions from kids who were, largely, too young to understand how they had a sister they didn’t know about.  The eldest two were the most confused, actually, while the younger two eagerly clung to Lemari like she was a new toy – a familiarity that clearly unnerved my daughter.

“So we have an older sister,” Ismina finally said, after considering the news in silence for a long time.  “Just out of nowhere, you give us a sister.  Who’s older,” she said, irritated.  “And who talks funny.”

“It’s just her accent,” I explained.  “That’s how she pronounces Narasi words.  Once you learn Perwynese, it won’t matter to you as much.”

“But she’ll still be older,” protested Ismina, her blue eyes flashing.  “It’s bad enough we have Larask around all the time, now, telling us what to do.  But you give us a sister that’s older?  What were you thinking?” she demanded.  “I’m supposed to be the oldest girl!”

“It just sort of happened,” I mumbled.  “Look, I really think you’ll like her, when you get to know her.  She’s nice,” I said, feebly.  “In fact, of all my children I think you and she are the most similar.  She’s almost as smart as you, and just as clever.  She’s also got her rajira,” I reminded her.  “She knows some shadowmagic already.”

That seemed to impress my skeptical little girl enough to give her a reason to reconsider her first reaction to the news.  “Well, she’s very pretty,” she decided, eventually.  “I love her hair.  And she smiles a lot.  She seems innocent enough,” she pronounced as if she were judging her. 

“Oh, don’t let the smile fool you,” I promised.  “Things in Farise are never what they seem.  It’s said that you should beware the dusky maidens of Farise,” I said, solemnly.

Ismina snorted.  “A wise man would beware the maidens everywhere,” she said, with absolute confidence.  “We are not to be trifled with.  So, this is really your daughter?” she asked, as her resolve to find fault with her weakened.  “Truly?”

“She is,” I agreed.  “As are you.  You have a new sister.  And yes, she’s a little older.  Believe me, that can be an advantage.  I had older sisters myself.”

“I suppose I should give her a chance, then,” she sighed, resigned.  “By the way, I knew you were in Farise the whole time,” she reminded me.  “You didn’t fool me one bit!”

“I know.  You’re a risk to state security.  I should have you thrown into a dungeon and guarded by dragons.  Remind me to do that later.”

“So, do you love her?  Like a daughter?” Ismina asked, anxiously.  “Like me?”

“I’m still learning to do that,” I admitted.  “I’ve only known her myself for a few weeks, and things have been a little hectic, with the revolution and all.  She’s very guarded.  But she is also very lovable,” I admitted.  “So, I’m growing to love her.”

“Like you did with me, after Mother finally told you about me,” she said, tears unexpectedly welling up in her eyes.

“I . . . I found you lovable as well,” I soothed.  “And yes, you should expect me to grow to love Lemari exactly as much as I love you.  A good father loves all his daughters exactly the same, in completely different ways.  She’s my family.  And yours, too.  You can never ignore that, even when it’s painful.”

“I’m just trying to imagine things from her perspective,” Ismina said, getting control of herself.  “When I was a little girl I was told my father was a great and powerful wizard who was off doing great and powerful things.  They were always vague about exactly what – and exactly who you were.

“But she grew up thinking you were dead, or had abandoned her,” she continued, sympathetically.  “She was practically an orphan.  And now she has to deal with having you as her father,” she said, shaking her head sadly.  That took me by surprise.

“Me?  What’s wrong with me?” I protested.

She looked up at me with those blue-on-blue eyes and gave me a stare.  “You’re a good father,” she admitted, as if it was a matter of great deliberation, “but you’re the bloody Spellmonger,” she reminded me.

“Language, young lady!” I reproved.

“Do you know how hard it is to be a child of the Spellmonger?  Always worried about kidnapping, assassination, and weird things crawling out of the walls?  It’s a challenge,” she assured me.  “She’s got to get used to that, now.  That’s not going to be easy,” she predicted.

“Well, I’m counting on you to help her adjust,” I proposed.  “You two have a lot in common, and she’s going to need someone to help explain how the family works.  Take her to Sevendor and introduce her to the giant hawks and Splashy the elemental and watch the Vespers lights at twilight.”

“I guess it could be fun,” she decided, after considering the matter in that squirmy way little girls do.  “Besides, if she’s older than Minalyan, she can tell him what to do,” she said, in that strange recognition of the hierarchy children seem to be born with.  “That could be helpful.”

“Any other concerns?” I asked, amused. 

“Plenty,” she agreed.  “Like why you went and conquered Farise to begin with.  From what I understand, that’s a very bad idea.”

“You talk to too many people,” I reproved.  “But yes, it was a very bad idea.  One that will get a lot of people mad at me again.  But I think that would have happened if I’d succeeded or failed, so I went ahead and did it.  I’ll contend with the consequences,” I promised her.

“If you say so,” she said, uneasily.  “I still think it’s a bad idea.  Even if we got a new sister out of it. 

We watched Lemari braid Almina’s hair while she spoke with Alya and the other children.  When they were next to each other it was easy to see that they were sisters, if you looked beyond the surface.  They were friendly and laughing, and if it wasn’t for the sense of foreboding I had, it would have been an ideal vision.  I felt a great sense of relief that they had finally all met.  It was a pleasant conclusion to what could have been a very complicated situation.

“You know, tomorrow we’re going to go see a puppet show,” I informed her.  “Farise is renowned for its puppet shows.  Amazing marionettes,” I promised.  “Magically enchanted to do all sorts of things.  And then later, we’ll meet Lemari’s aunts, and her cousins, and she’s going to show you what a Farisian dancer can do.”

“That should be fun,” my skeptical daughter admitted.  “And maybe she can teach me to tie this stupid thing properly,” she added, tugging at her new rierol.  “It keeps wanting to slip off.  It’s embarrassing.”

I sighed and smiled to myself.  If I could get Ismina to accept her new sister, the others would be easy.  Lemari would always be different from them, but then they were so different from each other already that it wouldn’t make any difference in the end, I decided. 

As for me, I felt a debt to my new eldest daughter.  I had come to Farise fearful and anxious.  But I’d managed to find an unexpectedly precious part of my heart here.  That, I hoped, would make what I would have to do here a little easier. 

Because even though she was just nine years old, even Ismina knew that becoming Doge of Farise invited a host of troubles.  They were inevitable.  And they would cause me problems.  My days of pretending to be – no, actually being – a simple Practical Adept were over, now that I was the doge. 

Mirkandar the Magnificent was sadly compromised now, sacrificed for the greater good.  He served a useful function as a political ploy, but in the presence of my wife and family, he faded from my mind as a distinct personality on that beach.  As much as I craved it, the simplicity of his life was beyond my reach, now. 

He had served his purpose, and I was grateful for his service.  But the world needed Minalan the Spellmonger, now.  And, alas, it would need me for some time yet to come.


Epilogue

The ruler who undertakes the responsibility for his nation’s sovereignty, whether inherited from his sires or wrested from Fortune with his own hands, must see his government as perpetually under refinement and in need of constant maintenance.  Appointing good ministers and officials is essential, of course, but the sovereign who does not constantly check their integrity and effectiveness against his own standards risks losing his sovereignty through neglect and complacency.  Holding his subordinates accountable, ensuring justice is done regardless of opinion, granting mercy when decency demands and ensuring punishment when required is, along with defense, the defining virtue of a sovereign.  Deferring to tradition, or being persuaded by unseemly advisors, or yielding foolishly to the opinions of those who lack this responsibility will see sovereignty squandered. A wise sovereign relies on his conscience and his foresight alone when issuing a pardon or ordering an execution.  He has no higher recourse than that. 

Reflections on Sovereignty

By The Doge of Farise

“What a pretty place for such a morbid task,” Pentandra commented, as she looked out over the pristine sands of the beach. 

We were on the southern coast of Farise, at Durgan Jole’s place, which I found fitting for the occasion.  Pentandra clutched her straw hat as the wind picked up.  There was a storm coming, the first one in almost two weeks.  Farise’s “dry season” was coming to an end.

“I have my reasons,” I promised, defensively.  “This didn’t need to be a spectacle.  Farise has had enough of those for a while.  And there are other political reasons for doing it this way.”

“You do have a flair for the dramatic, sometimes,” she agreed, doubtfully.  “So you really did it.  You conquered Farise.  In three months,” she emphasized.

“I was on a deadline,” I pointed out, as we walked out to where the others were waiting.  Most of the remaining spies and warmagi had attended, of course.  So had several members of the new government, including Tirkia and Nandus.  I’d spared Darriky the opportunity – he was a working adept.  He didn’t want to get involved in politics.  I respected that.  “Actually, I just took advantage of the weaknesses in the system and exploited them.  Eventually, it broke.  When it did . . .”

“You did what you always do,” she concluded.  “And now you’re the Doge of Farise.”

“Mirkandar the Magnificent is the Doge of Farise,” I countered.  “Minalan the Spellmonger is Count of the Magelaw.”

“You won’t be either, if you lose your head,” she warned.  “It’s just becoming known in the Duchies that Farise has undergone a revolution and there’s a new Doge.  I don’t think it’s known yet that you’re the one behind this Mirkandar the Magnificent fiction, but it will only take a few days, at most, for the various powers to figure it out.  What do you do then?”

“Continue the polite fiction as a political reality,” I proposed.  “If Minalan doesn’t acknowledge being Mirkandar, and Mirkandar doesn’t acknowledge being Minalan, then there really shouldn’t be much of a problem.”

Pentandra stopped and looked at me sharply.  “Except that you just essentially founded the Third Magocracy,” she pointed out.  “Not just as a philosophical concept, but as a real godsdamn nation with a navy, an army, and national interests that cannot be ignored by the rest of the world.  Someone is bound to take public notice of that eventually,” she warned.  “Rard and Grendine will be livid.  I don’t even want to think about Tavard’s reaction.  Even Anguin and Rardine will be upset about this.  And let’s not forget the Remerans, who are the dominant trading power in the kingdom,” she pointed out.

“All of that can be negotiated,” I soothed.  “They’ll all get what they want – what they really want, not the empire-building claim to Farise.”

“Min, I read the draft of your first letter to the dukes,” she reminded me.  “You actually call this the Imperial Commonwealth of Farise.  You’re not one to talk about empire building so lightly.”

“I’m not building an empire.  I’m trying to restore human civilization to Callidore, among other things.  Farise is where I can start that project.  You saw what we found at Starlight and the Gray Dome,” I reminded her.

Pentandra had been part of a small tour of the facility the day before that I’d arranged with Gareth.  He had, as Master Bartharis informed me, re-started the reactor at the site and had brought the ancient archive online.  He had delighted in showing us all the wonders the station had to offer, in greater abundance than even those as Starlight.  I was fairly impressed, myself, even with Andrews’ memories of far more sophisticated places in the past.  So was Pentandra.

“I understand,” she groaned.  “But that’s hardly the sort of thing you can mention in a diplomatic communique.  This is not what Rard had in mind,” she insisted, as she started walking again. 

“He wanted the pirates gone, and they’re gone,” I pointed out.  “He doesn’t have any proper claim to Farise.  And if he pretends to, he can try to enforce it.”

“Leading to another civil war the Kingdom can’t afford,” she pointed out.  “Minalan, I appreciate what you’ve done here – I really do – but this is not going to go over well.  Rard thought you were taking Farise for Castalshar.  You took it for yourself, instead.”

“I took it for Farise,” I countered.  “Look, we never had a very good reason other than piracy to come here to begin with.  If I had taken the place for the kingdom, then the kingdom would be responsible for defending it against Merwyn this spring and that would mean open war between them.  This way, the responsibility for keeping that from happening is on me, not Rard.  As it would likely have been on me anyway, this way I’m getting paid for my efforts.  In sovereignty.”

“It’s a bold and likely stupid move, Min,” she said, doubtfully.  “I know you’re confident, but this one will be difficult.  Especially with your lovely daughter involved.  That complicates matters dramatically.”

“You like her?” I asked, intrigued.

“She’s adorable.  She looks like you.  But she looks enough like her mother to be beautiful.  She’s smart.  She’s Talented.  She’s charming.  She dances like a dream.  Atopol is completely taken with her. She’s Farisian.  And she’s going to be a problem,” Pentandra pronounced. 

“All daughters are problems,” I pointed out.  “You have three of them.”

“And now, so do you,” she reminded me.  “You legitimized her.  You made her your heir.  That precludes some future reconciliation with the kingdom.”

“I don’t particularly want Farise to reconcile with the Kingdom until it can do so on more equal footing,” I pointed out.  “We can have good relations, maintain strong trade, and be independent of each other.”

“Min, you’re the sworn vassal of Rard!  You can’t have loyalties to both!”

“Minalan is the sworn vassal of Rard.  Mirkandar is the Sovereign Doge of Farise.  See how that works?” I challenged.

“But Lemari shreds that political fiction,” she argued.  “You legitimized her as Minalan, as well as Mirkandar.  She can’t be both men’s daughter!”

“Then they should work out such a contentious subject in court,” I suggested.  “Once they figure out the proper jurisdiction, of course.  And I get around to writing some laws.  But until then, there is no legal reason to suppose Minalan and Mirkandar are the same.  They just enjoy a lot of the same people.  And if Rard and Grendine and the rest do press the matter, it will be a good excuse to re-examine my entire relationship with the lot of them.  They might not enjoy the consequences of that,” I reminded her.

“Of which they are very aware.  I see what you’ve done, Minalan, and its clever.  But it isn’t sustainable.  It will come crashing down, one day,” she predicted. 

“Then we will deal with it the day after,” I dismissed.  “For now, this is how things must be.  Farise is a small place, but I’m responsible for it, now.  As Doge, I have a duty to protect it from all foes, native and foreign.  And I have a duty to see justice done in the name of the Commonwealth.”

“Is this really justice?” she asked, as we approached the apparatus.  “It seems a sick excess if you want to know the truth.”

“It’s a demonstration of political power,” I explained.  “There’s a certain amount of ruthlessness people expect in a new dictator.”

Durgan Jole was almost finished, I saw.  The iron poles had been driven deep into the sand.  He had only set two of them, this time, but each one had a shard of fulgurite at the base that would draw the desired energy down when the time came.  They were set closer together than last time, I saw, which made sense. 

There was a wooden chair set between them.

“It’s traditional to just remove the head,” she said, distastefully.  “That usually suffices.”

“As the new Doge of Farise I need to set a precedent,” I reminded her.  “I’m a sovereign power here.  I need to make an example early on so that I don’t have to sign many more death warrants in the future.”

“Oh, I understand the political necessity,” she agreed.  “It’s the method I object to.”

“I think it will be quite instructive,” I decided.  “When people hear how he died they will think twice before betraying the Commonwealth.”

“He’s already been sentenced to death by Anguin in Farise,” she pointed out.  “Why not just have Azar take him back to Falas and remove his head in front of the palace?”

“Because he betrayed Farise,” I emphasized.  “He took money from a foreign power as part of an agreement to turn the city over to Merwyn.  He confessed as much under truthtell.  I found him guilty and sentenced him to death – a death he deserves many times over.”

“But if you return him to Alshar alive, you’ll get the full reward,” she reminded me.

“If you had met the man while he was in power in Farise, you’d understand why I’m willing to lose half his bounty.  Cingaran was always a corrupt, sad little man.  But he had no restraints, in Farise.  He outraged the women of the town and bullied the men.  He stole whatever he could get his hands on and hung his enemies whether they were guilty or not.  And he betrayed what trust was given to him by the council when he sold out to Merwyn.”

“That was before you were Doge,” she said, wincing.  It was starting to rain.  “And before there was a Commonwealth.”

“A technicality,” I shrugged.  “He’s an enemy of the state regardless of when his crimes took place.  And if he is going to die, then it needs to be done by Farise.  By the Doge,” I emphasized.  “It secures my place as dispenser of justice, which enforces my sovereignty.  And the method used to execute him is distinctive enough to resonate in the imaginations of my enemies.”

“So you want the Doge of Farise to be known as a ruthless bastard?” she proposed.

“It’s better to be feared than to be loved.  And being feared by your enemies is always a good idea,” I reasoned.  “Farise is a magocracy, now, and as such its traditions and institutions should reflect that.”

“I still think this is an extravagant spectacle,” she said, as Durgan finally looked up from the apparatus with a grim smile. 

“It is,” I agreed.  “And just the one required.  Trust me.”

“I do,” she sighed, in defeat.  “I just worry that makes me a bad person, sometimes.”

“We’re ready,” Durgan assured us, as he dropped the hammer in the sand.  “As soon as the storm arrives, it will be the perfect conditions.”

“Then summon the prisoner,” I instructed him.  The one eyed warmage closed his eye and then opened it.  He’d mastered mind-to-mind communication pretty quickly, once he’d been taught the spell.  “Azar is coming,” he informed us. 

A moment later Azar emerged from the Waypoint associated with the Magolith, escorting a single prisoner in chains.  Cingaran looked pale and miserable, but he had gotten a last meal of his request.  I’d made certain of it.  But I don’t think he ate much.

“Presenting the prisoner, Cingaran of Caramas,” Azar said, turning over his chains to his wife.  As Ducal Executioner of Alshar it wasn’t his office to oversee the execution of a Farisian prisoner.  Noutha, on the other hand, felt no such restriction.  She’d volunteered for the duty, after speaking to Lemari about the man.  She pushed him back until he was forced to sit in the chair, and then waited patiently while she re-attached his iron manacles to the two poles.

“This is barbaric!” he cried, as he realized what was happening.

“Cingaran of Caramas,” I pronounced, as I approached the chair, “you have been tried and found guilty by your own confession of conspiring to deliver Farise into the hands of foreign enemies in exchange for gold and other considerations.  You are a traitor to this land.  The penalty for such treason against a nation is death.”  I looked over to Azar.  “Has he been shriven?”

“He declined the spiritual council of a priest, when offered,” Azar assured.  “He was served the meal he requested.”

“Then I see no reason to delay the sentence,” I said, glancing at the approaching storm.  “Cingaran of Caramas, having been found guilty, this day you will be subject to the violent forces of nature and burned to ashes by their purifying fury.  May the gods find mercy for your soul in the afterlife, for you have earned no mercy here.  Would you like a blindfold?” I asked.

“No!  Let me go!” he pleaded.  “I didn’t . . . I must . . . you have no . . .”

“Quiet yourself, or I’ll resort to a gag,” I suggested.  “Your sentence has been passed.  Try, at least, to die with some dignity.”

The man broke down weeping as we walked away – far away – from the solitary chair and its two iron poles.  I took no pleasure in seeing him die, but he deserved his sentence.  Of that, I was convinced.  And as he had to die, he could do it in a way that would provide some small recompense for what he had done to Farise.

Of course, Rellin Pratt would have been just as bad, perhaps, I reminded myself as we found a safe distance away.  Ruderal had conjured the wooden chairs I’d requested, and they were lined up facing the execution.

No one was forced to be there, of course.  But there had to be witnesses to this.  People had to know how the Doge of Farise dealt with his enemies.  In addition to Pentandra, I had invited the clandestine members of the various intelligence agencies haunting the city to attend, and some of them did, knowing their covers were already compromised.  Even Master Bartharis had come at my bidding, though his expression was grim and somber while he watched.  In mere days, if not hours, it would be known across the human world just what kind of ruler the new Doge was.

A number of my colleagues had elected to come, as well.  A delegation of magi from the city was included.  Alya and the children had stayed at the Fountain during the event, but Lemari had insisted on coming with Atopol.  She had more reason than most to see the bastard dead. 

“It should just be a few more minutes,” Durgan informed me, as he grabbed a bottle of rum from the table Ruderal set behind the chairs and handed it to me, before grabbing a second for himself.  “I’ve already got the protective spells cast.  I’ve always wanted to see what would happen to a human body that was that close to it,” he confessed, guiltily.  “I just always thought it would be me.”  He opened the bottle and started drinking the dark rum straight from the neck.

Pentandra wrinkled her nose.  “Don’t you think this is a rather macabre method of execution?” she asked the mage. 

Durgan shrugged.  “Every place has its own way.  In Wenshar, the condemned are often torn apart by bears.  In Farise, it should be lightning.  Stormbringer is responsible for plenty of deaths as it is.  One more won’t bother him.”  Durgan had taken to treating the molopor anthropomorphically, since he’d acquired the rod that allowed him to study and control it somewhat.  “Besides, the enchantments at the base of the iron poles will provide the new defense for Farise.”

“New defense?” Pentandra asked, confused.

“Something Durgan and I came up with, one drunken night.  It uses his new technique, but it’s actually a very simple and elegant spell.  I designed it myself,” I boasted.  “Durgan will be able to control it with that rod I constructed for him.  I explain the details later, after the execution.”

“He does seem to love that baculus,” she observed, as he stretched with it.  He called it Stormbringer and made no distinction between it and the molopor it was now tied to. 

He was actually a little upset that he’d be forced to lay aside his new tool – or toy – to focus on training the first dozen Farisian warmagi on the morrow.  They would be arriving with their new witchstones, and getting prepared to fight against Merwyn in a few months.  Today’s execution was an excuse for him to show off its powers before he had to start the dreary business of training Sparks once again.  Considering the amount of rum he had laid in for the occasion, I anticipated a very drunken party at his nameless house tonight.  And nothing begins military training properly like a powerful hangover.

“I still think it’s barbaric,” Pentandra sighed.  “In Remere its often done with poisonous snakes.  One little bite and you’re dead a few moments later.  It’s almost peaceful I hear.  Not like this.”

“Believe me, it will only take one instant to transform the traitor from living to dead,” Durgan promised with a grin.  “It will be quick as lightning!”

“Yes, but he has to watch the storm come in,” Pentandra reminded him.  “He gets to feel the dread and anticipation of that fateful strike.  That has to be torturous.”

“When you hear what he and Commodore Sadikoas did together to one of the servant girls from the palace one night on the Gilded Adventure, you might reconsider his discomfort.  She died, and a lot more slowly than he will,” I predicted.  I opened the bottle Durgan had handed me, and took a deep swallow.

“There’s just something unseemly about it,” Pentandra grumbled.  “It feels more like a human sacrifice than an execution.  Are you sure we’re far enough back from it?” she asked, as she settled into her chair.

“We’re as close as you can be and not take ill effect,” I assured her, as Durgan warmed up with his pretty new staff.  I could see Cingaran in the distance, struggling in vain against his chains.  Every time the thunder rumbled in the distance, he screamed into the rising wind.  I could see Pentandra’s point.  Seeing the storm coming provided its own unique kind of terror.  I was perfectly safe, and my heart was beating faster and faster.  I could only imagine what was going through the traitor’s mind.

I took another long pull of the dark rum from the bottle, as Durgan had done, and passed it to Pentandra who looked at it distastefully.

“You want me to drink this straight?” she asked, skeptically.

“Yes,” I agreed.  “Drink a lot of it.  And drink it fast.  The storm is almost here.  And this is so much better if you have a really strong buzz,” I counselled her. 

I could see the front wall of rain as it crept across the ocean toward us.  It was inevitable that we would get drenched, I knew, but that was a minor consideration.  The storm approached, and all of us were feeling the mental and physical effects of that.  It was engrained in our very being to be afraid of the storm.

And it was a wonder of the human condition to be able to face it bravely, and come out again the other side whole.  Wet, perhaps, but whole.

“My lord Durgan Jole!” I called into the rising wind.  “By the Doge’s command . . . conjure the lightning!”

The End
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