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MEER SERIAL 


PART ONE - THE MATRIARCH

[image: image156.jpg]



Kaji crouched behind the giant leaves of a tropical bush, trying not to make a sound. She had extinguished her luminant beads and the darkness of the jungle seemed to press upon her. Her catlike ears twitched at a movement. Something very large was walking past. She thought she heard the click of talons on the stony earth, pushing through the mossy groundcover. It moved at a slow, deliberate pace. Huge nostrils sniffed noisily. Kaji was grateful she had masked her scent with a hunting cantrip. 

She strained her ears for any sign of her companion, who was still out there in the night. She heard nothing, and frowned. Teyloth was very brave, but he did not have the benefit of Kaji's spellcraft. She wondered if he wasn't overconfident about his chances against a wild predator. It would be like him to try to impress her. At that moment, she was not charmed by the thought. Rather she prayed that the beast would move on, finding no prospects for a night's meal in this otherwise lush, peaceful glade. The creature had already ransacked their camp and found nothing. 

Kaji's prayer went unanswered. The huge predator stopped and lifted its head, smelling the air with sloppy noises. She saw its silhouette in the skeletal moonlight. It was a madrogai. On its hind legs it was more than twice her height. The reptilian carnivore cocked its crested head, to aid its hearing. It had sensed something. It snapped its beak and coughed a grunt. The sound was hard and resonant, jostling her with its force. Kaji froze. She fought the impulse to run. 

Then the madrogai turned its massive head and looked at her. 

Kaji hoped it was simply coincidence, that the giant carnivore did not see her. Perhaps her lightly spotted fur and her tunic of dark pelts would blend with the enormous leaves of the undergrowth. But it was a vain hope. Probably the beast noticed her trembling or her quick, frantic breaths. Kaji knew her large eyes, brimming with tears, must be glistening like two jewels in the moonlight. The madrogai looked directly into them. Recognition passed between the two, predator and prey. In that instant she cursed the vanity that drove her to come here, to the most dangerous wilds a Meer could travel, even a spellcaster like her. Meer did not belong in this place. She had known that. But then, she had not asked to be sent on this mission in the first place. 
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It was the Matriarch of the province who had summoned Kaji a week earlier with the unfortunate assignment. Kaji had not wanted to answer the summons. She had been on the road, attending her duties as a visiting mage to the rural townships. Kaji truly enjoyed magework. In return for healing and agricultural magic, she received gifts, warmth and respect from farmers and villagers all over the province. Kaji had a talent for it. She had completed the Circle of Elements by the age of thirteen. Never before had the Matriarch granted a mage's commission to one so young. But even if she hadn't been an outstanding spellcaster, Kaji would have found the job fulfilling. Every day was a delight. As she rode her ostard into each new village, she was greeted by a crowd of children who recognized the loose, billowing mantle of a member of the Mystic caste. Kaji loved to see the expressions of wonder in the eyes of the young Meer. Their pale fur and bright smiles were always a welcome sight. She enjoyed the smell of the thatched roofs and pulpy, rough-hewn wood of village homes, nestled sometimes in the gnarled embrace of giant yews or cypresses. And Kaji's fellow mystics might chuckle, but she considered the simple food and drink of the Worker caste to be more hale and satisfying than any of the refined, delicate treats offered by the Matriarch's kitchen. 

As well, Kaji relished the beauty of the road. The province was luxuriant with plant life. Everywhere were giant flowers that burst with color and trees that filled the sky like woody, twisted hillsides. Tall grass and ferns blanketed the rolling hills. The savannas yielded to ranges of forest and jungle, making each day's ride a fresh spectacle. The wildlife was a festive menagerie of large, multicolored reptiles, serpentine mammals, game-sized insects, and of course the durka, the enormous, domesticated lizards that served as Meer livestock. To the young mage, the flora and fauna were just as welcome companions as were other Meer. 

The life of an itinerate mage also suited her independent disposition. With its long periods of travel and isolation, magework granted Kaji a refreshing liberty from the restrictive discipline of the Mystic caste. 

In fact it was far too much liberty, as the Matriarch Sayaru reckoned things. 

"Kaji, your behavior is indefensible," grumbled the old Meer after Kaji answered her summons. The Matriarch was so aged that her fur was marbled gray and white, despite spells of longevity that had halved the effects of the passing years. Her face was grim under a headdress of draped silk. Crystals sparkled in her robes. She sat in her ceremonial throne, canopied by brightly-colored veils of rich design. Kaji knelt in front of her. The throne room of the Matriarch was a lavish spectacle of mosaic tiles, brilliant tapestries and intricate carvings in the living cypress-branch rafters. Yet every diverse detail seemed to contribute to leading the eye back to the center of the room, to the very old Meer with the stern set to her jaw. 

"Young woman," frowned Sayaru, "it pains me to admit that I have begun to doubt my decision to commission you as a mage of this province." 

"You don't mean that, Venerable Mother," said Kaji, though she knew it was true. 

"I certainly do. When I granted your commission, I trusted that you would soon become as wise as you claimed to be. But perhaps I was mistaken." The old Meer hunched forward in the tall chair and narrowed her eyes. "You are a gifted mage, Kaji, but you lack dignity." 

"Dignity? Venerable Mother, that isn't true! I have always been proud in my duties. The people of the townships will confirm it." 

"Oh, the Worker caste confirms it." Sayaru twirled her hand in a flamboyant gesture. "The farmers adore you. Even the merchants have nothing but praise for your charm and courtesy. But, ahh, the Warrior caste. Now there, I find a different tale." 

Kaji could not meet the Matriarch's eyes. Instead she looked down at the old woman's woven silk sandals. 

"From the warriors I hear rumors that you have... engaged... in forbidden pleasures." Kaji flinched when Sayaru's hand touched her face, tilting up the young Meer's chin. Their eyes locked. Kaji swallowed. "Tell me his name, then, young woman. Who is this lad from the Warrior caste, whom I hear accompanies you on the road?" 

"I don't --" 

"You don't -- want to lie to me, Kaji." Sayaru paused with a slow, languid blink. "Tell me his name, please." 

Kaji's tall ears pressed flat against her head. "His name is Teyloth, Venerable Mother." 

The Matriarch scowled. "It is forbidden to mix between castes. You are a mystic. You must honor your kind." 

"I know. I've sinned. But, Dame Sayaru, you know I'm the finest mage you've trained!" Kaji winced and corrected the urgency in her voice. "In time I'll be the finest mage this province has ever seen. You can't say you regret my commission." 

"Can't I? Then tell me, should a commissioned mage be so impudent to her Matriarch?" 

Kaji closed her eyes. "I'm sorry, Venerable Mother. Please forgive me." 

Silence crawled between them. The young Meer waited an eternity before opening her eyes. She saw the Matriarch rubbing her temples. "Kaji, forget about this warrior. You no longer have time to waste on girlish whims. There's something very important you must do." 

"Yes, Mother?" 

Sayaru sighed, then spoke careful words. "You have a talent. You show more promise than any mystic I've ever taught. That's why I have chosen you for this... important task. But you must use good judgment, or all might be lost." 

Kaji tilted her head. She had never heard such gravity in the Matriarch's voice, though Sayaru had instructed her for more than half of Kaji's sixteen years. "What task, Venerable Mother?" 

"You must give up being a mage. Instead you are to go to the city of Anjur, where the Lore Council meets. There you will apprentice yourself to one of the Lore Masters, to learn Anjuric sorcery. With your talent for magic I am confident they will accept you. When you begin to train with them, you must report to me the doings of the Lore Council." 

The young Meer gaped. Her stomach seemed to plummet from her gut. "M-m-mother?" 

"I know this is unorthodox, Kaji. I apologize for that. But the situation is... urgent." 

Kaji fought to put words together. "What -- leave the province? Venerable Mother, why -- what situation are you talking about?" 

The Matriarch Sayaru shook her head. "Perhaps the end of the Lore Council, young woman. Or perhaps the end of everything." 
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The end of everything. Sayaru's words echoed in Kaji's head as she crouched in the midnight gloom, staring up at a hungry saurian predator. If she hadn't been travelling to Anjur, she would not be in this predicament. Of course it was Kaji herself who had selected this route to the crystal city of the Lore Council; but that didn't matter anymore. The gigantic madrogai was tensing its back in a way that the Meer did not like. She would have to act swiftly. 

When the monster opened its beak-like maw and screeched, Kaji's twitch reflexes acted for her. One hand darted into the sack at her waist and pulled out a small, sparkling crystal. She looked up to see the madrogai lunging at her. Its tremendous mass plunged through the underbrush with loud cracks. A sour stench hit Kaji, who tossed the tiny crystal into the madrogai's open beak and leapt frantically aside. By inches she avoided the loud snap of bony jaws that weighed more than herself. She rolled into prickly brambles and glanced back. Had she hit its mouth? No time to check. She shot up one hand and made an unusual gesture, then sang the droning chant of a spell. She felt currents of essence stirring in the thicket around her. 

With unnerving speed the giant carnivore lifted its head and spotted her again. Its beak opened wide, though this time it did not screech - it snarled with surprise. Light scintillated in its mouth as Kaji hexed the little crystal, causing it to swell, until its faceted shape filled the beast's maw. The madrogai stepped back and shook its head, unable to dislodge the boulder-sized hunk of crystal. Kaji breathed again. She had a moment more to think. 

Nor was she the only Meer who took advantage of the pause. A shadow whisked past the predator's massive legs. A heavy whip lashed the beast, snapping at its knee. Then the whip itself sprouted legs and crawled up the madrogai's limb, slithering into the softer tissues between the thigh and torso. The beast flinched, then shouted a gurgling roar. The crystal stuck in its jaws garbled the awful sound. 

Of course it was Teyloth's Living Whip in action. Kaji knew the serpentine arthropod was pumping its venom into the madrogai's blood. She doubted it was enough to subdue the giant, but every moment gained was precious. Teyloth was already seizing the opportunity. The Meer warrior appeared again as a small silhouette under the bulk of the madrogai. Moonlight glinted in the crystal blade of his sword. With a powerful motion he thrust at the predator's belly, piercing the softer underscales. The madrogai yelped. Again he punctured its gut, then immediately tucked his head and tumbled to the side to avoid the swipe of an enormous claw. 

The beast was reacting too quickly. Teyloth darted out of the underbrush a moment before the madrogai pounced. It smashed the florid thicket in a burst of leaves and branches. The warrior recovered and thrust at the saurian's exposed back, but his crystal sword might have been a pinprick against the giant's thick bony plate. The madrogai lunged again. Teyloth dove behind a tree, the monster tight on his heels. Crystal chunks were beginning to fall from its beak, as it slowly ground the crystal boulder down to a manageable size. 

Kaji's mind raced. Her mage's spells could help her elude the predator, but she knew of nothing to actually repel such a huge animal. She had to find some way to help Teyloth. The madrogai was clawing a tree the warrior had climbed, peeling away large, fleshy strips of bark and pulp that now littered the forest floor. From high branches the Meer warrior stabbed the beast's head with his sword, but its heavy skull finally broke the crystal blade. Even over the growls of the monster, Kaji heard Teyloth cry out in frustration. 
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He had cried out in a similar way when she told him about her meeting with the Matriarch Sayaru. His expression had been sheer dismay. "She's sending you to Anjur? Kaji, that's at least a week's journey away from the province!" 

"I know, my love." Kaji was curled up in the warrior's arms, in a corner of an ostard stable where prying eyes would not find them. Kaji disliked having to hide when she met her lover in a village or town. But a mixed-caste relationship was inherently furtive. For the moment, the comfort of Teyloth's strong embrace was compensation enough. In the dusky shadows, the dark spots of his fur and the light spots of hers seemed to blend into a single, dappled continuum. She stroked his side to calm him. "We can still be together. Come with me, Teyloth." 

"That's a joke, right? Go to Anjur with you?" He nuzzled her ear. "You're not being sensible. The only place we can be together is the wilderness out between the townships, where people can't watch us. In the city, there's no chance for us." 

"Then forget the city for now. Just travel with me." 

He kissed her brow. "The closer you get to Anjur, the more dense the villages. There will be eyes watching us the entire way. It won't work." He heaved a deep sigh. Kaji felt his broad chest sink a bit. "It's madness, my love. We're doomed." 

With a wide smile she rolled atop him, staring straight into his face. "We're not doomed, Teyloth. And we're not mad. If we travel to Anjur through the Wilds of Dashan, there won't be a single eye to watch us the entire trip. Not a Meer eye, anyway." 

"The Wilds of Dashan? The rainforest?" He furrowed his brow and tipped up his tall ears. "That place is nothing but miles and miles of thick jungle. It's full of wild animals. The kind that eat people." 

She nodded and grinned. "And we'll be two more wild animals, for awhile." She laid her lips onto his and pulled his arms around her waist. After a moment she broke the kiss. "I hear it's absolutely beautiful this time of year." 
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Sometimes, Kaji had decided, Teyloth was too easy to convince. Despite the protests of the warrior's immediate family, he agreed to join her on the trip to Anjur. With careful silence they avoided the topic of what they would do once they reached the crystal city. Their options were not very appealing. Instead they busied themselves with preparations, packing food, water and clothing to last them at least a week in the Wilds of Dashan. Kaji's mage clothes - a short tunic of soft hides decorated with a lavish, colorful mantle - would serve fine unless the terrain grew very rough. Teyloth wore his armor, a collection of chitin pieces engraved with the symbols of his family. He even brought along his helmet. It was a flared iridescent affair with a tall, brushy crest that Kaji thought was simultaneously absurd and regal. She always smiled when he wore it. 

He also brought his Living Whip. Kaji had never quite gotten used to the bizarre, insect-like creature. It was a large thing - the length of a Meer warrior when completely uncurled - and its dozens of segmented legs were armed with venomous barbs. Yet it was well behaved enough. Naturally it would be; the Warrior caste had bred Living Whips for centuries, and other strange creatures, to be used as exotic weapons. Teyloth had bonded with that particular one from the moment it hatched. The bond was even said to be telepathic, though Kaji did not know that for certain. The Warrior caste guarded its secrets as jealously as the Mystic caste. Kaji knew better than to pry details out of Teyloth. She was content that his Living Whip kept placidly looped around his waist or arm or in his bag and did not turn its poisonous stingers in her direction. Sometimes, though, she wished it did not look so unreservedly nasty. 

Their provisions complete, they set out from the Matriarch's treetop villa. Kaji was not sad to leave the gigantic cypress and its nest of houses behind. Their walls of woven thatch held as many dark memories for her as bright ones. 

The route to the Wilds seemed longer than it should have, as the couple maintained a discreet distance between them. None of the villages along the way realized they were associated. But once they reached the broad strip of savanna that separated the Wilds from the rest of the province, they were inseparable. Kaji climbed onto Teyloth's ostard and rode in his arms. For that single day they enjoyed a freedom they had never known, not even in the wide, uninhabited spaces between the rural townships. 

By evening they reached the edge of the jungle. It was a high, dark wall of trees that ran to both horizons. As an amber sunset unfurled above them, they decided to camp for the night. 

"All right, Kaji," said Teyloth as he spitted a fist-sized insect over the fire, "you've been holding out too long. Why exactly has the Matriarch sent you to Anjur?" 

"You'll never believe it." She sighed, then giggled. "I've become a spy for Dame Sayaru." 

"A spy? What for?" 

"The Matriarchs are worried that the Lore Council has... lost its way." 

"Is that a joke? The Lore Council are the most powerful sorcerers in the world." 

"Of course they are. But the Matriarchs are worried that their power might be upsetting their judgment." She stoked the fire with a pointed finger and a quick cantrip. "Look, Anjuric sorcery was founded in provincial magic, like I use. The Lore Council stripped away the rituals and traditions behind it, to get at the meat of the power. They boiled each spell down to its Essence, then combined them in ways the Matriarchs would have never dared. You have to give them credit. They've accomplished things the Matriarchs did not dream of. Where mages make tools out of crystal, the Lore Council built cities. Famine and disease are almost completely gone. For the most part we get favorable weather now, even out here in the provinces. Wilderness is held back from our settlements." She glanced at the black silhouette of Dashan. "The Lore Council has mastered nature. When you think about it, they've made the world... perfect." Gently she leaned against the warrior's shoulder. "Nearly perfect, anyway." 

Teyloth turned the spit with one hand and held Kaji in the other. "I hadn't really thought of it that way, but you're right. But, is it really possible to master nature? That sounds very... I dunno. Arrogant." 

"That's just what Dame Sayaru thinks. Sure, the Lore Masters have done amazing things, but they did them by stripping away the traditions of the Matriarchs. Our traditions exist for a reason. Magework is all about respecting the balance in nature. I must make a sacrifice every time I work a spell. If I didn't, my magic would get out of control in a hurry. But Anjuric sorcery doesn't care about balance. The Lore Council wants to get rid of all the bad things and keep all the good things. And the strange part is, that's just what they seem to be doing. Which is why Dame Sayaru is worried. How do they do it? Have the Lore Masters completely lost their spiritual grounding? Do they understand anything about balance and sacrifice? Or are they performing these great feats without regard to possible consequences? Because as Dame Sayaru reckons it, the consequences could be extremely bad." 

The warrior nodded. "I can understand that, I suppose. If anyone looks after the balance of nature, it's the Matriarchs. But something's still missing. The Lore Council has been in power for centuries. Why send a spy now?" 

"Dame Sayaru knows something. She didn't tell me what, but she said it was very urgent that I apprentice myself to a Lore Master as soon as possible. Something must have happened to worry her so much." Kaji nestled closer to Teyloth. "Or maybe she's just sending me someplace I can't break any more rules." 

The warrior let out a quiet laugh. "Surely the Matriarch isn't that naive." 

Kaji grinned at the crackling fire. 
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The next morning they penetrated the tangled rainforest of Dashan. Animal paths served them well for the first two days, but by the third evening it became clear their ostards could not make it any farther through the thick vegetation. They pointed the riding beasts back toward civilization and hoped for their safety. 

They were surrounded by the noisy bustle of the jungle, which chirped and screeched and grumbled in the voices of thousands of animals. The air was languid with heat and moisture. Humidity soaked their fur. The dense canopy of trees created a perpetual green twilight, and they used torches and luminant beads to light the way. Among chaotic shadows they picked a slow path over stones and brambles, looping vines, twisted roots and fallen trees; and by the end of each day their bodies were quite sore and quite hungry. 

Yet Kaji savored every moment. The jungle was wild in ways she had never before experienced. The untamed sounds, the constant movement, the watchful eyes of animals, the smell of soil never tilled; Kaji could barely apprehend the scope of it. This was nature indulging on a grand scale. Giant ferns crowded the underbrush. There were flowers larger than Teyloth. And to her trained senses as a mage, the rainforest seethed with raw power. She had no idea how to tap into it, but the magical potential of the jungle was palpable and tantalizing. She wondered if she might have discovered one of the sources of the Lore Council's power. 

But best of all was the unconstrained time with Teyloth. They had set no goals for their speed through the sanctuary, so they made no attempt at optimizing their pace. Rather they delighted in each other's company, swimming in a diamond-clear stream, playing games among the tree trunks, chasing each other, catching each other. Kaji snared game with her magic and they ate like hungry children. Each night they shared a portion of the provincial wine Teyloth had brought in a leather bottle. At night they slept in the high embrace of the trees. 

It was deep into the seventh night when Teyloth had wakened her with a whisper. Something very big was creeping through the darkness. Unseen it rummaged through their bags, which were suspended below them in the lower branches of the tree where they were bedded. Kaji thought she heard the snap of the leather bottle as it was crushed or bitten. When the beast began to shake their tree, they quickly climbed onto nearby branches and, by separate paths, down to the forest floor. Teyloth intended to fetch his spear from the rubble of their things. Kaji simply felt safer on firm ground. 

And now Teyloth was trapped by the rampaging madrogai, as it shredded the small tree where he had fled. In a few moments, Kaji knew the warrior would topple from his perch. She had no more time to think. Her hand clamped around a thick, gnarled root. She started to murmur a spell. 

The sensation was strange to the young mage, as her magic tickled the soul of the jungle. The spell was a simple one, yet in her panic she did not restrain herself as the Matriarch had taught her. The rainforest seemed to stir on its own. She felt as though she was disturbing some dormant force, awakening some impossible being. When she finished the spell, she peeked out to see what she had done. 

The spell was designed to summon a swarm of insects. Kaji had directed the swarm at the face of the madrogai, in hopes that the saurian would be distracted long enough for Teyloth to escape. But something was different. The insects were not appearing as quickly as she expected. And from the pervasive rustling that grew in the jungle, Kaji suspected the insects were coming from all around and not from a single hive or colony, as they usually did. 

A loud snap echoed through the forest. Teyloth's perch had given way. The Meer warrior plunked out of the tree and into the pile of debris left by the madrogai's attack. The predator whirled to face him, raising a giant claw to strike. 

Kaji opened her mouth to scream. When her voice emerged, however, it sounded like a hurricane's roar. From every corner of the jungle millions of flying insects poured out like a gale wind. The sound was thunderous. The maelstrom of activity lashed through the vegetation and smashed against the madrogai. The surprised predator leapt back in alarm. Kaji watched in shock as the swarms quickly enveloped the saurian. Where she had expected a single kind of insect, her spell had summoned every kind of insect, from swirling clouds of gnats to formations of bird-sized beetles soaring on phosphorescent wings. The madrogai screeched in terror and twirled around in great circles, bashing trees and gouging the rocky earth with its claws. And still the insects showered upon it. The jungle grove was filling with swarms like a rising, humming tide. Some of them were stinging at Kaji now. 

She screamed. 

From the midst of the insect storm emerged a shape. Teyloth stumbled in her direction. With a cry she rushed toward him. After a moment's embrace she felt the warrior tug the Mystic's mantle from her shoulders and unwrap it. The voluminous cloth unfurled to the size of a very large cloak. Teyloth pulled her against a tree trunk and they huddled under the mantle, tucking it around them like a silken shield. Spitting insects from her lips, Kaji chanted a few spells to protect them. They clung together in the middle of the bizarre tempest. They did not speak a word, nor could they have heard each other in the nightmare cacophony of insects. 

Not far away, unseen, the madrogai groaned in dying agony. 
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It seemed like hours until the hurricane ended. When at last they dared to pull back the mantle, the dawn's golden rays greeted them. The sun shone through a devastated jungle. In all directions the trees were stripped bare by the hungry insects. Kaji felt cold when she saw that all the leaves, all the vines, all the elegant tropical flowers were completely gone. No high canopy transformed the day into a green twilight. No animal voices sang haunting jungle songs. 

The forest floor was encased in a layer of dead insects. Their feet sank several inches with every crackling step. As the dawn's glow skittered over the chitinous surface, Kaji could not reconcile the pearlescent beauty of the sight with the sheer scope of death. Instead she searched for the remains of the madrogai. She found them nearby. The bones were stripped clean, as though they had been bleached. 

A strange, bitter smell saturated the air. 

Teyloth nursed a conspicuous silence for some time. He had managed to retrieve his Living Whip before the madrogai or the insects could kill it, and he now clung to the serpentine arthropod like a frightened child holds a lifelong pet. The one time he spoke that morning, he said, "If this is what a spy for the Matriarch can do..." and nothing more. 

Towards noon, using only meaningful looks, they decided to set out again. The devastation extended for almost half a mile. When they reached green, living jungle again, Kaji felt herself starting to cry. Teyloth took her in his arms. It was the first time he had held her since dawn. 

In a low voice he asked, "Is that what you mean by very bad consequences of unbalanced magic?" 

Kaji shook her head. Her words trembled. "It wasn't even a powerful spell." 

"Then how --?" 

Kaji laid a finger over his lips. "Don't ask that question. Please." She looked down at her hands. "If I had kept to the ritual as the Venerable Mother taught me, that -- horror -- would never have happened." 

Teyloth tilted his head. "And maybe I would be dead." 

Kaji shivered. Teyloth took her hand and became silent again. With a steadier pace they set out again for the city of Anjur, quietly hoping they would reach it before too many more nights passed. Already they felt a rising dread as the sun crested noontime and began to descend, darkening the verdant twilight that permeated the Wilds of Dashan. They were a long way yet from the crystal city and the warm, pleasant miracles that awaited them. There was no sense in tarrying any longer.
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JUKA SERIAL 

PART ONE - A FORGED RACE


It was a sunless world of smoke and iron, of fumes and oil, of brickwork and smokestacks and pipelines and other lifeless, stirring things. It was a forged world; a cemented world; a machined world. For mountains it had factories, for rivers tar and grease, for oceans reservoirs of viscous, foamy runoff. Its smoldering, soot-black sky had forgotten the sun and the stars. It was a grotesque, cancerous mechanism in the shape of a landscape. 

And it was in the throes of war. 

Like swarms of insects two armies battled among the land's geometric crags and hollows. The combat sparkled and flared with lights and fire. Poisonous clouds spread like fog. Soldiers clustered around twisted black machines, which flashed and pumped streams of angry lightning into enemy formations. Overhead, iron-keeled ships floated on the toxic wind. Their hulls were riveted with armor plates. Windmill sails pushed them slowly over the battlefield, where they showered the combatants with flame and poisoned missiles. 

Man-to-man the soldiers clashed steel upon steel. They were faceless shapes in the choking, corrosive haze, their outlines distorted by ornate armor and mechanisms of defense and destruction. Their melee was furious and precise. They moved with fluid skill and struck with lethal accuracy; yet their noisy weapons roared and buzzed and spat flames and glowed hot metal, and rarely were kills clean. Instead the battleground keened with the wails of the dying. The stench of boiled flesh seared like acid in the air. 

In the center of this thunderous nightmare was a creeping giant. The brick and metal beast stoked flames in its belly. It might have been called a small village or a large factory, bristling with peaked roofs and tall, fuming chimneys; except that the entire complex rode atop metal scaffolding on huge, toothed wheels. The cogs of the wheels fit into enormous tracks. The scaffolding crouched astride a wide cluster of pipelines. It inched forward with loud creaks and groans, resembling some gigantic, impossible beetle crawling along a meandering iron vine. 

This was a roving foundry. Its smokestacks heaved up boiling, ashy clouds. Orange fires blazed inside. Molten metal burned along narrow ducts. The foundry's purpose was to roam the length of the iron pipeline, forging repairs where they were needed. Its garrison of smiths provided constant, hammering percussion. Never sleeping, the foundry was grim and noisy in its work. 

And it was the focus of the clamorous battle that followed at its slow, deliberate pace. One army fought to keep control of the enormous machine. Surrounding them was another army fighting to capture it. Both sides left the landscape blackened with scorched brick and strewn corpses. 

Amid the chaos and haze moved a lone, armored man. Like a shadow he slipped through gaps in both offensive and defensive lines. A long trident was strapped to his back. His helmet was decorated with horn-like spars. When he reached one of the foundry's wheels, more than three times his height, he found an iron staircase and began to climb. Halfway up the height of the scaffolding he paused and reached for his weapon. 

Kumar kept very still. Though he thought he was undetected, he heard the sound of footfalls somewhere in the gloom of the scaffolding's walkways. With luck they would continue past without an incident. For good measure, however, he thumbed a lever on his trident. A mechanism clacked inside. The haft grew warm as an internal chamber ignited and began to build a head of steam. A curl of smoke oozed out of the weapon's vent, its burnt smell tingeing the bitter reek of the foundry. 

"Halt," commanded a woman's stern voice. "Turn and reveal yourself." 

Kumar turned, trident in hand, and faced the direction of the voice. From the gridwork shadows of the scaffolding emerged a tall figure, almost Kumar's height, though not so broad across the shoulders. The woman was armored as he was, with steel breastplates, metal skirt and a flared helmet that hid her face. She carried a large, mechanical hammer. Her stance was proud. 

"My business is private," Kumar answered in a deep voice, "and urgent. I have no time for you." 

"You'll make time!" she barked. "Open your faceplate or I'll attack." 

"Do what you must." Kumar planted the butt of his trident on the ground. "But I won't comply. How do I know you're not a loyalist? You have the demeanor." 

"Your choice then." The woman lunged. Kumar crouched to a guard position. As she swirled her hammer overhead Kumar wheeled the trident points-up and caught the heavy thud of her strike. He locked her weapon between prongs. But her hammer was a complex machine; the impact unlatched a second hammer head, attached to the weapon's tip by a spring-mounted rod. The second head spun over his trident like a flail over a shield. Kumar flung himself to the ground to avoid a vicious blow to the skull. 

Damn pendulum hammers, he grumbled silently. Twirling his legs he flipped off the ground and back on his feet, in time to sidestep a graceful high kick. He jammed the haft of his trident between his attacker's ankles. She leapt over his legsweep. They both swung their polearms like staves and cracked them together in rapid bursts. Then they pulled back, crouching low, weapons aimed at exaggerated angles. 

Kumar caught his breath. "Your argument needs work, but your delivery is persuasive." 

"Who are you?" growled the woman, "Reveal yourself." 

Kumar shook his head. "Now you're starting to sound like a drone," he chuckled. 

She scuttled forward in a low stance. In a swift move she slung her hammer at his face, narrowly missing. The hammer clanged against the iron landing; the pendulum head lashed out and caught his calf. Kumar recognized the tactic but could do nothing to stop it. He was swatted to the floor. Quickly he rolled to one side, scissoring his legs around the haft of the hammer. He smacked the butt of his trident against the captured weapon. The woman flinched. In another instant the prongs of Kumar's fork jammed under her chin. 

From the ground Kumar held the points of the trident just above her gorget. "I'm sure you recognize a pneumatic weapon," he panted, his leg throbbing in pain. "Move and I trigger the piston. Now the choice is yours." 

The woman moved. Her kick was so fast Kumar's thumb pushed the stud only after her boot clanged against his helm. As he toppled backwards he heard a hiss of steam and the felt the jar of his trident's head thrusting out two more feet. He rolled to a kneel. He knew he had punctured something. 

The woman pressed both hands to her face. They were bloody. Her helmet, torn from her head, lay behind her. Her uncovered hair was brilliant red and drawn into a topknot. 

When she drew away her hands, Kumar saw she had a shallow gash up one cheek. There was more blood than real damage. The ritual scarring on her brow had probably been much more painful. 

Kumar also saw that she was beautiful. And that she was not human. 

But then Kumar was not human, either. They had never heard of humans. They were Juka -- strong, proud, long faced, hard skinned, stoutly framed. Theirs was a race of tireless workers, tireless soldiers. Like the world in which they lived, the Juka were a forged race. A designed race. 

A slave race. 

"Narah!" he shouted, raising his palm. "You're Narah of Shire Kubaron." 

"You know my name." The woman's eyes smoldered. Blood streamed down her face in dark rivulets. "Then you know you're going to die." 

He waved his hand. "No! I've got a better proposal. I yield to you." Swiftly he unfastened the catch on his facemask and opened it on small hinges. "I'm Kumar of Shire Athul, under Citadel Britain. You must recognize me." 

She squinted and stared at his face. "Perhaps you are." Her guard relaxed a bit. "I was given a description. You do seem to match it." 

"I am who I say. There's no sense lying when we're already killing each other." He stood up slowly. He left his trident on the landing at his feet. It sputtered steam and hot water. "But if it puts you at ease, I'll disarm until you're convinced." 

"No need. That just convinced me. You live up to your reputation. I greet you with respect and honor, Kumar of Shire Athul." She started to smile, but grimaced when her wound pulled tight. 

"I greet you with respect and honor, Narah of Shire Kubaron, under Citadel Vesper," said Kumar, retrieving his weapon. He frowned at the blood on one prong. "We should get to a healer." 

"We should get to the summit," she responded. "Everyone else is here, waiting for you." 
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History would record the first Revolutionary Summit as the hinge that opened the door out of slavery. Prior to the summit, Jukan rebels operated in isolated bands. Strewn throughout the brick-paved countryside were small, clandestine gatherings of seditious factions, mainly soldiers and factory workers. They embarked on solitary, disconnected forays. A bold endeavor, the first summit brought together delegates from each of six major regions. Each represented the resistance cell in his homeland. Their plan was to piece together, from a disjointed scattering of Jukan industrial and military units, the components of a worldwide rebellion. Their goal, to smash the mechanisms of slavery. Their enemy, the vile and enigmatic Overlords. 

Jukan rebels spoke with an audible thrill as they discussed the revolt against their masters, for the Overlords occupied a place of primal dread in the Jukan subconscious. Juka feared their masters in the same inexpressible way a prey animal fears a predator. The Overlords were mysterious, unseen, and incalculably powerful. They had created this world. They were its gods. It was Jukan labor that pumped life into the machines, but the design and the control came from the Overlords. From their great citadels issued both technology and alchemical magic. 

There were legends that claimed the machines themselves were the Overlords, that the Juka served inanimate masters, that the lands were ruled by gigantic, gear-driven engines which played at being alive. But these were myths for common parlance. Jukan leaders knew that somewhere, buried in their enormous, fearful citadels, the Overlords were living beings of flesh and bone. To defeat their enslavers, the Juka needed only to lay their hands on living Overlord bodies. The Juka trusted the power of flesh against flesh. 

Of course there were fortresses and war machines and loyalist Juka troops standing in the way. These occupied the daily work of an organized rebellion. Yet that first summit yielded little progress in such matters; rather it served as the first sparkle of light after a history of darkness. 

Witnesses claimed that the light was nearly snuffed before the torch could ignite. 
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Kumar and Narah hurried along an iron-railed walkway, high in the ramparts of the roving foundry. Brick smokestacks roared with hot breath just a few feet from them. Under the walkway flowed canals of molten metal, tumbling over mill wheels and into various casting houses. Aproned workers raked the glowing ooze into molds and hammered the ash-black shapes they removed. The air was a miasma of cinders and fumes. In the distance, the flames of battle were hardly visible through the glare of the foundry's works. 

Kumar tore a strip of silk from his breeches and handed it to Narah, who pressed the wad against her bleeding face. "There's six of us at the summit altogether," she told him, using a loud voice against the rumble of the metalworks. "That covers all the major resistance cells. But we haven't started talking yet. We've been too busy. The local forces have held the foundry for five days now, but the loyalist troops are tightening in. If the battle goes sour, we'll have to break up the summit or risk discovery." 

"Why take this foundry?" 

"The pipelines under us transport barrels of food and military supplies. At the next town there's a junction that services three loyalist cities. If we can make it that far we can highjack their supplies, or at least stop the flow. That would cripple their strength in this shire. But we need this foundry to do it." 

"And the foundry can supply our troops with all the weapons and missiles we need, right?" 

"Victory by attrition is still victory." 

Kumar frowned. "Don't rely on attrition. I passed a loyalist column on the way here. There were at least two hundred spearmen and fifty ridgebacks. They had several pneumatic trebuchets. It won't take them more than a day to get here." 

Narah winced. "You came a long way just to cancel the summit, Kumar of Britain. When we find the others, make sure to give all the details to Obden." 

"Who's Obden?" 

"Obden of Shire Fusil, under Citadel Yew. The local delegate. She organized the smiths to capture the foundry." 

Kumar smiled. "I like her, then. She plans big." 

[image: image9.wmf]


They headed in the direction of a tall tower overlooking the foundry's works. Partway there, Narah stopped. She held Kumar still with fingertips on his chest. 

"What is it?" he whispered. 

With a tilt of her brow she motioned ahead. Around a shallow bend, just to the side of the walkway, was a small platform carrying a bolt-mounted winch. The winch's rope hung off the edge of the giant foundry, swaying on a high, sooty breeze. Beside the winch stood a lightly armored Juka warrior. A greatsword was sheathed on his back. Before him were two soldiers, dressed in the dark livery of the attacking loyalist troops. One of them held a strange contraption consisting of coils and gears, while the other brandished a weapon shaped like a wide-mouthed horn, pointed at the warrior with the greatsword. 

"Blunderbuss," whispered Kumar. 

"That's Rabak, one of the delegates, at gunpoint." Narah frowned. "I have no missiles to throw. You?" 

"Only one." Kumar loosed the trident from his back and balanced it on his palm. It was heavy with water and pneumatic mechanisms. The pair exchanged a nod. 

Creeping forward with expert stealth, he drew the weapon back and estimated the distance. Then he flung the trident. It arced quietly at the soldier with the blunderbuss. Its prongs thudded into the man's chest armor and shoved him back toward the precipice. The soldier howled. He tottered on the edge. After a heartbeat his blunderbuss fired, a ferocious blast that cracked the air and sprayed the platform with knife-sharp fragments. The warrior with the greatsword bent over and clutched his stomach. The smell of spent fuel bit their nostrils. 

The force of the explosion toppled the soldier over the edge. Kumar's trident wagged in the air, still embedded in the soldier's chest. 

Kumar leapt after him. 

"Rabak, stand back!" shouted Narah as she charged behind Kumar. The wounded warrior stumbled backwards when she swung her pendulum hammer at the remaining soldier. The loyalist dove over the arc of her strike. Dropping the contraption from his hands, he tumbled to his feet and yanked a short sword from his belt. Its double blades were curved and toothy. 

Narah simply grinned. 

Kumar plunged off the side of the platform. Below him the soldier plummeted as well, the pneumatic trident still stuck in his chest. Two hundred feet of smoky air separated them from the ground. Time slowed, as if they fell through water. 

The rope from the winch passed through the crook of Kumar's arm. Kumar stretched out after the falling loyalist, but the man was too far below. Grinding his teeth, Kumar tightened his arm on the rope and jerked to a painful stop. 

Ten feet below him, the soldier also grabbed the rope. He snarled at the violent wrenching. The trident dislodged from his chest and fell away, disappearing into the gray, cloudy air. Seconds later Kumar heard the distant sound of its impact. 

Drooling blood, the soldier gasped for breath as he looped the rope around one wrist. Hanging below him at the end of the rope was a stout iron hook. With his free hand he yanked up the slack and began to twirl it in a tight circle, as one would twirl a sling. 

"Narah, pull us up!" Kumar held on with both hands, heaving up his legs as the soldier lashed out with the hook. Kumar reached for the sword at his hip, but contorted again to dodge another blow. The hook gouged a shallow cut on his arm. He spat a curse, then shouted, "Narah!" 

On the platform, Narah backed the loyalist against the head-high pole supporting the rope and pulley. With a thrust of her hammer she knocked the double-bladed sword from his grip. Then she swung her weapon behind her back and around for another strike. The soldier yelped. By inches he pulled himself up the winch pole, out of the path of the strike. Narah growled as her hammer clanged against the pole, the pendulum head wrapping around it. For an instant her weapon was pinned. The loyalist seized the moment. He leapt at her, gauntleted hands clawing for her throat. 

Narah bent back at a sharp angle. The loyalist sailed over her, unable to fasten a grip. She kicked up her legs and cartwheeled backwards, landing in a grappling stance as the loyalist scrambled to his feet. He lifted his gauntlets to reveal long spikes festooning his knuckles. 

Narah lifted her hand to reveal the soldier's two-bladed short sword. He blanched. With a swift motion she tipped the weapon over her shoulder and then hurled it end-over-end at him. It embedded to its crossbars in his unarmored throat. He exhaled blood and gurgled, dropping to the ground. 

As the loyalist soldier writhed feebly on the ground, Narah turned her attention to the winch. The mechanism had a long spool and an iron handle. She ratcheted the rope higher and higher, until Kumar's head appeared over the lip of the platform. In his hand was his unsheathed sword, long and angular. The rope was severed a few feet below his grip. 

He rolled onto the platform and stood. When he turned to speak to Narah, she was kneeling over the warrior with the greatsword. 

"Is he dead?" 

"He's fine." She pointed to a half-empty vial in the warrior's hand. "He's a healer. He carries an antidote to steel." 

The healer sucked in a quavering breath. "My gratitude to both of you. And my apologies. I'm not used to being caught off guard like that." He grunted as he stumbled to his feet. "You must be Kumar. I'm Rabak of Shire Galvan, under Citadel Moonglow. I greet you with respect and honor. When did you arrive?" 

"I just got here." Kumar bowed and returned the greeting. "Moonglow? That's going to be the toughest citadel to crack." 

"Mmmm." Rabak squinted his eyes. "Strange, isn't it, that you arrived at the same time as those infiltrators?" 

"Not very strange. When I got to the battlefield, the loyalists were firing spark stones into the defensive line. There were holes in it a juggernaut could have passed through without being noticed." 

"Rabak, it's bad form to accuse a fellow delegate. We've got to learn to trust each other." Narah held up the geared device the loyalist soldier had dropped. "Besides, there's work to do. This is a spring sap. Those men were going to dig holes in the walls." 

Kumar frowned. "One sap won't do much damage by itself. There's got to be others. Which means these can't be the only loyalists creeping around the place." 

"The torsion wheels!" Rabak stared at Narah. "That's got to be their target. I bet a couple of these saps would be enough to destroy the foundry's axles!" 

Narah pitched the device over the ledge. "Let's get there first, then." Hurriedly she disengaged her pendulum hammer from the winch pole. As they started down the walkway, she glanced at Kumar and murmured, "That tattoo." She motioned to his arm, where the hook had cleaved his shirt to reveal a multicolored design on his skin. "You're a Janissar?" 

He said nothing. 

She frowned. "The Janissars are loyal to the Overlords. Extremely so." 

"The legion and I have retired from one another." He glared at her. "I could cut out this tattoo, if it would suit you, but I can't sever my past." 

She nodded slowly. "Are you okay? That was something, jumping over the edge like that." 

He glanced back in the direction of the platform. "I don't like having to kill Juka. We shouldn't be fighting each other. I'd rather face a juggernaut or an Overlord." 

She reset the mechanism on her hammer. The latch clicked tight like a tiny jaw. "Are you saying you leapt over the side to save that soldier's life?" 

"Is that so hard to believe?" 

"It's easier to believe you didn't want to lose your pneumatic trident." 

He narrowed his eyes. "That cuts, Narah of Vesper." 

She smirked. "Then we're even, Kumar of Britain." She propped her hammer on her shoulder and swigged the rest of the healing draught from Rabak's vial. The cut on her cheek began to fade. Then she trotted faster down the walkway, leading Rabak. 

Despite himself, Kumar chuckled. 
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A mile away, on a brick-paved hilltop overlooking the grim battlefield, several unarmored soldiers gathered around a table. Their livery included the gilt ornaments of loyalist officers. They conferred over a map depicting the foundry, pipelines and surrounding terrain. Small stone markers represented troop positions. The only light fluttered from a tall glass lantern, inside of which bright blue sparks leapt between two metal rods. 

"This is taking too long," grumbled one of them. "Their airships neutralize ours. We need to request the presence of some juggernauts or they'll reach the junction before we capture the facility." 

"Patience," said another. "The reinforcements are almost here. The extra artillery should whip back their airships. Once we take the skies, we'll have them." 

A third officer shook his head. "No need for patience or air power. I've just heard news. Our commando teams are on board and our spy is now in place. The foundry will be immobilized before the evening whistle. And better still, they'll regret ever trying to call together a summit of traitors." He smiled and crossed his arms, revealing a colorful Janissar tattoo in the quivering blue light. 

The rest of the officers grinned and looked across the smoky battlefield, at the black silhouette of the foundry. Its many rooftops resembled jagged teeth bared to the dark sky. Its molten iron blood pulsed like a hot, glowing heartbeat.

BRITANNIA SERIAL

PART ONE - BLIND VIRTUE


"'Master, of these sagas I have heard, but not of their source. Where is the birthplace of legend?'
'Legends are like the stars. Birthed in the furnace of mystery and time, they both guide and inspire.'
'But you avoid the question.'
'Must you possess this knowledge? Will it make the miracles seem more miraculous? The horrors more horrific?'
'We are scholars, Master. We seek truth.'
'Embrace this truth, then. There are many shadow worlds, each with its own history and myth. These sagas are the myths of our shadow world.'
'Myth is not truth, Master.'
'It is all the truth you will ever need.'" 

- Conversations of Ahriman the Scholar 

The silhouette appeared on the castle wall as though exhaled by the winter fog. In the twilight it moved across snow-dappled ramparts and crenellations. It made no sound. Its breath formed no mist in the cold air. Even a careful observer could barely have discerned that this was a man, for the black shape seemed by instinct to know where eyes would fall and skillfully it kept itself just out of view. Yet, as though unsure of its next move, it stopped when it approached the tallest tower of the castle. An amber glow beamed from an open window on the topmost floor. Deep voices murmured within. The silhouette crouched in a shadow, unmoving, surrounded by the grit and dusty smell of timeworn stones. Then it stirred, and stood, and drew out a sword. The rising moon winked in the steel of the blade. 

From a garden below came cries of discovery. The silhouette moved closer to the tower, darting among jagged shadows like a spider on its web. When the shouts below increased in urgency, the phantom slipped into a corner, in time to avoid a bright light that flooded the space it had just vacated. It paused again. 

The light was magic. The time was at hand. 

The frosty air swirled in a sudden breeze. There was a glint, as if the wind crystallized, and a second man stepped onto the rampart. He had materialized from nowhere. His cloak rode the breeze like a storm cloud. 

The silhouette twirled its blade and struck. The cloaked man parried with a quickly drawn sword. The moon flashed in the impact and a metallic peal rang into the chill night. The silhouette pressed the attack. Their two blades smashed together again and again, precise blows challenged by masterful ripostes, a cacophony of wild sounds lashing at the castle walls. Their feet kicked up sprays of fresh snow. 

At last a hush intruded. The two men stepped apart. The silhouette spoke, in a voice surprisingly soft. "I have come to deliver your death," it said. 

"In whose name?" growled the taller man, whose cloak roiled behind him. 

"In the name of Justice, Lord British." 

"An assassin's blind justice." The newcomer chuckled. "And it is indeed blind. I am not Lord British. My name is Blackthorn." 

The assassin said nothing. 

"Who are you?" demanded Blackthorn. 

The assassin answered in his gentle voice: "I am a prophet." 

Blackthorn glowered at his opponent for a long, tense moment. Then his head tossed back and he laughed, a loud laugh aimed at the wakening stars. In the next instant a violent wind thundered around the assassin. An unnatural cyclone swept him from his perch atop the high wall and hurled him into the gardens several stories below. He hit the ground with a dull sound and a burst of snow. 

His spell complete, the sorcerer Blackthorn dismissed the unruly winds and sheathed his sword. From his high vantage he watched as the guards of Castle Britannia converged on the assassin's broken form. There would be healing magic, of course, to keep the villain from dying. He would have to be questioned. There was work yet to be done here. 

The sorcerer frowned. An assassin in Castle Britannia. This incident would try even Lord British's legendary patience. And Lord Blackthorn, alas, never claimed half the patience of his friend. Which was why British made a better monarch, while Blackthorn had the superior talent for questioning prisoners. "Damn this chill," he muttered, making his way to the narrow ladder leading down from the rampart. Even though the moon was bright, the climb to the ground was difficult in the dense, contorting shadows of the fallen night. 
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In the stifling darkness of the prison cell, Lord Blackthorn looked down at the shackled prophet. The prisoner lay in a crescent of orange lamplight, dirty and pale and shaking from loss of blood. He was a young man, not half Blackthorn's forty winters. His limbs were strong, with long muscles that came from years of physical exertion. Fair hair clung to his skin. His clothes, torn and bloodied, were entirely black. Blackthorn noticed that the prophet's thigh - exposed where a bandage drank blood from a wound - bore the marks left by the constant wear of a scabbard. 

Silence clung to the dungeon walls. Blackthorn's breath ghosted before his face. The darkness seemed to crouch around him, sucking at the light of his lantern. The scent of the room was like a foul memory. 

"Answer me, assassin," said Blackthorn. "Your time draws short." 

The young man stared at a crack in the floor. His words were parched. "It seems no answer will serve you, my lord. You caught me at my work. I've failed. Now I'll die." 

"No. I'll have an explanation first." Blackthorn ground his teeth. With his bald scalp and closely-cut goatee, Blackthorn's face was bitten with the late season's cold. He had no desire to linger in this foul place of insects and human stench and tendrils of dust in the air. But he would uncover the truth, comfort be damned. "Somebody hired you to kill Lord British. Give me your employer's name." 

"I've told you, I work for no one. I serve only destiny." He coughed, wiped his lips. "I am a prophet." 

"Yes, so you've said. Though I know a professional murderer when I see one. An amateur couldn't have eluded the sentry spells on the castle walls." He chewed on a heavy sigh. "Very well, prophet. You meant to take the life of Lord British, your liege and my best friend. What have you foreseen, to drive you to such a suicidal act?" 

"Lord British will deliver the land into doom." 

"Madness. British has delivered us from doom, time and again." 

"My visions do not lie." The prophet shifted his weight. His chains rasped across one another. "It's true, I'm an assassin for hire. The Trade keeps my mind ... from the prophecies that afflict me. But tonight I acted for Justice, not for money. I have seen the future. I've seen what Lord British will do. And I've failed to stop him." His voice sank to a dry grumble. "We are doomed, my lord. I don't care to waste my remaining breaths trying to convince you of it." 

In a flurry the nobleman seized the prisoner's ragged tunic and lifted the smaller man off the ground. "You will care. At Castle Blackthorn I have interrogators to make you care. This damnable cold has turned their mood even fouler than mine, so they'll appreciate a midwinter gift like you." He took a deep breath. "Now. Listen carefully. I've got mulled wine and a nice fire waiting for me upstairs, and I don't want to remain in this filthy place much longer. So you'd best take advantage of these last moments to tell me the truth. I may be the friendliest ear you'll ever speak to again." 

The prophet's tone lost its arrogance. "Lord British is going to cast a spell that will plunge Britannia into darkness. He's been plotting with his court sorcerer. They have no idea the horror they will cause. That's what I have foreseen." 

"I will confirm this." Blackthorn let go of his prisoner. "You will regret a lie." 

The prophet fell to his knees. "It is not a lie. Please, please confirm it." He swallowed painfully and looked up with glistening eyes. "By the Virtues, my lord, I pray that your heart tells you what mine told me. Lord British must be stopped." 

Lord Blackthorn snorted. For a moment longer he regarded the injured man. Then he retrieved his lantern and turned to go, leaving the prisoner in the cold, clutching gloom of the cell. Blackthorn's cloak pirouetted about him. His boots grated the stone floor. The door croaked as it opened, admitting moonlight and a tumble of fresh night air that dispelled the sour odor of the dungeon. Blackthorn shivered, then paused. "What is your name, 'prophet?'" 

"Exedur, my lord." 

"Exedur. You infiltrated Castle Britannia without triggering any of its magical alarms. If I hadn't spotted you from the garden, your plot may well have succeeded. How did you manage it?" 

"I told you, my lord. I see the future. It prevents... missteps." 

"And yet you did not foresee the spell that defeated you?" 

"I don't question my gift. I simply employ it when I must." He coughed again. His voice regained a margin of strength. "And what missteps will you take tonight, my lord?" 

Blackthorn answered with a raptor's glare, icy in the silver moonlight, a look which often cowed nobles and courtiers. But he glared into blackness, as if the assassin had vanished. With a grunt he slammed the cell door closed. Shrugging on his thick cloak he lengthened his strides toward the main halls of Castle Britannia, hoping to outpace the chill that pinched at his aching bones. 
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The blaze in the hearth roared with a throaty voice. Lord Blackthorn basked in its warmth as he reclined in a high-backed chair. A goblet of spiced wine rested in his grip. Around him were the tapestries, paintings and ornate appointments of a parlor fit for royalty. Even the smaller rooms of Castle Britannia, like this one, were renowned for their sumptuous details. For that reason alone Blackthorn made it a point to visit at least once a season, though he had called upon Lord British's hospitality somewhat more frequently of late. 

He sat unmoving for some time, enjoying the woody scent of the smoke and the way the fire heated his face and the soles of his boots. The sensations were relaxing after the evening's unexpected excitement. 

"More wine, my lord?" said a woman's voice from behind him. 

The nobleman's face lit up in a smile. He did not turn around, but answered, "So a lady of the court is reduced to a serving girl, when the sun goes down?" 

Into the glow of the fire stepped a young woman in a rich green dress, carrying a pitcher of wine. Her golden hair was drawn back into a fountain of braids. Her face might have been called angelic, were it not for the spark of mischief in her eyes, like reflected firelight. She propped a hand on her hip. "No more than a lord is reduced to the role of a guard. Now do you want some wine or not?" 

Blackthorn tipped his goblet toward her. She filled it and another on a small table beside him. They touched their vessels in a wordless toast as she took a nearby chair. "By the way, Blackthorn, that Kal Vas of yours was well cast. I think your air elemental was quite a surprise for our friend the assassin. You must teach it to me someday." 

"I had no choice, Gavrielle. It wasn't overkill. He might have escaped a lesser spell. It was blind luck that I discovered him at all." He sipped his wine, gazing at the fire as though into the distance. "I daresay he might have been a match for me blade to blade, too." 

"Oh, the mighty warrior admits his equal." She chuckled. "What's Lord British going to do with him?" 

"I haven't spoken with British yet." 

"I see. And did our uninvited guest have anything to say, now that he's safely locked up?" 

"Strange things, my lady. Very strange things. He's a very peculiar fellow, this assassin. He calls himself a prophet." 

"A prophet!" She paused on the thought. "Clairvoyance. You know, that would explain how he anticipated your moves against him - except that last one, of course." 

"Indeed. I don't think he's lying when he claims the gift of prescience. He sounds sincere. And he's convinced of..." The nobleman's voice faded. Gazing at the churning flames, he stroked his beard and recalled the young prophet, lying beaten on the dungeon floor. Secrets burned behind the lad's eyes, secrets he did not reveal even when threatened with torture. Blackthorn absently swirled the wine in his goblet. Then he set down the cup and pointed to his companion. "My lady, can you see to it I'm not disturbed for awhile?" 

The lady sheltered a look of disappointment, but it was fleeting. "As you like, my lord. What are you up to?" 

"More questions for our prophet." He flexed one hand before the fire. "This time I won't be so polite." 
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To a sorcerer, a man's dreams are as real and tangible as his flesh and bones. The door need only be unlocked. 

Blackthorn sat in the parlor chanting a spell. His fingers were steepled before his face. His eyes were fixed in steadfast concentration, as he flawlessly intoned ancient commands which nature itself obeyed. Like ethereal curtains the veils of reality peeled away as he spoke. Flesh and substance and thought retreated from his spell. 

In a bowl beside him, a handful of priceless black pearls flared and smoked and vanished. In a distant cell, Exedur trembled in his sleep. 

Now Blackthorn walked inside the prophet's tormented dreams. He was astounded at the depth of the assassin's anguish, given substance by a terrible nightmare which raged and twisted like a fierce autumn storm. Around Blackthorn swirled a thousand pictures, sounds, impressions of life, caged emotions. Here was the horror in a murder victim's face. There was a child, shrieking over her dead mother. The sharp whiff of fresh blood. The sound of a blade's penetration. Reeling past was another dark image, of couples hand-in-hand under a bright moon, while Exedur walked alone. 

And all around him, like dead leaves in the wind, Blackthorn watched ragged scraps of prophesy fluttering past, teasing, showing furtive glimpses of the future. The sorcerer was amazed. The assassin had not lied. Blackthorn saw the sunrise over Castle Britannia, which would not come for many hours. He saw Lady Gavrielle, asleep beside him. An image of himself arguing with Lord British. An army amassing somewhere in Britannia. The assassin spirited out of the dungeon in the thick of a snowfall. (Blackthorn took note of this one.) The clash of blades. The war cries of soldiers. 

Yet it was a single prophecy which Blackthorn sought. He found it, as he knew he might, buried in the bleaker hollows of the assassin's mind. It was a more complete image than most; Exedur must have pieced it together from the rags and tatters that his gift revealed to him. Blackthorn examined it carefully. As Exedur had claimed, it was an image of Lord British, dressed in his wizard's robe. Beside him stood Nystul, British's white-haired court magician. The two of them were chanting inside a strange, dark spell chamber, its shelves laden with items of power more valuable than all of the monarch's wealth. Most valuable of all was a large, round lens of blue crystal before them on a table. Floating in the lens was the image of a book. Blackthorn recognized it at once. It was the Codex of Ultimate Wisdom, a document of primal magic, long thought to be a legend until it was discovered in the inaccessible depths of the Great Stygian Abyss. In the prophecy, Nystul and British had unearthed a Vortex Lens through which to see the book. The pair was casting a spell from those forbidden pages. Blackthorn could not begin to fathom its purpose. 

Nor did he have to wait long to see its result. The prophecy tumbled and fragmented as Nystul and British completed the ritual; and blackness and smoke replaced the rich, familiar pictures of Britannia. The land itself shook and cracked open and bled fire. Rivers flowed oil and muck. Lightning wounded a storm-muddied sky. Trees and animals grew strange and monstrous, and even the men of Britannia wore grotesque, fantastic shapes. Fearful, oily things flew through the skies. 

Blackthorn recoiled from the scene. Never had he seen a nightmare so outlandish. Yet this was not simply a dream, but a repellent glimpse of the future, one which the sorcerer's mind rejected. With a shout he retreated from the prophet's dream world. His eyes opened. He was sitting in the parlor, before the crackling fire. A glaze of sweat dampened his skin. His wine cup lay on its side. Without a word he stood, snatching his cloak from the back of the chair. As he strode to the door his eyes were sharp with dread. 
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In the land of Britannia, in the world of Sosaria, every man and child idolized Lord British. Warrior and wizard, hero and ruler, savior of the people time and again, Lord British was more of a legend than a man. Though he was not old - only a few years more than Blackthorn - one might have imagined that he had lived in Britannia for centuries, the way his name was spoken with awe by elders and lorekeepers. With each retelling of his deeds, he took another step into the realm of mythology. Had he built a castle in the stars and hunted comets for sport, his people would not have thought him out of place. 

For that reason, and not without some truth, Blackthorn imagined himself to be the only person in the world who saw British as a simple man. When Blackthorn met British, the future legend was a lonely outcast, misplaced in a world he did not know. British had learned the arts of war from friends such as Iolo and Dupre. The young explorer was already showing a dazzling talent for sorcery. But it was Blackthorn who recognized the true potential in the unusual outsider, naive and idealistic, yet driven by a passion more brilliant and vigorous than anything the nobleman had ever seen. Here, Blackthorn knew, was the raw ore of a king. What British lacked was guile and diplomacy and statecraft - skills which separated leaders from rulers. And the very skills in which Blackthorn excelled. So he had guided the career of his new friend, teaching him government and politics, chaperoning him toward the nobility and then, eventually, the throne of Britannia itself. The journey spanned many long, laborious years. Many times they saved each other's lives and many times they wanted to kill each other. Like brothers they grew together, British learning craft and subtlety, Blackthorn learning much about virtue and valor. After fifteen years, they were two parts of a whole. And they were the backbone of Britannia. 

Yet Blackthorn, though he was a few years shy of British's age, had never stopped thinking of British as a younger brother. Where others saw Lord British the legend, Blackthorn saw the lonely outcast, whose heart quite often got the better of his brain. Though they were equal in height, Blackthorn always seemed to address his friend from above. And he took liberties in conversation of which lesser men would never dream. 

"You're going to do what?" Blackthorn stood in the doorway of a small dressing room, staring with dismay at his friend. "Have you gone mad?" 

The older man simply laughed. British was wrapped in a plush robe, preparing for bed. He splashed his face with warm water from a basin and ran wet fingers through his shoulder-length hair. Droplets sprinkled through his neat beard. Candlelight reflected in them. "It's very late. Maybe you should get some rest." 

"The hour be damned! Repeat to me what you just said. I must have heard you wrong." 

"I said, Nystul and I are going to use the Codex to rejoin the shards of the Gem of Immortality." 

"I must still be trapped in that assassin's nightmare!" Blackthorn massaged his temples. "British, it can't be done. The Gem of Immortality has been destroyed. You can't take a shattered stone and just paste it back together." 

"Nystul has proven to me that we can." British dabbed his face with a steaming towel and stepped past Blackthorn, into the bedchamber beyond. "I have no doubt that we'll succeed." 

"Nystul has proven it? How can you possibly prove a thing like that?" Blackthorn followed his friend into the bedchamber, where British was pouring himself a steaming drink. Blackthorn paused a moment to collect himself. "British, listen to me. The Gem of Immortality was not just a magic stone. It contained the very essence of Sosaria. When it broke apart, Sosaria itself was fragmented. Each of the shards became its own world. Each one is less than the whole, yes, but they are distinct. Separate. Different. You know that." 

"Of course, and you've put your finger on exactly what I intend to fix." The older man leaned against a tall, carved bedpost and sipped from his cup. "Blackthorn, think about it. We live in an incomplete land. Somewhere out there, locked in the shards, are shadows of Sosaria. Mirror images. A thousand copies of Britannia, of me, of you, of everything. The pieces of our very souls have been scattered, stripped from us! If I can make them whole again - if I can bring back the parts of Britannia that were torn from it - how shall I rest until I do so? How can I claim that I'm taking care of my land, my people, unless I do everything in my power to reunite them with what was lost?" 

"What you're proposing is naive folly! Worse than folly. It's immeasurably dangerous. To tamper with the Gem of Immortality is to tamper with the very foundation of Sosaria. You could destroy everything! Neither you nor Nystul has the skill to undertake such a spell, and you know it." 

"But we have the Codex. Nystul has reconstructed a Vortex Lens to view it. He's got the lens in his spell chamber." British set down his drink and laid a hand on his friend's shoulder. "Blackthorn, it's not some book of mere human magic. It's the Codex of Ultimate Wisdom. There are secrets in those pages that you can't imagine. Of course there are dangers, but there's risk in everything. You and I have never backed down from risk. Risk alone has brought us where we are today. But when we restore the Gem, my friend, Britannia will be a paradise. Virtue will rule above evil. Men's hearts won't be empty anymore. We can conquer death. We can conquer death, Blackthorn! It's real. Nystul and I have figured out how to do it. We will succeed." 

Blackthorn gazed at his friend. For an instant, in Lord British's eyes, he saw the paradise that could be. Blackthorn could almost feel the hollow places in his soul filling again. He craved it, like a hungry man craves a feast. But the black prophecy intruded, foul and bleak and ominous, and startled the nobleman from his reverie. "Then show me. Nystul has proved it to you. Prove it to me." 

"I can't." British sighed, glanced at his drink. "There's no room in this for anyone else. When the time comes you'll be called upon to contribute, as will all of the sorcerers of Britannia. But only Nystul and I can know the spell." 

Blackthorn's voice grew cold. "I have grave doubts, British." 

"That, my closest friend," answered Lord British, "is why you have been excluded." 

Outside the shuttered window, the winter winds swelled, lashing the castle with a fierce, bitter chill. 

"And what of the assassin's prophecy?" 

"Also an expression of doubt, perhaps?" British wiped a stray droplet of water from his brow. "It doesn't surprise me. Normally I'd be concerned about such an extraordinary assassin lurking outside my window. But right now I feel ... validated. Dreadful signs always appear when you're on the brink of something great. 'The greatest deeds always meet the greatest resistance.' You taught me that." He sipped from his drink again. His eyes became distant. "Nystul will want to spend some time with the assassin, most certainly, but I don't want to be distracted. If you're convinced he acted alone, that satisfies me. My sights are set on something truly important. 

"This will be my greatest deed, Blackthorn. The greatest deed of any man." 

Crossing his arms, Blackthorn spoke through clenched teeth. "What right do you have to try such a thing?" 

Lord British almost choked on a laugh. His face registered genuine astonishment. "What right? By every Virtue, Blackthorn, what right do I have not to try?" 

And the younger man knew there was nothing more to say. 
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The heavy door slammed open as Blackthorn stormed into Gavrielle's sitting room. The young lady was dressed in a white gown and robe, her long hair falling in unbraided ringlets. She leapt to her feet. "What --?" 

"It's Nystul!" snarled the nobleman, banging the door shut. "He's got British under his spell. That old schemer has convinced him to do something outrageously dangerous." 

"What is it? There must be an explanation." 

"Of course there's an explanation. Nystul wants to cast a spell more powerful than anything ever attempted. It's his vain pride. And he's tricked British into backing him. Damn the old goat!" 

Lady Gavrielle frowned. "That's my grandfather you're talking about." 

"You're exactly right." He locked an intense gaze on the girl. "Which means you're in a position to help me. When does Nystul return to Castle Britannia?" 

"Tomorrow evening, I believe, or the next. It depends how his research at Moonglow went. Why?" 

"Because there's something you need to do before then." He took the girl's small hands and pressed them to his chest. "Gavrielle, you have to trust me in this. It's very important that you help me right now. There's more at stake than I can describe." 

She softened, but furrowed her brow. "What is happening, Blackthorn?" 

"Nothing. Nothing is going to happen, if I can help it." He squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed them. "Now listen carefully. Follow my instructions. I don't have time to explain why right now, because I'm leaving in a few minutes." 

"Leaving! Where are you going?" 

"Back to Castle Blackthorn. I'm taking the prophet back to my keep, before your grandfather gets a hold of him." The sorcerer's bejeweled hand tightened around hers. "British has been duped by his own idealism. I won't rest until I've set him straight again." 

Outside a tempest was rising, shrouding Castle Britannia in the opaque, icy whiteness of a thick midwinter snowfall.

MEER SERIAL 

PART TWO - FROM EARTH TO SKY


The moment Kaji saw the crystal city of Anjur, she hungered to learn the magic which had wrought it. In awe she gazed at the multitude of tall, glassy spires that captured the dawn's light and swirled it like water around long, graceful curves. The towers sparkled clear and distinct, even several miles away. At this distance Anjur looked like fluid calligraphy, painted in crystal on the sky, depicting some ancient, cryptic language that begged to be deciphered. Kaji's mind quickened at the sight. 

The young Meer stepped out of a thicket of oversized ferns, onto a hillside overlooking the city. Her mage's tunic was grimy after the long journey from the provinces. Despite the fatigue which made her feel heavy as stone, she stood with a proud arch in her back. Her ears perked high. Her spotted fur was damp with dew. 

Teyloth walked beside her. He was dressed in his warrior's armor, round plates of iridescent chitin engraved with his family's symbols. His face bore marks and bruises from their ordeal a few nights earlier. His expression was not as bright as his companion's. 

"There it is," he said in a dark tone. 

Kaji nodded, still staring. 

"That's it, then," he mumbled. "We can't see each other once we're in the city." 

She shook her head, very slightly. 

The warrior sighed, then twitched his ears at a tiny sound from Kaji. Over her shoulder she glanced at him, grinning. "Take this," she murmured, and held up a fist. From her fingers dropped a small stone into his palm. It looked like carved amber. He furrowed his brow. 

"It's a heartstone. When we were little, at the Matriarch's villa, we'd trade them with our best friends. I thought I'd outgrown them." She presented a second stone, which she squeezed in her grip. "Hold it tight." 

Teyloth closed his hand over the stone, and smiled. "It's warm." 

"That's the warmth of my hand. I can feel yours, too." She rose to her tiptoes and crossed her wrists behind his neck. "So we can always hold hands, no matter how far apart we are." 

He chuckled and hugged her around the waist. "I'll stay in the city for a few months. Call on me sometimes, at my family's estate?" 

She touched her lips to his and nurtured a long rich kiss. When it ended, her eyes glistened with wild, helpless excitement. 
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The city was a festival of activity. Inside the crystal gates the zealous bustle of crowds swallowed Kaji before she could defend herself. Along the wide streets clamored reptilian livestock, wicker carts and servant-borne litters, past endless merchant booths laden with food and wine and incense. The atmosphere was a thick tapestry of smells and sounds. 

The young mage pushed through the chaos with bewildered amusement. Her eyes were centered on the closest of the tall spires. The titanic structure resembled a cluster of giant quartz pillars, elongated to fantastic heights, the crystal stretched so thin and curved it could not possibly support the weight of the smaller clusters blooming at its peak. Yet it stood firm and beautiful. And it was a humbler representative of the dozens of legendary Anjuric spires in the sprawling city. 

She smiled. "I've come for your secrets," she whispered, softly so it would not hear. 
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Kaji did not detect the eyes that watched her, from a mushroom-shaped window at the peak of the tallest spire. "She'll betray us," said a grave voice. 

"No," came an answer. "She completes the formula. She is essential." 

"You're wrong. But our time runs short." 

Inside the window, the chamber rippled with kaleidoscopic light, streaking out of a granite basin. Two faces turned to watch the display, with expressions of muted dread. 
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"And so you've traveled from the country to become a sorceress," reviewed the middle-aged Meer, his voice somewhat deadpan. He wore robes and jewelry, as exquisite as Kaji had ever seen on Dame Sayaru, though his face was not nearly so grim. The fur on his temples and nose was whitening with age, forming a pale mask that distracted Kaji's eye. He sat behind an irregular granite table and glanced over a scroll unfurled in front of him. "And this recommendation from your Matriarch is supposed to grant you an apprenticeship." 

"Yes. I have completed the Circle of Elements. I can demonstrate my skills as a mage." Kaji recalled Sayaru's instructions for addressing members of the Lore Council. "I thank you for hearing me, Honorable Master." 

The older Meer smirked. "You needn't resort to flattery, miss. I am not yet a member of the Council. You may address me as Master Mithrazel. And I am proud to say I recently graduated from a long apprenticeship myself, to none other than Lore Master Adranath. Do you know the name?" 

"Of course I do. I'm honored to meet a student of the head of the Lore Council." 

"Mmmm. But as to this business of your apprenticing, it's just not possible. Provincial magecraft conflicts with Anjuric teachings. You could not meet the challenge of reconciling the two, nor of discarding a lifetime of Matriarchal training, young though you may be." 

"Give me the chance and I'll prove you wrong, Master Mithrazel." Kaji sensed her own frankness, but her tongue was driven by rampant nerves. "I'm a very good mage, but I'm not narrow-minded about provincial traditions. You must trust that I can handle... contradictions. They have never hindered me in the past." 

She recognized dangerous territory and said no more. She wished she could hold the heartstone in her hand. 

"Hmm. And this is supposed to persuade me that you'd make a good sorceress." He pointed a long-nailed finger at his nose. "Look at my face, miss. Do I look like a boy to you? As I told you I only just received the title of sorcerer, after decades of study." He leaned over the tabletop. "Sorcery is not the same as pollinating crops and healing broken legs. Sorcery requires a lifetime of discipline and responsibility. It is not for cubs to putter with." 

"Mithrazel, you forget," boomed a new voice, "that I began my studies as a cub." A figure walked into the room through a marble door. He was dressed in a long wizard's gown, alive with many flowing layers of gossamer brocade. The fabric glittered with crystalline threads. A wide, beaded belt held the robe in place, describing a sigil in its embroidery -- the symbol of the most respected house in the Mystic caste. 

"Honorable Master!" Mithrazel rose from his chair and bowed. 

Kaji's heart jumped. "Master Adranath?" 

Lore Master Adranath tipped up his ears and smiled. His advanced age was evident only in the rich silver sheen of his fur and the distinguished lines of his face. The rest of him could have belonged to someone Kaji's age. "Good morning to both of you." 

Kaji rose and opened her mouth to speak, but Mithrazel was quicker. "Honorable Master, if I may, I am nearly finished here." 

"But I am interrupting you." Adranath cast an eye over Kaji. At his glance the young Meer sensed something almost like a physical touch. The Lore Master lifted his eyebrows. "Why can't she apprentice herself to one of us, Mithrazel? She has a talent with mana, doesn't she?" 

"Yes I do, Honorable Master. Dame Sayaru has always said it." 

Mithrazel furrowed his brow. "Honorable Master, the philosophical differences..." 

The old sorcerer looked into Mithrazel's face and chuckled. "You don't know who she is, do you? This girl is the cause of the disturbance we sensed last week in the Wilds of Dashan." 

"The insects?" The gray-masked Mithrazel swiveled to face her. "You wrought that?" 

Kaji quickly looked down at the granite table. "It wasn't intentional. I'm sorry." Suddenly she felt foolish for imagining that the nightmare in the jungle could have escaped the Lore Council's notice. 

"There you are, Mithrazel. She didn't even cast that spell consciously. She has raw, virgin power." 

Kaji almost smiled, despite herself. When she glanced up, Adranath's eyes twinkled at her. 

"And that is convincing." Mithrazel stroked his jawline, gazing at her more closely. "That is convincing." 

"Honorable Master, I am worthy of an apprenticeship. You will not regret the decision." 

"Very well, " proclaimed Mithrazel, rolling up the Matriarch's letter, "we shall grant you a chance to prove yourself. As I am only recently graduated from Master Adranath's tutelage, I am presently in need of an apprentice." 

Kaji inhaled quickly and raised a hand. "With regard, Master Mithrazel, it seems to me that since you recently graduated from Master Adranath's tutelage, Master Adranath is presently in need of an apprentice." 

Her stomach knotted in the silence that followed. 

"By my ancestors," said Adranath at last, "your tongue blows like a trumpet, girl. Mithrazel, she's got what you had when you first came to me, and a lot more of it. I could take a liking to her." 

She attempted to look directly into his eyes. "Thank you, Honorable Master." 

The old sorcerer stared straight back. "Kaji Sayarukan, either you're going to lead the Lore Council in your time or you'll burn yourself to cinders like a shooting star. One way or the other, I'm intrigued to watch what you do." He opened a wide grin and nodded. "You'll be Master Mithrazel's apprentice. I haven't the time for one, anyway." 

Mithrazel bowed his head to the Lore Master. Kaji closed her eyes and hoped she wasn't frowning. 

"And now," said Mithrazel after Master Adranath exited, "you'll want to change out of those provincial clothes. I'll see about finding you something more... dignified." 
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Kaji enjoyed the fashion of Anjur mystics -- gowns of exquisite silk in colorful, translucent layers. She felt like some diaphanous spirit from a child's tale. Her immediate thought was to slip away and find Teyloth, who would doubtless savor the effect. But Master Mithrazel had strict plans for her. To her disheartenment, they involved no foreseeable spellcraft. Instead the magician showed her around his labyrinthine stacks of documents and scrolls, droning out historical lessons which seemed better suited to scholars than practicing sorcerers. 

When Mithrazel's discourse reached a pause, she stepped forward and pressed her palms together in a gesture of humbleness. "Master, I've got to ask you something that puzzles me. The Matriarchs teach us that nature requires a balance. For every blessing we receive, we must endure an equal sacrifice. Yet your sorcery seems to reap only rewards. How can you defy the balance of nature like that?" 

Mithrazel wagged a bony hand in the air, dismissing the premise like a pesky fly. "Do not be deceived by the mystique of nature. Nature has no notion of blessing and sacrifice, or good and evil. It's just an arrangement of materials and energies. Like this pile of scrolls here." He stopped before a pyramid of scroll tubes, stacked in a careful arrangement. "What the Matriarchs call 'balance' is just this: If you take away some of nature's mana to cast a spell," he nudged the tip of a scroll in the middle of the pyramid, "you've got to replace it with something else, or the whole thing might crash down on top of you." He plucked the scroll from the middle of the pyramid. Kaji jumped as the stack toppled to the ground, priceless scrolls clattering atop each other, spilling across the library aisle. 

"Dash it," mumbled Mithrazel. "Pick those up, would you?" 

Kaji knelt and began to collect the tubes. "But that doesn't answer my question, master. How does Anjuric sorcery defy the balance of nature?" 

"And so begins the ordeal of an apprentice." He sighed. "Don't be short-sighted, girl. We sorcerers don't dally with nature's original balance. We reinvent nature itself." He peeked at the scroll in his hand, then slid it into a diamond-shaped slot in the wall. "You see? Nature stacks things in haphazard piles. Sorcerers," he patted the wall, "build shelves. Do you understand?" 

The young mage wrinkled her brow. "No, master." She tried to reconstruct the original pattern of the pyramid of scrolls, but her clumsy stack kept tumbling down. Her tall ears pressed flat on her head. "But claiming to reinvent nature sounds... prideful." 

The sorcerer snorted. "And this is the girl who told me she wasn't narrow-minded! The only pride here is your pride in primitive Matriarchal philosophy. You're going to put that out of your mind or I shall put it out for you." He grimaced at the young girl as she knelt in the library aisle. "Now move back." 

Kaji perked her ears and slid backward on her knees. The gray-masked sorcerer chewed on a breath, then performed a brief, intricate gesture with his fingers. Kaji felt as if a squall of mystic energy had whirled out of nowhere. When the sensation passed, she was looking at a perfectly stacked pyramid of scrolls. 

"Examine it," said Mithrazel, "and ask yourself what was sacrificed here. Did I lose anything in that act? Did you?" 

Kaji held back a grin as she committed to memory the sorcerer's magical hand gestures. "Thank you, master." She bowed with conjured humility. "It is clear I have much to learn from you." 

[image: image20.wmf]


The walls of the room were pearly crystal, illuminated by the glow of tapestries with a phosphorescent weave. In the center, a pair of wizards bent over a basin of glistening water. An oily sheen made rainbow patterns on the surface. 

"She's too capricious," said one as he scrutinized the swirls of color. "We could never trust her." 

"You're wrong," said the second. "She'll perform, when the time comes." 

"She'll never last that long." 

The colors shifted again. The wizards leaned closer. 

"Perhaps she might," murmured the second wizard. "Perhaps she might." 

In an instant the liquid in the basin surged upward, then exploded out into the room. The wizards cried out and shielded their faces. Quickly they flung their arms into a series of wild gesticulations, shouting an urgent canticle of mystic invocations. Violent streaks of color and light dashed around the walls and converged again on the overflowing basin. 

A shape stirred under the bubbling surface of the liquid. It was dark and nebulous, its form indistinct. 

The sorcerers strengthened their effort, bellowing enchantments with aggressive fervor. Nightmarish sounds gurgled from the basin, throaty and coarse, which rumbled the walls and shook the floor. After an eternity of clamor the tumult ceased. The wizards caught their breaths, dripping with oily fluid. 

"She won't be trained in time," panted one of them. "It's very close now." 

The other had no response. 
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It only took a few days before Master Mithrazel capitulated and began to instruct Kaji in actual sorcery. She attended him with extravagant zeal. 

"Do bridle your ambition, girl," he cautioned her with a patronizing frown. "You must learn to stand before you can walk. You won't be building a crystal tower any time soon." 

What she did learn dumbfounded her. 

The sorcerers of Anjur did not simply cast more effective spells than the Matriarchs. Rather, as Mithrazel had hinted, the Lore Council had actually refashioned the very laws of nature. Centuries ago the Council replaced the random patterns of nature with a structured, predictable matrix of Anjuric enchantments. This matrix literally enveloped the world, from earth to sky. By subduing nature's randomness, it allowed Anjuric spells to become infinitely more refined. Sorcerers could now command weather, suppress disease, shape crystal and perform many other magicks on a scale that astounded Kaji. In this context the famous crystal spires of Anjur were perfectly rational constructs. 

As Master Mithrazel portrayed it, with some pride, the Lore Council no longer had any boundaries to its power. 

Yet the young mage felt a stitch of doubt in her gut. As her master had warned, the teachings of Dame Sayaru did not yield easily. Kaji had been raised with a fundamental awe of nature's mysterious forces. She could not accept that nature would defer to the wishes of the Lore Council without repercussions. But nothing in Mithrazel's teachings revealed any weakness in the Anjuric system, and so she began to suspect her misgivings might truly be what her master called them -- provincial superstition. 

After a few weeks as a sorcerer's apprentice, Kaji did not sleep well. 

In the darkest hours of a particular night, she tried an experiment. From a small box she took out the amber heartstone. Applying basic lessons she had learned, she tapped into its simple enchantment and attempted to alter its function. She was surprised how readily it bent to her sorcery. 

"Teyloth," she whispered at the stone, "can you hear me?" 

After a pause an answer came: "Kaji?" 

Her heart leapt, at the success of her spell and the magical sound of the warrior's voice. 

She told Teyloth about her new life. Her words poured out so fast the warrior could barely insert his own, yet she knew he did not mind. When she spoke of her uncertainty between the two disciplines of magic, Teyloth's grin was audible in his voice. 

"You know what I say, Kaji? I say we're here in the city, so let's squeeze it dry! Let's enjoy every last drop of Anjur while we can! You came here to become a sorceress, so become a sorceress. Master their ways. Forget the Matriarch, just for a while. You'll still be the best mage in the province when you go home, right?" 

"Will I? Is that true anymore?" 

"It's in your heart. You'll always be a mage. You know that." 

In fact she did know that. To hear someone else say it aloud -- even a voice from a tiny amber stone -- was a weight lifted from her back. A lilt of excitement rose in her belly. 

It was just as she had told Master Mithrazel -- Kaji knew how to handle contradictions. She could embrace the Anjuric approach. Now she craved the chance to prove it. 
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A low-pitched rumble, barely audible, shuddered the uppermost peaks of the city's tallest spire. In a high-ceilinged chamber of wine-colored crystal, many sorcerers clustered around a long table. "It's happening again," muttered one of them, bracing his hands on the tabletop. "The second time in a week." 

"We have to double our sentries, then." Lore Master Adranath sat at the table's head, stroking the silver fur of his chin. His gaze was intense, focussed on a cloud of colored light floating above them. "I'll take that duty myself tonight." 

"It won't be enough, Adranath. We all know that." The group fell silent, in an ominous assent. The speaker raised his hands. "Honorable Masters, it's time to decide. When shall we perform the Parting?" 

"No!" snapped Adranath. "We aren't ready. We lack a nexus." 

"The girl --" 

"-- is not an option!" The head of the Lore Council glared at the rest of the sorcerers. "She's unreliable. And Mithrazel cannot train her in time." 

"Mithrazel has no urgency because he does not know the danger. But we have no choice now." The council muttered agreement. "Unless you know another way, Adranath?" 

The old sorcerer glowered at his companions. His ears flattened back, in determined challenge. 
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After another month, Kaji imagined she must smell like dusty parchment. She spent her nights in Mithrazel's abundant library, poring over what edge-worn scrolls and codices she could decipher. Her days encompassed every lesson she could extract from her reluctant master. She devoured each new spell with mounting hunger. Sorcery, she discovered, was intoxicating to the senses, and it awakened in her a new sensitivity to the textures and nuances of magical energy. And as with provincial magecraft, she found the complexities of sorcery unraveled for her with unexpected ease. Even Master Mithrazel seemed unnerved by her aptitude. 

"Discipline and responsibility," he lectured on many occasions. "These are the cornerstones of Anjuric sorcery. Contain your ego, girl, or it will undo you." 

When he offered such advice, Kaji detected a tinge of alarm in his voice. The thought made her smile when she was alone. 
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"Something is missing," she told her master after an evening's lesson was finished. In the sorcerer's workshop, she reclined on a wicker-and-bone chest she had just filled with spent crystals. "From the matrix." 

Mithrazel was scratching notes on a parchment with a quartz stylus. "Missing? What on earth are you talking about?" 

"The Lore Council's matrix of enchantments. It's designed to eliminate randomness from nature, right? But it can't." She sat up, crossing her legs atop the chest. The wicker complained of her weight. "It doesn't eliminate randomness, it just spreads it out over a large area." 

"That's the same thing, Kaji." 

"It isn't the same thing, though. Nature gets its energy from life. Only the living earth and the living elements create mana, right? And living things are inherently random and chaotic. Therefore the matrix can't actually eliminate chaos unless it eliminates life." 

"Provincial nonsense. The matrix is stable." 

"Or..." She nibbled her lip in thought. "Or if the matrix could create life. Ordered life. Then you'd have power without randomness." 

Mithrazel chuckled. "And you are precocious at times, girl. Indeed you are." 

Kaji raised an eyebrow. "Are you saying the Lore Council can create life?" 

"I made no such statement." 

She slid off the chest, her diaphanous robes whispering around her legs. "I know that tone in your voice, master. What is it you're trying to hide?" 

The sorcerer dropped his stylus and pressed his fingertips over his eyes. "By my ancestors, Kaji, you've impudence enough for a dozen apprentices." He rubbed his brow and sighed. "Very well, I suppose you should know. The time will come when you must assist me with the details." 

Kaji crouched at his side. Her ears tipped high. 

"Long ago, the Lore Council came to the same conclusion you just have: We are not the masters of nature. We cannot be, until we learn the greatest secret of them all. The ultimate source of power." 

"Creation?" 

He pursed his lips and nodded. "Creation. The ability to fashion life out of emptiness. And with it, most importantly, the ability to create mana. When we can create our own magical energy, my girl, then we will truly refashion the world. Not just control the weather and suppress disease, but literally we will rebuild landscapes, jungles, climates, systems of life, everything, as we see fit." 

"Surely that's impossible...?" 

Mithrazel smiled, in a way that compressed his mask of gray fur. "It's not impossible. Lore Master Adranath has devised a spell to make it happen. He calls it the 'Parting of the Veils.' The Council intends to perform it quite soon -- possibly within a year. I shall assist Adranath, and you shall assist me." 

The young Meer gaped, unable to compose a response. 

The wizard's eyes drifted off toward an unfathomed future. "If it works, Kaji, it will be the end of suffering. The end of sacrifice. The end of everything detrimental to the Meer." 
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The end of everything. Dame Sayaru had used the same phrase, months earlier, to foretell some horrible result of the Lore Council's actions. As she sat in her humble apprentice's room, Kaji recognized that this was why the Matriarch had sent her to Anjur. This was the information Sayaru wanted. 

Kaji hugged her knees to her chest and rocked on the bed, in heavy silence. 

Many hours later, she crept down to Mithrazel's library. Hanging luminant beads for light, she rooted around for a particular document she had discovered weeks earlier. When she found it, she curled up in a secluded corner and began to study. 

The spell was intricate, more so than any she had ever tried before. But when she read the formula, she felt immediately comfortable with its design. She knew she could succeed. Whether it would make her task any easier, she could not be certain -- betrayal was an ambiguous errand. 

She doubted the spell would cure the hollow anguish in her stomach. 

Kneeling, she pulled the heartstone from her robes, held it before her, and began to chant.

JUKA SERIAL 

PART TWO - FACES OF VICTORY


In the smoky gloom above the foundry hovered a dozen black, hulking specters. The airships pricked the darkness with clusters of lamps, like a thousand tiny, glowing eyes. On occasion it was possible to discern the outline of one of the armored vessels. Their shapes were bizarre and irregular, resembling a strange accretion of components from fortresses, seagoing ships and complex siege engines. Long, bat-like vanes of sailcloth caressed the high currents of air. Windmill propellers rotated with eerie languor, resisting the push of the caustic winds. 

Like lethargic beasts the airships hung above the foundry and its surrounding battleground. When one would stir, descending slowly to pour cascades of arrows or sheets of poisonous vapor on the droves of enemy soldiers, opposing airships would creep in and punish it with splashes of flame and whips of lightning and bursts of exploding metal shards. Inevitably the vessels would pull back, reshuffling positions, and resume their motionless vigil in the sky. 

Observed from the ground they might have been fantastical black monsters, visible in the glitter of eyes and scales, frightful in their capricious assaults and in the distant mechanical growls from their wood-and-iron bellies. 

Far below, among the complex catwalks and rooftops of the roving foundry, three armored figures hurried towards a large foundry house. As they mounted a spiral of metal stairs, one of them paused and stared up at the ominous skyborne menagerie. 

Narah stopped and glanced back at Kumar. The faceplate of his helmet was open. His expression was hard with displeasure. "Is there something wrong?" 

He nodded. "Our airships. They're running low on levitant. I wonder if we can outlast the loyalists." 

"The captains figure we can." She furrowed her brow. "I didn't think it was that obvious." 

"I grew up on an air scow, dumping gas into the wind streams. The clouds were my schoolyard. I know airships." 

"So I see. Then why didn't you serve on one, instead of becoming a Janissar?" 

"I still walk the clouds, in nightmares." He grimaced. "I don't like the sky. Ugly things happen there." 

A few paces ahead of them, Rabak caught Narah's eye. She nodded to Kumar. Then she trotted beside the healer. 

"What do you think?" Rabak murmured. 

"He's trying very hard to seem … forthright." 

"Honesty is a trait, not a skill. Have you noticed how he only reveals enough about himself to lure more information out of you?" His eyes grew dark. "Watch yourself, Narah. I have a strange feeling about him." 

"I'm always careful." With a smirk she added, "But it doesn't hurt to have a healer nearby." 

Rabak smiled. "Nor a warrior of your reputation. We'll both keep an eye on him, then." 

Behind them, Kumar took a careful account of the positions of the airships and committed them to memory. 
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It was a notable characteristic of the Jukan Rebellion that mythology rose from the grave. Historically the folktales of the Juka had been relegated to audiences of children. Adults paid myths no respect. After all, mythology recounted a fanciful time when the world was bare of paving stones and every place was covered with strange, green plants. There were wilds so large a man could get lost in them. The sky, said the legends, was once filled with millions of tiny, luminous spirits, and during the day it would turn blue and warm the lands with light. The Great Mother kept all of her children free and happy. And the Overlords were not yet imagined. 

Strangest of all were the tales of sorcerers. These were legendary men of great magical power whose deeds were bizarre and wonderful. The stories detailed how the sorcerers began to war with each other, and how many created machines as well as wizardry to defeat their enemies. Those that mastered technology mastered their opponents. Eventually their machines sapped the world of its fantastical life. The implication, of course, was that the sorcerers eventually became the Overlords. Historians knew that the reverse was true: The reality of the Overlords inspired myths about ancient magicians. 

In reality, all magic did spring from the Overlords. It was they who created potions for health and strength that filled silos and reservoirs. It was they who piped food into the cities. It was they who mined spark stone to make lightning and refined levitant ore to lift airships off the ground. And it was they who produced the alchemical wonders - kinetic springs, spark stone fuels, self-revolving gears - at the heart of advanced technology. The Overlords had shackled fire and lightning, sucked heat and power out of the rocky earth, contrived miracles out of pulleys and pistons and even harnessed strength out of simple steam. 

Of course there were Jukan engineers to implement the Overlords' designs, Jukan healers to mete out medicines, Jukan alchemists to dilute and distribute the potions furnished by their masters. But the material needs of life came exclusively from the Overlords. 

Which meant, of course, that the Juka had no power. They were forged and fed using alchemy, like all the other cogs in the engines. They were slaves to the Overlords' unknowable technological ambitions. 

But the time had come to remove the yoke. 

The rebels did not like to dwell on how they might survive without the providence of their masters. Every problem would be tackled in its time. After all, bravery was a cornerstone of the Jukan lifestyle. Yet that uncertainty gave rise to fear, which demanded hope; and the need for hope cried out to a long-neglected ingredient in Jukan culture: The power of mythology. And the inspiration of heroes. 
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Standing before Kumar was the largest Juka he had ever seen. That the man was a fighter there was no doubt -- his face was covered with weapon scars, his posture was balanced and assured, his short, stout horns were more cracked and worn than most Jukan males'. And he wore a suit of armor that Kumar had only dreamed of seeing. It was a masterpiece of steel and mechanics, with gears at the joints, pipes and pulleys along the limbs and a cushion of steam underlying the metal shell. A rare find, pneumatic armor was said to give protection twice that of ordinary mail. Its mechanisms enhanced the wearer's strength, as well. 

It was also said to be so uncomfortable that only a masochist would don it. The steam and smoke were hardly bearable, the heat even less so, and the weight cut endurance in half. That this fighter was miserable, too, there was no doubt. His face was taut with strain. 

"Obden!" bellowed the giant, "dammit, get back here and fix this flaming thing!" In the center of a large foundry chamber the warrior was pumping the arm of a gigantic leather bellows, forcing air into a blast furnace. Smiths shoveled coal into its fires and pulled white-hot metal from its maw. The air was clogged with ash and embers and thick humidity. 

"Turlogan!" shouted Narah, her voice almost lost in the noise. The enormous fighter turned to look at them. "This is Kumar of Shire Athul, under Citadel Britain. The last of the delegates." 

Kumar bowed his head. "You're the champion pit fighter, right? I greet you with respect and honor, Turlogan of Shire Cetyl, under Citadel Trinsic." 

"I'm not in the mood!" barked Turlogan, heaving his shoulder against the thick arm of the bellows. "Where's Obden?" 

"I'm here!" Stepping through a doorway was a petite woman in a smudged dress and a leather workman's apron. The engineer's graying hair was spiraled in a bun. Obden of Yew nodded to Kumar, Narah, and Rabak, then turned toward the pit fighter. "Save your breath, Turlogan! It's too muggy as it is." 

"Just hurry! The armor's getting low on steam." 

"Pull that arm down here." Turlogan shoved the bellows arm down to Obden's height. In her hand was a large iron bolt. She inserted it through a hole at the end of the bellows arm, attached to it a rod that dropped down from the rafters and pinned it with a steel clip. Then she signaled a worker at the other end of the room. The worker turned an oversized valve wheel. Somewhere outside the chamber, huge mechanisms clanked and churned to life. The rod from the ceiling slowly began to move, pumping the enormous bellows in place of Turlogan. 

"Thank the Great Mother!" he gasped, stepping back and wiping his brow. 

"This way!" called Obden to the others. "I can see by your faces that something's wrong." 
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They gathered outside the foundry house, in a narrow alley where the sounds and smells were muffled. After quick introductions Narah relayed two pieces of bad news: More troops and artillery were coming to reinforce the loyalists who besieged the roving foundry; and enemy infiltrators might be sabotaging the facility's spring-powered torsion engines. 

"There could be any number of infiltrators on board," said Kumar. "When I came through, the loyalists were lobbing spark stones on the defensive line. It had more holes than a rusty sieve." 

"Not good," muttered Obden, pulling off her apron. "I'll notify the airship captains about the reinforcements. Maybe we can still hold the foundry. But it's moot if the torsion engines don't work. I'll get some extra guards to search the place for intruders. We'd better go down and check on the engines ourselves." 

"What about Darhim?" asked Rabak. "I thought he was with you?" 

"He's down in the engines already, balancing the lubricant tanks. They're getting dangerously low. We've been running at full tension for three days now." 

Narah leaned toward Kumar and said, "Darhim of Shire Crucivar, under Citadel Jhelom, is the only delegate you haven't met." 

Kumar nodded. "And the one I most look forward to. His leadership as a priest is legendary. I didn't know he was also an alchemist." 

"And a good one," said Obden. "He's done excellent work while we were waiting for you, Kumar. Now let's get going before the loyalists turn our engines into a rusty sieve, too." 
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Turlogan trudged heavily in the hissing bulk of the pneumatic armor. "Don't slow down for me!" he grumbled. "Dammit, I thought I'd get to take this off once we were finished with the bellows." 

Narah spoke to him over her shoulder. "I hope you stoked up your appetite, too. I brought you an early lunch - wild loyalist, sliced and skewered." 

The pit fighter grinned. "Narah, you know how to make a man happy." 

"If killing my enemies makes you happy, then I'll gladly show you the way to paradise." 

From ahead of them Obden called out, "Don't keep the enemy waiting! They'll call us bad hosts." 
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The loyalists had not waited. When the five rebel delegates arrived at the torsion engines, they found the doors barred from the inside. Obden banged a fist on the studded wood. "That beam holding the doors is six inches thick! We'll have to find another way in." 

"Maybe not." Kumar examined the doors, then turned to the healer Rabak. "That's a static greatsword, isn't it? Good. Everyone push on the doors! Maybe we can open them a crack. If we do, Rabak, see if it's wide enough to get your blade through." 

Four of them shoved their shoulders against the doors. After a few moments the doors parted not much more than a blade's width. Voices cried alarm inside the room. "Now, Rabak! Hurry!" 

The healer unsheathed his man-high sword, placed the tip high between the doors and swept it down against the beam on the other side. A bright light dazzled as the blade impacted, unleashing a powerful static charge. Sparks with smoky tails jumped through the air. Wood burned. Men growled curses from the other side and the doors banged shut again. Rabak jerked his blade from the crack with no time to spare. 

"It didn't cut through," panted Narah. 

Kumar shook his head. "It didn't have to. All we need is to weaken it. Turlogan?" 

The towering pit fighter grinned. He trotted several meters down the hall, away from the doors. "I've always wanted to try this." He turned a crank on his breastplate. Small air vents opened wide, stoking the hot embers inside the steam chamber. The pneumatics gasped and swelled. "Stand back, people!" With a grunt he ran forward. Steam coughed out of his joints with every pumping step, and he smashed against the heavy doors like a steel battering ram. The sturdy beam croaked and split; the doors hove inward. With a loud crack the beam snapped completely and Turlogan toppled into the engine room. 

He looked up into the points of several crossbows. "Well, damn." Tucking his head he twisted away as four loyalists fired iron quarrels point-blank. Three missiles ricocheted; one embedded in his shoulder. He snarled. 

"Find Darhim!" shouted Narah as she leapt over Turlogan. Landing gracefully she pirouetted, swinging her hammer in a wide circle and shattering three crossbows. She twirled the polearm in a figure eight to clear some space. Then she surveyed the situation. 

The torsion engines of the roving foundry looked like the interior of a giant clock. Huge gears, chains, axles and levers filled the room with motion, animated by a barrage of flat, spiral torsion springs the size of mill wheels. On the far side of the room lay the primary coil, a flat spring thirty feet across. Copper pipes dispersed lubricant to various joints and couplings. The mechanisms extended all the way up the chamber's eighty-foot height, where windows in the ceiling spilled orange light into the room in tall, dusty columns. 

Four slain engineers lay in a pile to one side of the door. 

At first glance Narah guessed there were twenty loyalist soldiers, equipped for mobility, not heavy melee. She paused only long enough to take a deep breath. Then her hammer swirled. 
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Kumar lunged in behind her. His angular sword rang as he drew it. When he saw a crossbow aimed his way he dove low along the ground. The bolt zipped over him by inches. He tumbled forward to the archer's feet. Quickly he swiped his blade. The loyalist soldier yowled and collapsed, his legs grimly maimed. 

Kumar pitched to his feet and charged a group of four loyalists gathered around a spring sap. The device had sprouted iron jaws which were chewing through the axle of a large gear. Kumar roared and chopped a fierce pattern in the air; but his first target was the spring sap. With a stroke of his blade the contraption exploded into a tangle of springs and cogs. Then he spun and faced the loyalists. They each drew short swords, unmatched against his longsword, though Kumar had to slash a rapid series of cross-body parries to repel them all at once. A few small gashes made it through to Kumar's forearms. Then one of them thrust his sword a hand's breadth too far. Kumar removed the man's arm with an upstroke. He hooked his elbow around the man's shoulder and slung him into another. A blade streaked at Kumar's neck. He dropped to a crouch and with a brutal kick crushed his attacker's knee. The loyalist doubled over and impaled himself on Kumar's upraised sword. 

He spun to the side to avoid another sword thrust. Pushing off the ground with his legs he slammed his back against a loyalist, pinning the soldier against the huge, slowly turning gear. The soldier's weapon fell into the cogs. Kumar rotated his sword's point backwards and stabbed the man in the belly. The last of the four he blocked with two quick parries and finished with a violent diagonal slice across the chest, bisecting the man's dark livery and parting the hard leather of his armor. 

A deafening clang resounded through the chamber. Kumar looked across the room to see that Turlogan had picked up one half of the broken bar from the doors and was swinging it like a club. The enormous timber swatted loyalists off their feet, one of whom had hit a metal panel with his iron helmet. 

The pit fighter had three quarrels stuck in him. He barked insults at his foes. Their swords clanked off his pneumatic armor. Then two leapt on him at once, only to be lifted, one in each hand, and flung against a pillar-sized axle. 

Kumar counted eight loyalists downed by Turlogan, who had brought no weapons along. He made a mental note to respect the pit fighter's opinions during the upcoming summit. 

Someone shouted, "Obden, watch out!" Kumar gauged the direction of the voice and dashed into the enormous animated mechanisms of the torsion engine. There he discovered two soldiers, double-bladed daggers in hand, converging on the unarmed Obden. The engineer had two deactivated spring saps at her feet. Kumar dodged past levers and chains, though he knew the passing seconds were against him. In the last instant he sprang forward, extending his arm and longsword to their fullest length. The soldier tried to duck to the side. He failed. Kumar landed on his stomach as he impaled the man -- only to watch the second loyalist stab at Obden. 

Abruptly the loyalist vanished with a thudding sound. From a cluster of pipes overhead dropped Narah, resetting the pendulum of her hammer. When she saw her victim was unconscious, slammed against a metal buttress fifteen feet away, she relaxed a bit. She exchanged nods with the unharmed Obden. The engineer resumed her work disabling a third sap. Then Narah smiled down at Kumar, lying on his stomach. "Why are you always fighting from the ground?" 

"It keeps me humble." 

Her smile faltered. "Janissars have no humility." 

He rose to his knees. His eyes hardened. "I told you, the legion is behind me. Violently so. You should have seen the wake I left at my retirement. It was lush and red as your hair, I assure you." 

"I'd take that as a compliment, if I knew I could trust you." 

"Forget trust. Just pay close attention." 

She pointed at him. "That, I'll do." 

"Up there!" Obden exclaimed, motioning up to the higher machinery. "There's Darhim!" Kumar peered into the gloom, finally making out the shape of a small Juka perched on a platform fifty feet above them. Darhim of Shire Crucivar wore the long robe of a priest. He seemed quite old. And also quite trapped. 

Not far below, the four remaining loyalist intruders were climbing up toward him. They used pipes and struts and gears as footholds, as no ladders were present. They would reach him within minutes. Rabak the healer was climbing after them, though his progress was much slower. Kumar cursed. "Come on!" he growled at Narah as he leapt up to the pipes from which she had dropped. Narah laid down her hammer and was close behind. 

Kumar did not pause to look down. He scrambled up the churning machine and quickly passed Rabak. A few feet below the loyalists he unsheathed his sword. 

"Leave the priest be!" He smashed his blade against a metal support, demanding the soldiers' attention. One of them stopped and drew his short sword. Kumar maneuvered below the man on a crisscross of pipes. But the awkward footing threw off his sword stroke; he nicked a large iron gear. With a kick the loyalist pinned Kumar's blade against the gear and then stomped a leather boot into his face. Kumar snarled and grabbed the man's ankle. For several seconds it was a match of strength until Kumar twisted his opponent's foot and flung the man off his perch. With a cry the loyalist fell through the machinery of the room, bouncing off hard iron. 

Kumar watched his own sword slide down into the machinery, as well. Underneath him, Narah darted out a hand and snatched the weapon from the air. She hurled it back up to him. He grabbed the pommel in time to parry another short sword. Two more soldiers had turned to face him. The last soldier, Kumar saw, had reached the old priest Darhim. 

He feinted a thrust past one opponent's neck, then peeled open the man's throat with the return stroke. As the soldier began to fall, Kumar grabbed his short sword. He tossed it over his shoulder. Behind him, Narah caught the weapon and slipped it into her belt. She had climbed to his level and was continuing up toward Darhim and the last soldier. Her face was wild with adrenaline. 

Kumar buried his blade in his last opponent's gut, then looked up at Narah. She stood before Darhim and the loyalist soldier. She slashed high and the soldier easily ducked; but her blade cut a pair of leather straps that held in place a heavy pipe. The pipe dropped several feet, bashing the man's helmeted head. Narah clutched the stunned man's neck, bent down in his face and bared her teeth. "Did you see that? Did you see what we just did, loyalist? That's how we'll finish the revolution! We'll climb faster, we'll fight better, and we'll always find a way to beat you!" A swift knee to his face flattened him on the high, narrow platform. 
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"Narah!" shouted Kumar from below. "Look after Darhim!" 

"Great Mother!" She whirled to face the priest. The wrinkled old Juka was slumped on the platform. His hands were painted with blood. "Darhim, you're hurt!" 

The priest coughed and pressed his forearms against his stomach. "Stabbed," he managed to say with bloody lips. 

"Relax now. Rabak's coming." 

On the platform, Kumar and Narah stood back as Rabak knelt beside the old priest. "I'm sorry, Darhim," murmured the healer. "I tried to catch them, but I'm not the athlete I used to be." He produced a small vial of amber liquid. "Here's something for you. It'll take the pain away." 

Darhim wrinkled his nose. "Will it, now?" In the next instant Rabak stiffened and dropped the vial. He stared down the length of a hand weapon, which Darhim was pointing directly at his face. 

"Not today," said the priest. 

The healer choked on a breath. "By the Great Mother!" 

Narah's jaw hung open. She stared at the mechanical weapon with its hand crank and spark chamber. "A static scourge? Darhim, what on earth --?" 

Kumar glowered. "We've got a spy among us." He pulled his sword from its scabbard and stepped closer to the two Juka. "My guess is, Rabak's a traitor. Am I right, Darhim?" 

"Indeed you are. I've suspected for days, but I wasn't convinced until this little encounter." He smiled, though his eyes did not leave Rabak. "You must be Kumar of Shire Athul, under Citadel Britain. I greet you with respect and honor." 

"And I you, Darhim of Shire Crucivar under Citadel Jhelom. Greatly so on both accounts." 

Narah stepped forward. "Hold on! How can you say Rabak's a traitor? He's just been fighting beside us!" 

Kumar shook his head. "He never lifted his blade against them. Not here or when we first 'rescued' him. But that wasn't a rescue, was it, Rabak? We caught you making a deal with them, didn't we? A deal to lure all of us down here, into an ambush." 

The healer moved to stand, but Darhim's insistent weapon kept him kneeling. "I'm no traitor! Has the taste of blood stolen your reason? Which one of us just faked an injury? Which one of us is holding a static scourge on another delegate? Use your eyes!" 

Darhim snorted. "If you're no traitor, then that's not poison in the vial you were about to give me. Drink it." 

"That's a rare potion. I will not waste it." 

Kumar raised his sword's point. "Drink it, Rabak. It may yet save someone's life." 

The healer's face drooped into astonishment. In a whirl of motion he snatched the weapon from Darhim's hand and pointed it at Kumar and Narah. 

Kumar twitched forward. Rabak turned the hand crank and fired the static scourge. 

A fork of lightning arced from the scourge's tip. Kumar lunged out of its path, but the static energy danced across the end of the metal platform, stunning Kumar and Narah with its dispersed force. The engine room glimmered in a pale blue light. Kumar reeled with burning pain, then felt his body return to him. It was trembling and weak. He looked up to see Rabak with his greatsword drawn. The static scourge lay smoking on the platform, its single shot expended. 

"Dishonor!" said Rabak, keeping the others away by the distance of his long blade. "Thank the Great Mother I can finally say it aloud! You shame yourselves with this rebellion. Jukan honor comes from service to the Overlords. It's our duty, and you're spitting on it!" 

"Our duty is to ourselves," said Darhim, rising to his feet. "Juka must serve each other." 

"Selfishness! Disloyalty. Destitution. That's what you're fighting for." 

Kumar's voice croaked from the scourge's aftermath. "What a miserable assassin you are, Rabak! Leading us into a botched ambush? Next time tell them not to bar the door." He stepped closer. "I suspect you're not much of a warrior, either, so you'd better drop that sword. Let's climb down from here and figure out what to do with you, traitor." 

Rabak tilted up his chin and narrowed his eyes. "I'm the only one here who isn't a traitor to the Juka." He stepped back, toward the edge of the platform. "Shire Galvan will always stand against you. Honor still means something there. I'll be remembered with honor." The heel of his boot eased back, over the ledge. 

Kumar raised a quivering hand. "Rabak, don't! Come with us!" 

Darhim pointed downward. "He's above the primary coil! If he falls on it with that static sword, the spring will crack!" 

Rabak stepped over the edge and began to fall. Kumar leapt after him. 

Time slowed, as it had earlier when Kumar jumped after a loyalist falling over the foundry's edge; but this time Kumar grabbed Rabak's wrist. His grip was weakened but secure. Only too late did Kumar realize he could not anchor himself in time. He began to fall with Rabak. 

A savage pain tore through his shoulders. He still clung to Rabak's arm, but he had stopped falling. Glancing up, he saw Narah leaning over the edge of the platform, holding his other arm with both her hands. Her face was dark with exertion. 

Kumar felt his own strength rapidly vanishing. Below him, Rabak snarled and worked to gain one-handed control of his greatsword. The primary coil loomed like a huge target fifty feet under them. 

"If the primary spring uncoils," yelled Darhim, "it could kill all of us!" 

Kumar screamed and tried to will his fingers to hold onto Rabak. But the traitor slipped free and fell. 

Kumar stared in horror as Rabak tumbled toward the circular frame that housed the primary coil. Halfway down, the healer was struck by a long, heavy piece of broken timber that broadsided him in midair. The timber deflected Rabak and his greatsword away from the giant, coiled spring. He smashed hard into the floor a few yards away from it. His sword crackled and flashed when it landed. The timber slammed into a corner. 

On the ground, not far from the doorway, Turlogan doubled over in his pneumatic armor. He gasped for breath in a cloud of white steam. Obden stood next to him, working to loosen the armor's straps. "That's the last of them!" she yelled after scanning the room. 

"Wonderful, Turlogan!" shouted Darhim from above. "I knew you were the right man for that armor!" 

"Thank Obden," huffed the pit fighter. "She squeezed another head of steam out of it. I thought I'd already run it dry." 

"It wanted a woman's touch," said the engineer. She helped to pull the huge breastplate loose, revealing Turlogan's densely muscled torso. His skin, like all Juka's, was textured with spans of hard callous. It was also steeped in sweat. With a look of relief he clanged the heavy breastplate on the ground. 

Obden admired the younger man for a moment, then grinned and smacked him on the back. 
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With some effort Narah and Darhim pulled Kumar onto the metal platform. He lay on his back, catching his breath. His strength, stolen by the static shock, was gently returning to him. Narah crouched beside him, similarly weakened. 

"You did it again," she panted, "jumping over the edge to save an enemy." 

"Maybe I was just saving the primary coil." 

"You'd have done it anyway, coil or not. I can see that." She grimaced as she flexed her sore fingers. "You amaze me. I can't figure you out, Kumar of Britain." 

"You almost jumped off the edge yourself, saving me." 

"I couldn't let you die. You're the most interesting person I've met today." 

Kumar chuckled. "That's glory at its essence, isn't it? I would have died fulfilled." 

"Pardon me," said the frail but uninjured Darhim, "but could you two help me get down from here? I fear I overtaxed myself on the climb up." 
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"Our first victory as revolutionaries!" shouted Turlogan as they stacked corpses on a low-slung cart. Stripped of his armor, the pit fighter wore only a tight pair of breeches. He carried a dead man in his arms. "Ten slain and fourteen maimed. Damn good for only five of us, and two not even warriors!" 

"The Great Mother has honored us with good fortune," said Darhim. He stood beside the bloody collection and watched it for any sign of movement. 

The engine room clanked and clattered, its activity uninterrupted. 

Kumar's strength was nearly whole again. He hoisted a one-armed body over his shoulder and grumbled, "What victory? Weren't you paying attention? That was a victory for the Overlords." 

Turlogan slumped his load onto the pile. "How's that, Kumar? Speak loudly, so these corpses can hear you." 

"You saw it, Narah, and you too, Darhim. You both saw Rabak's face. He sacrificed himself for the Overlords because he believed it was right." He grimaced as he laid the dead soldier on the cart. "What you said up there was wrong, Narah. We won't win this revolution by climbing faster or fighting better. We'll only win if every Juka out there is willing to do for us what Rabak did today for the Overlords." He pointed up at the platform. "That's what victory looks like! Not this." He looked down at the pile of corpses. "This … this is hollow." 

Turlogan tilted his head and popped his neck. His skin was splotched with Jukan blood. "So you say. I say it feels pretty damn good." 

"Be quiet, Turlogan," mumbled Narah. 

"You're absolutely right," said Darhim to Kumar. "We'll never win as underground fighters. Especially if we're so weak under Citadel Moonglow that a spy can walk among us. We have to rally the rest of the lands around a symbol." He spread out his hands. "That's why I called this summit together. We're the heart of the revolution. Let's not allow the Overlords to forestall us any longer." 

"But we have to forestall longer," Obden interjected. A grimy battlefield messenger stood beside her. "Word's come -- loyalist reinforcements have been spotted on the horizon. The summit has to wait." 

Turlogan laced his fingers together and cracked his knuckles loudly. "My father used to say, 'Tongues may taste glory, but hands must bake it.' Let's go collect some more hollow victories!" 
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The battlefield exploded with renewed, savage vigor. The fresh loyalist troops pressed quickly into the defensive lines that encircled the foundry. Their ridgeback cavalry pounded the shield walls. The melee was brutal and chaotic, sparking a fierce barrage of heavy archery fire from the foundry's ramparts and from the rebel airships. The rain of arrows and grapeshot and spring-thrown missiles succeeded in disrupting the loyalist advance. Balls of flame and forks of lightning dropped out of the black sky. One of the airships emptied a large, copper tank of its acidic contents; the corrosive fog poured over the attackers amid gruesome shrieks and thrashing. 

The loyalists regrouped. The rebels bolstered their shield walls. When it seemed as if the conflict was balanced again, a heavy lull creeping across the landscape, the loyalists ignited their pneumatic trebuchets. The fifty-foot, steam-driven levers tossed huge missiles through the air. The iron balls and spark stone boulders were aimed not into the defensive lines, however, but rather at the rebel airships. Half a dozen of the floating hulks loomed above the foundry. Their bright lamps looked like colorful globes hovering beneath the roiling black clouds. But when one vessel cracked its armored hull and listed under a hail of pneumatic artillery, the remaining five whirled their windmill sails and pulled back. 

Loyalist airships lurched into the void. Their uncontested position, high over the defensive forces, threatened a quick end to the battle. 

On the ground, Kumar motioned Narah back from a skirmishing shield wall. With Rabak's greatsword he pointed up to the conflict in the air. "We're finished if our airships can't support us on the ground. The captains have to make a move soon!" 

"They can't stand against the trebuchets, Kumar. And we can't capture that artillery in time." She gritted her teeth and shook her head. "You're right, it's over here. Dammit! We'll have to retreat and go back into hiding for now. Obden will give orders to destroy the pipelines." She sighed. "I suppose all storms must come to an end." 

Kumar gazed up at the sky. "Maybe we still have a thunderbolt left in us. How can we signal that airship to lower a skyhoist?" 
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The captain of the vessel waved his hands in front of him. "Ridiculous! We'll crash, or be pulled down to the ground." 

Kumar was disheveled from the quick ride on a skyhoist to the airship. "No, we won't. I've piloted tighter maneuvers on waste scows half this nimble." 

"You're insane! I won't risk my ship that way." 

Narah stood beside Kumar. She leaned in close to the captain, her voice turning gruff. "If we're beaten in this battle, your ship won't escape theirs. You'll lose it for certain. You're in the thick of it, soldier! Fight back." 

The captain frowned. 
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On one deck of the many-tiered airship, Kumar ordered the flywheels opened wide. Engineers released the brakes. Huge gears, treated with kinetic alchemy, spun up to their maximum speed. The vessel's windmill propeller twirled rapidly, driving the armored craft forward. They headed straight at the loyalist airships. The dark, hazy air was filled with eerie haloes around the vessels' many lamps. 

"Cut the levitant agitators!" shouted Kumar. "Full pitch now! Everyone hang on!" Huge chains clanked as the great propeller tilted forward and down. Broad vanes of sailcloth rotated to catch the rushing wind. The airship dropped its prow and picked up velocity as it dove at the battlefield, five hundred feet below. 

Kumar leaned over a spiked iron railing. He peered through the smoky gloom of battle and picked out the glowing furnaces of the pneumatic trebuchets. He marked battle lines by concentrations of sparkling torches. "Prime the scourges! Prepare to fire! Vane men, steady into your leveling!" 

Narah clung to a handhold next to him, her eyes squinted in the satiny flow of wind. "Great Mother! Are you sure we can pull out of this dive?" 

Kumar only laughed and burst into a wild, animal howl. 
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From the ground the diving airship might have been mistaken for a slow-moving dragon. Lightning lashed like serpents' tongues from deck-mounted heavy scourges, as its armored belly swooped no more than ten feet above the stone-paved surface. Its speed was less than a running man. The unexpected assault slipped under the artillery's effective range and completely shattered loyalist formations. Rebel warriors charged in its wake, harrying large numbers of the enemy, while the airship navigated a course among the pneumatic trebuchets. The artillery could not fire on a target so close and so low. 

When the vessel passed each trebuchet, a broadside of lightning and flame devastated the machine. Boilers exploded into scalding water and shrapnel. Burning husks strew in the airship's path. 

In the midst of the ground combat Turlogan wore his steaming armor, swooping a colossal maul through the enemy as if they were brambles to be cleared. He glanced at the marauding airship. On the prow of the vessel Kumar and Narah were barely visible, fending off loyalists who tried to climb aboard as it passed. 

If his helmet were removed, the pit fighter's smile could have lit up the endless night. "Here's to a heart of fire, Narah!" he bellowed, laughing raucously. His maul smashed the chest armor of a loyalist holding a white-hot sword. Another stroke dismantled a barrel-sized machine designed to spray molten embers at the shield wall. Then he held his weapon to the sky. "And here's to fobs of steel, Kumar!" 
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High in the air, the remaining rebel vessels followed Kumar's wild offensive and began to dive. When the loyalist airships descended to intercept, the foundry's own defenses repelled them with fountains of fire and streaming bolts. In return the surviving trebuchets peppered the foundry with spark stones. Pyrotechnics erupted with each impact. Many of the rooftops caught fire. 

But the diving airships finished off the loyalist artillery. Though the battle was not over, the loyalist forces were ravaged. Their reinforcements were decimated; they were even weaker than the previous day. A tactical retreat was called. Free of artillery fire and surging with momentum, the rebels recaptured the sky after the loss of a single airship, which had miscalculated its perilous dive. A second ship received considerable damage from ground-based heavy weapons, but remained skyworthy. The foundry began concerted work to forge components for its repair. 

Two tired armies fell quiet. Bonfires were kindled for another day's dead. 

After a brief celebration with ground commanders, Kumar and Narah retired to a turret high among the roofs of the foundry. They rested against a metal banister, drinking from leather jacks and looking over the calm of the slumbering battlefield. The earthy tang of copper brandy relieved the acrid smell of soot and metal. 

The evening whistle sounded, shrill and fatigued. 

"They're saying that if any of us survive this war," Narah commented, "songs will be sung about your daring today." 

He chuckled gently. "Daring and desperation are identical twins. Promise me you won't join in?" 

"Don't worry, my singing voice has atrophied. Words don't exactly leap gracefully from my tongue anymore." 

"They did once, though, didn't they?" 

She quaffed a mouthful of brandy. "I don't know. Did I sing songs as a little girl? I can't recall." 

Kumar smiled at her. "Well, anyway, the helm and hammer suit you now." 

She stared into the distance. "We face down our fears in our own ways, I guess." With a sigh she glanced back. Kumar's eyes had lifted to the sky. High above them, the outlines of the airships were barely visible against angry, boiling clouds that reflected the light of the foundry. A multitude of lanterns twinkled like tiny, luminous spirits from some ancient, improbable myth. 

She fell silent again and enjoyed the proud beauty of the rising funeral pyres.  

BRITANNIA SERIAL 

PART TWO - ULTIMATE WISDOM


Blackthorn was glad he had learned the language of daemons. Had he not spoken in time, the one before him might well have snapped off his head. 

Instead the nobleman stood with crossed arms, staring up at the monster's face. The daemon was twice his height and must have weighed more than three horses. Its hands were larger than Blackthorn's head. Its claws were razor-edged shingles. And it was repugnant. Rotting gore and excrement smeared its pocked skin and clotted in the creases of its wings, dropping on the floor in clumps when it moved. Its huge jaw hung slack, emitting a visible miasma that slunk through the air like putrid fog. Its fangs were splotched with bilious colors. 

And its voice rang as deep and sonorous as a flawless iron bell. 

"Perhaps we can make a deal," it said, the walls resonating with its purity of sound. The words arrived on a putrescent breath. 

Blackthorn wrinkled his nose. "I shouldn't," he answered, "but at the moment I have no choice. Tell me what I must do." 

"Come closer." 

To accommodate the bulk of the monster, the corridor had a very high ceiling. A stairway led upward at one end of the short hallway; at the other end was a single door with the daemon in front of it. Shadows danced to the flicker of torchlight. The unadorned stone walls might have seemed out of place in the opulent Castle Britannia, except that few ever traveled this deep under the palace. This was the domain of Nystul, the ancient court wizard. He placed here only what embellishments he required -- sorcerous runes carved in the door and a magic circle inscribed around the daemon. 

Blackthorn stepped closer, just outside the circle. He was careful to avoid the monster's strewn droppings with his neatly polished boots. 

The daemon scratched its horned face. Its claws dragged through smudges of filth. "Sadly I cannot allow you through this door. I have been bound by Nystul to admit only two humans, himself and Lord British. If you enter my circle I am compelled to kill you. And yet..." 

Blackthorn lifted an eyebrow. 

"... and yet a wizard of your skill, Lord Blackthorn, could set me free." 

The nobleman shook his head. "I can't do that. But I can grant you temporary freedom." 

The daemon snorted messily. "I am a lord in the underworlds. Do not insult me with miserly offers." 

"I can open the side of the circle that faces the door. You may not leave, but you can enter the door with me. You know what's in that room." 

The monster narrowed its eyes. They glowed like a bright light shining through flesh. "You would expose the Codex of Ultimate Wisdom to a daemon?" 

"I don't care one whit if you see the Codex. If I don't get through that door, both your schemes and mine will be irrelevant. If we both go through, you'll have enough power to free yourself and I'll have enough power to defend myself against you." He smiled. "Done?" 

"Done." It moved aside. Its enormous mass stirred up the foul air. "Open it." 

Blackthorn stepped into the circle. He could hear the daemon's quickened heartbeat, a grotesque sound in its muscular torso. The sorcerer examined the runes circumscribing the magic ring. "Nystul is thorough," he observed, "but too mechanical. Give me a moment." He knelt and traced his fingers over the circle. The daemon watched eagerly, slavering loops of mucus. 

Then Blackthorn whirled on his knee and jabbed his hand at the monster. His arm seemed to extend beyond its length, propelling into the daemon's gigantic chest as if into feculent sludge. The monster roared. One of its shield-sized hands swept toward the sorcerer, who ducked with scant inches of margin. Blackthorn yanked his hand free. Something foul and serpentine squirmed in his grip. 

With practiced cadence he chanted a spell. On his belt opened a small pouch like a puckered mouth. A whirlwind erupted from it, capturing the squirming shape and sucking it inside. Blackthorn quickly pulled the string, drawing the pouch closed. 

The daemon's unclean body flopped to the ground, shuddering on the stone. The pouch bucked and writhed. 

The nobleman took a moment to compose himself. I timed that badly, he thought, wiping his brow. It nearly cleaned my head off my shoulders. 

You lied to it, said another voice in his head. 

Blackthorn chuckled. Of course I did, Gavrielle. It would have killed me at the first chance. Bartering with daemons is a duel of lies. Anyway, we need to hurry. I'll have to break rapport with you for a bit. 

So you're really going through with this? 

No choice, my lady. He sat on the floor beside the daemon's motionless body. His eyes closed as he murmured. An instant later, the daemon's eyes popped open. 

By all that's holy, thought Blackthorn, this defiles my soul! Wearing the daemon's body, he rose from the floor. He looked away from the smudges he left behind. Let's do this quickly. I can't abide this for long! 
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Lady Gavrielle had guessed correctly. Since Nystul used the daemon's power in some of his spells, its body was immune to the strictest of the enchantments that protected the spell chamber. Blackthorn disabled the remaining protections himself. The daemon's soul was bound inside the circle, but its flesh was not, and so the sorcerer was able to walk freely. He pushed open the door and squeezed his filthy bulk inside. 

The chamber was a museum of priceless artifacts. Endless shelves were heavy with stones, weapons, jewelry and stacked documents. Blackthorn recognized most of them. Many had been in his possession at one time. Of course the truly potent magic of Britannia tended to wind up in the hands of Lord British, and thence in the care of Nystul. The old wizard scrutinized each artifact with the hunger of a rat in a silo. 

I see the Codex, he thought to Gavrielle. Trust in my strength. An image of the eldritch tome floated in a wide, blue lens mounted on a marble pedestal. The lens provided a window to the Great Stygian Abyss, where the book actually resided. The open pages of the Codex were inviting, buoyant on some draft within the gloomy confines of its underground sanctum. The script was unlike anything Blackthorn had ever seen. It defied shape as it oozed over the browning parchment in complex, delicate patterns. A moment passed before he could focus his otherworldly eyesight on the letters. When he did, he saw their tremendous power. 

Here were the formulas to embody a man's dreams. With these spells Blackthorn could transform Britannia. He could rid the world of evil. No longer would dangerous beasts roam the wilds between cities. No longer would the roads fall prey to deluded cowards who rob the innocent. No longer would armies march into senseless wars. No longer would the people need Lord British's stifling Virtues. The Codex was the power he had always desired, to forge the world that he wanted to see. 

Blackthorn grinned and reached out to take the lens from its pedestal. He saw that his hands were a daemon's. He grinned with a daemon's fangs. He clenched his teeth and fists, growling. No. It must be a lie. It's luring me, just as it's lured British and Nystul. I have to stay focused on my purpose here. 

Are you okay? asked Gavrielle from far away. 

I am. He took a deep breath. Is Exedur with you? 

Yes, chained and shackled. You could have told the guards to clean him up, though. He stinks like the dungeon. 

I have no sympathy for you. Tell him I'm about to start looking for the spell. I'm counting on his senses to warn me of any danger. 

What makes you think he can be trusted? 

Because we're both working toward the same goal. Remind him of that. And tell the guards to give him fresh food and a hot bath when we're finished. Dammit! 

What? 

Your grandfather's daemon has no control over its ... emissions. 

Exedur is ready to start, my lord, when you are. 
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Scanning through the Codex of Ultimate Wisdom taxed Blackthorn's willpower. He found its pages turned with a simple thought. With every page he felt the tug of raw, ancient secrets. He maintained his composure by limiting his search to titles and side notes, though the scholar in him wept for every verse of forbidden knowledge he passed over. 

Blackthorn, stop! 

He closed his daemon's eyes. What is it? 

Exedur just had some kind of spasm. He says ... he says the next page contains the spell you're looking for. 

I see. He flipped the page. Without another message to his distant companion, he began to read the Codex. 
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The taste of oily metal filled his mouth. He stood under a roiling sky overlooking a freakish landscape, as if giants had riveted armor on a thousand castles and then slowly let them decay. A rust-colored wind tumbled over the buildings. Something darted across the sky on an archway of smoke, and was gone. A river of muck drifted lazily. Through this outlandish scene marched a long procession of men, or things shaped like men, decked in hooded robes of black and gray and carrying banners on tall poles. The banners were crowded with symbols or writing he did not recognize, or like. Nor did he like the strange manner in which the robed figures moved with absolute synchrony. Not like a trained army. More like automatons. 

Before them the men drove a group of prisoners. They were naked and stumbling. From this distance Blackthorn could swear not an inch of their skin was unscarred, yet they did not yield to the spears and poles that shoved them along the angular road. Even the children among them resisted. They bled for their bravery. 

The procession was horribly quiet. In herding the prisoners the hooded figures were emotionless, showing no passion or pleasure. 

But Blackthorn did. Blackthorn felt pleasure. 

He looked down at himself, to find he was being devoured. A grotesque monster of metal was swallowing him in its jagged maw. The beast was almost shapeless, a churning mass of iron and steel cogs held together by leather and wood, expelling smoke and steam from its bizarre, exposed innards. It had already consumed more than half his body. He raised his hand to strike it. 

He screamed. It was the monster's metal hand he had raised. 

He was floating above the hellish landscape, chained to a floating iron building. 

The hooded men chanted his name in cold, mechanical tones. 

Boiling oil flowed through his veins. 

Blackthorn! 

That wasn't the voice of the hooded automatons. 

Blackthorn! Answer me! 
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He shouted his own name back at the voice, then jerked himself away from the Codex. His unwieldy bulk smashed across shelves of irreplaceable treasures, but right then he would have sacrificed every artifact in Britannia for a breath of clean air. He leaned against the wall, gasping. When he saw the filthy shape of the daemon's body, he almost shed tears. 

Blackthorn! What's happening, dammit? 

He clawed his own face to refocus his concentration. Fear not, Lady, he thought to Gavrielle. I'm... unharmed. 

Exedur collapsed right when you screamed! He said he saw your future just as you did. What did you see? What future? 

Blackthorn raked his talons down the wall of the spell chamber, chewing inch-deep grooves in the granite. That's not my future, he thought, more to himself than to the sorceress. That's not my future. I'll die first. 
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"Sustugriel!" The shout was in an unexpected, but familiar voice. Blackthorn turned to see the old wizard Nystul stepping into the room through a tall mirror. He was swathed in a heavy cloak, his long white beard tousled by a cold wind. "Sustugriel, you feckless hound, you should know better than to try slipping past me!" The wizard swirled his arms in a precision gesture, spitting the choppy words of a spell. A bundle of crackling light hurtled at Blackthorn and smashed against his gigantic body. As the spell fizzled away, he glared at Nystul through a haze of smoke. 

In the daemon's achingly pure voice he growled, "I'm not Sustugriel." With a snort he charged the old man. Nystul cried out as Blackthorn clamped a giant fist around his throat and pounded him against the wall. More priceless treasures spilled onto the floor. "I should kill you for what you're planning!" 

Blackthorn, stop it! shrieked Gavrielle in his head. Don't hurt him! He's my grandfather! 

Blackthorn did not hear her pleas. With a howl he flung the wizard across the spell chamber. Nystul crashed into the marble stand holding the Vortex Lens. The crystal disk clattered into a corner. The wizard crumpled, trying to shake off the impact. Blackthorn rushed at him again. The daemon's hands sparked and flared an instant before they could grab the old man. Blackthorn stumbled back, repelled by Nystul's impromptu shield. 

"Who the devil are you?" coughed Nystul. With a lightning-fast motion he described a sigil in the air. Bands of shimmering light slithered around Blackthorn's hellish body, pinning his arms and wings. The nobleman forced out a spell of his own. The bands of light scintillated through a rainbow of colors as Blackthorn exerted the daemon's mighty strength, now enhanced; and with a crack and a flash they burst and vanished. 

Nystul was on his feet and casting another spell. This time Blackthorn was ready. He started his own spell with well-honed reflexes, only to find that the daemon's hands were not up to the delicate task of Britannian sorcery. With wide eyes he tumbled to one side to dodge a spear of lightning that streaked at him. The bolt caught his wings and lashed him with pain. In frustration he vomited a column of hellfire at Nystul, but it deflected off some invisible barrier. 

"Whoever you are," snarled the white-maned wizard, "give me back my daemon!" Blackthorn knew what was coming and could only roar in response. Nystul raised his hands and the room came to life, animated by a fierce wind. The wizard's voice boomed. Blackthorn did not resist as he was roughly expelled from the monster's body. When the maelstrom settled, the daemon again lay in a motionless pile. 

The door to the hallway creaked open. 

Blackthorn, in his own body, stood in a flickering halo of torchlight. His face was an ominous shadow, but Nytsul recognized him at once. 

"By the Virtues, Lord Blackthorn, what do you think you're doing?" 

"I'm stopping this madness. By whatever means I have to, I'm stopping it." 

"You're moving your carcass out of my spell chamber," grumbled the old man, his long, snowy hair tangled across his face. His hands began to glow. "That's what you're doing." 

Abruptly a fierce glare cleaved through the air. Both men recoiled, shielding their faces. When the light vanished, a tall figure stood in the center of the disheveled room. 

"Gentlemen," said Lord British in an angry voice, "I think the three of us should sit down and talk." 
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"You're in the wrong, Blackthorn!" snapped British at his friend. "This time you've gone too far." Nystul grunted agreement. The trio stood at the end of a long dining hall, before an ember-dappled hearth. The rest of the lavish hall was mottled in shadow. 

"I'm in the wrong?" The nobleman pointed at Lord British. "Have you seen the future you're working to create? It's an abomination!" 

"Irrelevant!" Nystul stormed between them. "My lord, Blackthorn broke into my spell chamber, tampered with the Codex and assaulted me! He must answer for that." 

Blackthorn pushed his face close to the old wizard's. "Yes, it's plain to me now why you keep your plans secret. Nystul, your ambitions will endanger the entire world. Are you blind to the disaster you're conjuring?" 

The old wizard threw up his hands. "The famous Lord Blackthorn berates me for ambition!" 

"Blackthorn, don't patronize me," grumbled British. "You want to paint me as a dupe of Nystul's enterprises, but you're wrong. I've been working toward this goal for years. You know that full well." 

"Yes, and I've been telling you for years that it's a fool's dream. You can't rejoin the shards. You want your Virtues to act like some kind of markers, lining up all the worlds in a neat row. But it can't work, British. I don't care what the Time Lord or anyone else says. The world is a chaotic place. The shards will be very different now. Each of those shadow worlds possesses its own history, its own people. Do their lives mean nothing? To force these worlds together not only invites catastrophe, its genocide." 

British took a seat in a high-backed chair and rubbed his temple. "We've had this argument dozens of times, my friend. We've agreed to disagree." 

"But I can't agree to disagree. Not if you're actually going to undertake this madness." Blackthorn crouched before his friend. "British, please listen to me. This doesn't have to be a battle. The plain truth is, I've seen this future of yours, and my place in it. It's terrifying. I won't accept that fate. I can't fathom how you can, either." 

"We must see different futures. My visions show me only... tranquility." He sighed. "I can't condone your actions, but if you're convinced of this terrible future I suppose I can understand them. Have you considered that this prophet-assassin of yours might be misleading you?" 

Blackthorn nodded. "That's why I consulted the Codex myself. Now I'm convinced the assassin is right." 

"Then I don't know what to say. I see only benefit in the Spell of Rejoining. I truly hope that you come to agree with me. But I've made my decision, and you'll have to accept it." 

The nobleman stood up straight. His gaze was severe. "You know I can't accept it." 

Lord British gazed back. Years of conflict hung in the thick silence. 

"Very well," said Blackthorn with a grimace. "Good night to you both." He stalked out of the room, his cloak sweeping behind him like a shadow. When the door slammed shut, Nystul moved beside Lord British. 

"He'll try for the Vortex Lens again," said the white-bearded wizard, "or some other ploy to stop us." 

"Then stop him. Do what you must. There's no convincing him with words." 

Nystul glanced down at his lord. "Do what I must?" 

"He's my friend. He gets the first move. And treat him with dignity." British raked his fingers through his hair. "'The greatest deeds always meet the greatest resistance.' Damn you, Blackthorn." 
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Please. Don't do this. Come back to Castle Blackthorn. 

No choice, my lady. 

Exedur says you'll fail. 

Does he? Does he indeed? Then you know what to do if I don't return. 

I won't. It's too much to ask of me, and for what, Blackthorn? 

Because I beg of you, my lady. Only once before have I begged of anyone, and that was British himself. Gavrielle, do you know what I'm trying to say to you? 

I dare not listen, my lord. 

Please. If I fail, everything depends on you. 

Good bye, Lord Blackthorn. 
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Near the center of Castle Britannia stood a tall, slender bell tower. It rose high above the surrounding rooftops, its snow-softened peak aglow like a second moon in the night sky. The open belfry sang bittersweet notes in the frigid wind. 

Just inside, near the giant bell, a cloaked figure appeared. Blackthorn shivered and flipped up his hood against the cold. 

"You came sooner than I thought you would," said Nystul's gruff voice. The old wizard seemed to congeal from the darkness. He wore a tall hat with a wide brim, which shielded his face from the wind. "You must have been prepared." 

Blackthorn spoke from the shrouds of his rippling cloak. "I'm taking the lens away from here. Or you can surrender it now and forget all about the Spell of Rejoining." 

"You're afraid," said Nystul, "because you are not aligned with the Virtues." 

"I fear your recklessness." Blackthorn flung his cloak off one shoulder, revealing his sword arm. "And I suppose we may as well start this." The slender sword in his hand could have been forged of red moonlight. Its hilt contained a length of clear crystal, banded by iron. Inside the crystal was a small, gray shape. 

"By Justice and Honor! That's a finger of Mondain! You've had that all this time?" Nystul scowled. "I know your methods are reprehensible, but I never imagined you would debase yourself with such a vile artifact. You sicken me, Blackthorn." 

"I call this sword Shadowghast. I think it's a rather appropriate use of such a vile artifact." He tilted up the point of the ghostly crimson sword. "Your trouble, Nystul, is that you have no sense of irony." 

Then the bell tower screamed with a nightmare wind. Around them howled a sudden cyclone, inside of which tendrils of flame streamed in golden spirals. Whips of lightning smashed against the tower's exterior, but the stones held firm. The wooden floor grumbled with the thunder of the assault. The great bell swayed and moaned. 

"It's pointless!" shouted Nystul, his long beard dancing around him. "Your elements can't pierce the castle's enchantments!" 

Blackthorn said nothing, but his eyes glittered yellow. He glanced up at the sky. From the midst of high clouds appeared many specks of light, growing larger with passing moments. A shower of flaming boulders plummeted from the stars. Nystul stepped to the window and lifted his hands, in which globes of icy radiance formed. He gauged the approaching firestorm. 

To observers on the far banks of Brittany Bay, across the water from Castle Britannia, the thunderstones sparkled in a dazzling show moments before the drums of impact were heard. Arcs of frost-cold light dashed in the air to meet them. The display twinkled brilliantly on the wind-ruffled waters of the lake. 

In the city of Britain, lamps blinked out fearfully. 

In the bell tower Nystul slung orbs of icy flame at the incoming fireballs. With a shout Blackthorn lunged forward, his cloak sweeping behind him, and thrust Shadowghast's red blade at the old wizard. But the sword struck an unseen wall. A metallic peal stabbed through the cacophony of whirlwinds and thunderstones. A crack formed in the air. 

A sudden burst of sparks flung the nobleman backwards, where he slammed into the hard mass of the bell. Below him was the steep plummet down the tower's long shaft. He pushed off the iron surface and tumbled back onto solid ground. In a crouch he hissed another spell. A flick of his wrist launched a scintillating bolt of emerald at Nystul. The old man's eyes opened wide; his gnarled hand gestured quickly. The emerald bolt careened off and zigzagged back toward Blackthorn. The nobleman swept Shadowghast in the bolt's path, smashing it out of the air. 

Blackthorn charged again, drawing his sword back for another blow. Nystul lifted his arms like a vulture's wings and snarled with blazing red eyes. From his mouth lashed a streak of gleaming white. Blackthorn parried the bolt with his hand in a cascade of bright embers. With Shadowghast he blocked another white lash from the wizard's mouth. 

Nystul's long hair whirled around his face like a demonic mane. He pressed his attack, adding strikes of flame from both hands. Blackthorn retreated, batting the spells with hand and blade. 

An instant later the final thunderstone rocketed at the tower, unimpeded by Nystul's defense. When it hit, the world roared and toppled around both combatants. 

Blackthorn rolled to his feet. Around him flames and cinders were strewn across the floor. One corner of the belfry was demolished. The bell itself hung precariously on broken timbers. To one side lay Nystul, his tattered clothes oozing curls of smoke. The old man stirred. Blackthorn tensed. 

The wizard leapt up and sailed over him like some ragged spirit, arms outstretched like wings, talons of lightning slashing from his eyes. The first strike hit Blackthorn hard, knocking him on his back. His chest seared and sizzled. The second strike he parried with Shadowghast, and by the third he had found his feet. His crimson blade slashed at the floating wizard. At the last moment Nystul revolved away. Shadowghast struck the giant bell, which wailed as it cracked. The blow pushed it from its damaged supports. It groaned as it fell for several seconds. By the time it hit the base of the tower, its iron body shattered like a brittle gray eggshell, corrupted by the foul touch of Blackthorn's vile blade. 

Shadowghast leapt again at Nystul, tearing the rags of his cloak. Then Blackthorn conjured a glowing chain and wrapped it like a tentacle around the wizard. The old man slammed to the tower floor, pinned. 

An eerie quiet settled over the scene. Blackthorn stood above Nystul. Wrapped in luminous chains, the old wizard gasped for breath. 

"Something's wrong," he panted, glancing around in confusion. "You've -- you've dispelled the castle's defenses! It's not possible!" 

Blackthorn's voice rasped from his wounds. "No, it isn't possible. No one could take Castle Britannia that easily." He grinned. "We're not at Britannia anymore." 

The world fluttered and changed. They were on a crenellated tower, above a different castle, surrounded by a lake. To the north lay wilderness; to the south, the glittering lights of Britain. The winter stars soared majestically overhead. "I had no hope of beating you at your home," said Blackthorn, "so I've brought you to mine." 

"How -- when did ---" 

"Nystul, you furry old prune, you approach sorcery like a mathematician. You're powerful but predictable. Myself, I think of sorcery as art. And art is the realm of emotion and perception." He knelt over the bound wizard and presented the hilt of his sword. "Did Shadowghast give you a fright? Were you distracted, trying to work out what exactly it might do? I brought it for that very reason. You were so busy worrying about my sword that you didn't notice when we teleported away, just as the thunderstone hit." 

"Then you weren't after the Vortex Lens. You were after me." 

"I'm betting British needs you to perform that spell." 

The wizard ground his teeth. "Lord British will demand my release. You may have beaten me, but you can't beat him." 

"Don't be so sure," said Blackthorn with a stern glare, "but it doesn't matter, because you're going to give me your word that you won't perform the Spell of Rejoining. And if you're true to the Virtues, then I know you'll keep it." 

"I'll give you no such promise!" 

Blackthorn lifted his blade. "Then I'm going to kill you." 

The wizard bared his teeth. "Kill me then!" 

"Don't be a fool, Nystul! There's no resurrection after Shadowghast bites." He swayed and coughed. He touched his chest wound and examined bloody fingers. "Dammit, I'm doing this for the good of everyone! That means you and British as well. Can't you see that?" 

"I'll give you no such promise." 

"Nystul, don't make me do this!" He circled the tip of Shadowghast around the wizard's throat. "I won't let you throw me into the future I've seen!" 

From behind him shot a sound like cracking wood. Blackthorn choked on a word and doubled over, collapsing beside Nystul. The glowing chains around the old wizard vanished. 

At the far end of the tower was an apparition in a white hood and billowing white cloak. Lady Gavrielle stood motionless. A coil of smoke rose from her palm where she had cast a spell at Blackthorn. 

Grunting with pain, Nystul struggled to his feet. "You? Here?" But he saw tears glisten on her cheeks as the winter wind froze them, and he said no more. They shared a look filled with silent comprehension. Then the sorcerer murmured a strained spell, and he and the fallen Blackthorn vanished. Only the crimson Shadowghast remained. 

After a long while Gavrielle crouched over the sword, picked it up and walked back to the stairwell leading down into the bowels of the haunting, lordless Castle Blackthorn.

MEER SERIAL 

PART THREE – MAELSTROM


A grotesque black shape rose in the center of the crystal room. The manlike silhouette shifted and churned like an angry storm cloud, an oily, nebulous vapor of tendrils and eddies condensing into an animate being. Its groans were baroque and macabre. The sounds piped and moaned from hollows that mocked a living throat and lungs. The air around it swirled with a clot of stenches, of sickhouses and stale carrion; the brisk, peppery tang of death. It was an indistinct abomination, seeping into the crystalline gloom. 

Surrounding it was a ring of sorcerers of the highest order. Five in all were present, each possessing a seat on the celebrated Lore Council of Anjur. They held aloft staves of the purest emerald, in which subtle lights glimmered and winked. Their diaphanous robes wafted in the fetid breeze. Their faces were chiseled with grave expressions. 

At a nod the sorcerers wakened suns in their staves. Beams of raw color flashed from emerald facets. Rainbow streaks of light punctured the vaporous body of the black apparition, and its groans pinched into shrieks, like the sound of diamond shredding glass. The sorcerers chanted rolling incantations. The radiating spectra shifted and surged with the spell's bass crescendos. 

In a moment of hard silence, the chant ended. The apparition ceased its wailing, then lost its shape and disgorged a tumbling wave of smoke. The clinging fumes scuttled outward in a circle, a slippery black sheet unfurling across the floor. The ring of sorcerers widened a bit and resumed their chant with new urgency. Streaks and streams of light carved through the foul, bubbling vapor; but tendrils slithered forth and reached for the five old wizards. Four of them pulled back in time, sweeping their emerald staves in the path of the smoke. 

One sorcerer reacted too slowly. A tentacle of smoke coiled around his leg. His chant leapt into a howl of pain. 

Instantly the foul vapor rushed off the floor and engulfed the robed Meer. His crystal staff clicked and cracked and burst into a shower of sharp-edged gems. The others lurched forward and cried out a disjointed clamor of magic spells. The room erupted into a hurricane of brilliant flashes; but the overwhelmed sorcerer collapsed to the floor. His withering shape began to crawl away, swathed in a roiling shroud, and even when pocked flesh shrank away from bone his skeletal arms reached out from the thick smoke, his clawed fingers raked across the crystal floor, his ruined, tongueless mouth gaped and gurgled unrecognizable pleas. 

While the others continued their onslaught of sorcery against the formless, hungry abomination, one sorcerer drew back into a corner. Catching his breath, he traced a knot of symbols in the air. "Adranath!" he shouted into the shimmering disk that crystallized before him. "Come to the watch post, quickly!" 

Within the disk, the silver-furred Lore Master shot him an irritated glare. "Handle it," he commanded. "I can't be interrupted." 

"Adranath, it's Hathniel! He's being killed!" 

"Handle it!" repeated the head of the Lore Council. His gaze turned stony. "This is more important." 

The breathless sorcerer bellowed a volley of curses; but the shimmering disk had vanished. He turned back to the conflict. Hathniel, the doomed sorcerer, now stood on rotted legs, rags of flesh sagged over bones like the tattered sails of a ghost ship. And still he groaned from a dark, lipless mouth, though his cries were nothing but oily, vomited smoke. 

The remaining sorcerers regarded the sight for a moment, with various displays of horror. Then their attacks resumed, noticeably increased in vigor. 
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Alone in his chambers, Lore Master Adranath watched the ether. His eyes were a sparkle of red and white. When he spotted what he was searching for, he closed his eyes for a clearer look. 

A tiny figure tumbled through otherworldly winds. Adranath smiled when he made out her face. 
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The sensation was sublime and overwhelming -- a deep sense of absolute liberation -- and it was over in an instant. Kaji stumbled out of a shimmering gate onto her knees in an unfamiliar room, dappled with shadows. The gate vanished with a musical hum. She stood and brushed down the wayward folds of her gown. When she looked up, the tip of a crystal sword was pointed at her face. She flinched and caught her breath. 

A voice muttered, "Kaji?" At the other end of the sword stood Teyloth, wearing a nightshirt and tousled fur. He looked confused. 

Kaji felt a smile rampage onto her face. Teyloth had always been most handsome when he was least kempt. "Aren't you going to congratulate me, Tey? That was my first attempt at teleportation." 

The warrior flung his sword to the ground. Kaji squealed as he hoisted her into his powerful arms and spun her, the layers of her sorcerer's gown spiraling like a whirlpool around the rejoined lovers. 
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Teyloth's family possessed more wealth than Kaji had expected. His suite in their greathouse was impressive, with its lavish furniture and crystal decor. Yet she saw no more of the house than that, as Teyloth wasted no time in locking the doors and shushing her. They could not afford the scandal of being discovered. Their conversation unfolded in subdued tones. 

"I don't understand," frowned the warrior. He sat in a low-backed chair and watched Kaji pace the floor. "What does it mean for the Lore Council to ... what is it, control creation?" 

"Creation means ultimate power. They call that power the 'Primogenitor.' If Adranath's spell works, everything can change. The Lore Council can reshape the world however they want. Imagine it! They can erase all hardship. There'll be no need for farming, or hunting, or any work at all if that's what they decide." 

"But, isn't that good?" 

"I don't know." She cupped her hands over her shoulders. "Three months ago I'd have said no, it's a terrible thing. They have no right to change the natural order. But now I'm not so certain. Master Adranath seems very wise. Maybe they can do it. Maybe they should." 

"But why now? And why is it a secret?" 

"I don't know. Maybe the stars are aligned correctly. You probably know more about the politics of secrecy than me." 

Teyloth leaned forward. "You have to tell the Matriarch. That must be why you're here, to find this out. The Matriarch will know what to do." 

"But that's betraying the Lore Council. I'd be driven out of the city. Tey, I don't want to lose the chance to be part of Anjur!" 

"If you don't tell the Matriarch, then you're betraying her." He reached out and caught her hand. "Kaji, don't turn your back on yourself. Your real life is in the provinces. That's the only way you and I can be together." 

Kaji cradled his hand in her palms. "Come with me, then. I have to go home to tell Sayaru. There's no way I can teleport that far." 

"I can't go with you." He looked away. "I have obligations here in the city. My family is making some political ... arrangements." 

The apprentice grumbled and waved a hand in the air. "You warriors and your political schemes! You can worry about all that later. There's always going to be some treaty or alliance or political marriage for you... to..." She paused, glanced around the room. Her eyes squinted. "Tey, did this room used to belong to a lady?" 

"No. Why?" 

She moved to a small washbasin. Beside it was a collection of brushes and oils for fur care. Kaji selected a tiny bottle and opened it, sniffing the contents. "This is a woman's oil," she said, "for a woman's hair." 

Teyloth fell still. 

The mage replaced the bottle and looked at him over her shoulder. "What kind of arrangement is your family making?" 

The warrior stood and walked toward her. "There's nothing to these things, Kaji. They introduce us to each other, we go to a few dinners and balls together, and that's it. It's just political. They're not like real engagements." 

She gritted her teeth. "You're getting engaged?" 

"Kaji, please! Yes, they want me to marry into the local ruling family. But you're my life, not some lord's meek little daughter." He reached for her, but she shrank away. "Besides, it's not even certain. It's just a trial --" 

"No more," she growled. "I don't want to hear any more." With a sharp motion she pushed him away and moved to the center of the room. "You can have your life in the province, Teyloth. Or you can stay in Anjur and 'enjoy every last drop.' It doesn't matter." Her gaze was icy. "I have a new life now." 

She thought he might have called her name again, but in that moment the spell overtook her with a fresh, penetrating sense of liberation. She stepped into the halo of light that materialized before her. Back in Mithrazel's library she picked up the amber heartstone, frowned, and flipped it away into the shadows. 
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After Kaji rushed out of the library, another shape emerged from the darkness. Mithrazel peered at the door through which his apprentice had exited. Mumbling to himself, he tapped two bony fingers together. From the shadows the heartstone leapt into his hand. He held it against the glow of Kaji's abandoned luminant beads and scrutinized its smooth imperfections. 

"Precocious indeed," he murmured. 

The air in the library prickled. Loose parchments stirred as the room tensed with ambient energy, like the pregnant calm before a storm. A voice resonated from every corner: "Mithrazel, you're a menace to me!" 

The middle-aged sorcerer swallowed. "Honorable Master? I don't understand." 

"The girl," said Adranath. The Lore Master's voice sounded no less ominous as he materialized in a whorl of color. Tall and broad-chested, he loomed over the shorter Meer. His expression was fierce. "Don't you know what she's done?" 

"She visited her lover, of the Warrior caste." Mithrazel wrinkled his brow, constricting his mask of gray fur. "But we've known of that relationship for weeks. How does --?" 

"You told her about the Parting of the Veils. Now she's told the warrior. How long until the Matriarchs find out?" 

Mithrazel clenched his fists and growled. "Dash it all! Does that girl have no wit to call her own? By my bones, it's past time I demonstrated the consequences of her recklessness!" 

Lore Master Adranath glowered into the sorcerer's face. "She has more wit than you, it seems. You mimic my lessons, but you still haven't learned them yourself. Discipline? Responsibility? You've got neither, Mithrazel! Kaji has goaded you out of every secret you know. She's cracked you open like a shellfish." 

The middle-aged wizard tucked his ears in submission, though his eyes smoldered. "I'll deal with her presently, Honorable Master." 

"No. I'll handle her now." He crossed his arms. His robes made a whispering sound. "You decide how to still the warrior's tongue. We can't let the Matriarchs interfere with the Parting." 

"I'll see to it, Honorable Master." 

The silver-furred Adranath raised a finger. "Act quietly. We can't afford a conflict with the Warrior caste. Leave no proof of our involvement." 

"I understand the delicacy of the matter, Honorable Master." His face was furrowed by a heavy grimace. "I make mistakes, but I'm not a fool." 

"Show me," said Adranath to his former apprentice. With a deft hand he described a complex pattern in the air, then vanished in a cascade of light. 

For a long while, in the dark of his library, Mithrazel squeezed the heartstone in a tight, trembling fist and did not speak a word. 
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Kaji slammed open the door to her spartan bedchamber. Her bared teeth gnashed at the tears streaming down her cheeks. With a violent yank she pulled the sorcerer's robe down from her shoulders. The gauzy fabric ripped from the neckline to the waist. She glanced at the sleek fur of her chest, then clenched her fists. She shrugged the torn robe on again. 

A quick gesture caused a wicker chest to flip open. Inside was the scuffed leather of her old mage's travel wear, and the multicolored folds of her mystic's mantle. She jerked the clothes out of the chest. In this place of diaphanous colors and opaque crystal walls, the simple smells and tones and textures flooded her senses with memories of home, of the untamed, fern-lush provinces. A lifetime stormed out of the past, a rain shower of conjured moments of joy, and ecstasy, and tenderness. 

Kaji lashed back tears and snarled a spell. 

The tiny room blinked with a powerful light. A bitter scent pinched her nostrils. Kaji shook her head to regain her bearings. Through puddles of afterimage she saw wisps of hot smoke where her mage's clothes had been. 

Her head swam. Though she had heard tales, Kaji had never seen magic destroy a random object that way. More startling was how effortless it had been. She had read the spell weeks earlier, in the course of her studies, but it did not occur to her that she could employ it without practice, in a simple fit of anger. She knew it could only be possible through the Lore Council's matrix of sorcery. 

Though she did not realize it, her tears stopped flowing. In her torn robe she sat on the lip of the humble bed, silently reviewing the details of the spell. During the months past she had learned about the power of Anjur. Tonight she had actually tasted it. She now understood how it could change everything. 

She decided to master it all. Anjur was her destiny. Nothing else in the world mattered. 
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The light of twin moons leered through the translucent crystal of the Anjuric tower. In this outer chamber at the tower's peak, Mithrazel sat on a low platform and smoked from a tall, ornate hookah pipe. After sucking a lungful of spicy smoke, he exhaled a sparkling plume. The cloud hovered before him. He gazed into it. 

"Name your price," he murmured. "And I need not emphasize the importance of discretion." 

A half-formed shape spoke from the cloud. "You need to tell me nothing, except the man's name." The voice paused, followed by the sound of a heavy breath. The figure in the sparkling smoke grew more distinct. "We'll discuss payment afterwards." 

Mithrazel nodded and spoke a name. The voice in the smoke repeated it. The sorcerer grunted assent. "Contact me the instant it's done." Then he set aside the pipe's mouthpiece and blew a breath of plain air. The hookah smoke dissipated, and Mithrazel was alone. 

He frowned heavily. To himself he sighed, "And this is unfortunate," then hung his head in silence. 
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In her apprentice's chamber, Kaji sat on the bed and rasped the choppy syllables of a spell. A pebble-sized chunk of crystal wall burst into twinkling dust. She repeated the incantation. Another hole popped in the wall. 

Each time she cast the spell her body tingled with excitement. Provincial magecraft never dreamt of such stark, pure mana, unadulterated by natural chaos and needless Matriarchal traditions. To Kaji, the feeling of freedom was cathartic and glorious. 

She concentrated very hard on the details of the spell, and nothing else. 

Another pebble-sized hole burst into the wall. Then another. And another. 

Kaji almost choked when someone rapped on her door. She brushed away the dust and debris with frantic motions and straightened her disheveled clothes. With quick fingers she attempted to hide the tear in her gown among the folds of diaphanous cloth. Consciously she pried the grim expression from her face, relaxing it to something more cordial. 

Her breath lodged in her throat when she discovered Lore Master Adranath on the other side of the door. 

"Excuse me for intruding so late," said the tall sorcerer, "but I have something to say to you." He glanced at her robes. An eyebrow lifted when he spotted the tear, but immediately he looked into her face. "I didn't wake you. Excellent." 

Kaji went cold. She held her gown closed with both hands. Her heart felt like it would pound out of her chest. She bowed her head. "I am humbled, Honorable Master. Um ... shall we go somewhere...?" 

"Your bedchamber is fine." Adranath squeezed into the cramped room and sat heavily on the bed. He smiled at her, his eyes lit like candles. "Kaji Sayarukan, I know why you've come to Anjur." 

"You... do?" Her ears were mashed flat against her skull. She hoped she was not quivering, but she could not tell. "Please, Honorable Master, can you explain it to me, then? Until tonight, I've wondered myself what I'm doing here." 

"I summoned you," said Adranath. 

She drew back a few inches. "Summoned me? But --" 

"I know, you believe your Matriarch sent you. But it was I who made her do so." 

If anyone else had been sitting before her, Kaji would have laughed at the notion of compelling Dame Sayaru to act against her own judgment. But this was the leader of the Lore Council. He was nearly radiant with aged presence, even while he retained the health and vigor of a man Kaji's age. 

She had difficulty guessing his thoughts. She prayed he would not call her a spy. "You made the Venerable Mother send me here? How?" 

Adranath smiled again. "It wasn't a conscious decision. I didn't know about you specifically, but I was sure that someone like you existed. So I drew up an enchantment to bring you to me. Your Matriarch was simply a step along your path." 

Kaji twitched her tall ears. The rest of her body seemed frozen in place. "What do you mean, 'someone like me?'" 

"That's the crux, of course." He laid a hand on her knee. She flinched, then trembled a smile. "Come to my tower in the morning. I'll show you what I'm talking about." 

"It has to do with what happened in the Wilds of Dashan, doesn't it?" 

Adranath stood. Kaji's small bed rocked under his shifting weight. "Come tomorrow and see." 

"How long shall I tell Master Mithrazel I'll be gone?" 

"No need to tell him anything. As of dawnbell tomorrow, you'll be my apprentice." He reached out a long finger. She gulped when he touched her bare stomach, just where her gown was torn; and as he traced his fingertip up her torso the rip in the fabric healed itself. His eyes flickered like candles. "Make sure you're presentable by then, Kaji?" 

When the Lore Master closed the door, Kaji collapsed back onto her bed. She exhaled knots of tension. Her arms spread out wide. 

If Adranath's enchantment had forced Sayaru to send her here, then Kaji had not really betrayed the Matriarch. That eased a vague ache in her gut. And now Kaji was going to learn sorcery from the greatest practitioner the Meer had ever known. 

Destiny, she recognized, was moving at a gallop. Her growing smile was sharpened by the fierce glint in her eye. 
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The midnight breeze was humid as it nudged through the flag-sized leaves of the tree. Teyloth knelt on a thin, sturdy limb. His chitin armor nearly glowed in the spattered moonlight, and so he pressed into the densest shadows of the enormous tree trunk. At his side perched a cloth bag, draped over the limb. One of the warrior's hands rested on the pommel of his crystal sword; the other held the tail of his Living Whip. The long arthropod coiled unmoving around his arm. 

Teyloth had removed his helmet. His ears perked up high. He studied the noises of the darkness, sorting out the wind from sounds that were not the wind. 

Something stirred behind him. Without hesitation he leapt from the tree limb and grabbed a nearby one. His legs swirled upwards. He scrambled onto the higher branch, then moved along a slithering path to the shelter of a clump of leaves. Peering down at the spot he had vacated, he saw moonbeams spiking through cross-shaped holes in the leaves, where arrows had punctured the tree's canopy. 

Cross-shaped, he thought to himself. A Sirocco assassin, probably in the tree with me. But who hired him? 

The Living Whip hissed, its pincers fanning out wide. The warrior tensed, straining his ears. 

Two shapes flashed out of the gloom. Teyloth dodged by inches a knife stroke across his exposed throat. He flipped backwards into the air, snapping the whip at one of his attackers. The assassin ducked out of the creature's reach. The warrior's feet thumped onto a lower, smaller branch, and by the time he regained his balance he had drawn his crystal sword. Above, one of the two attackers jumped at him. The assassin somersaulted in the air and jabbed a lightning kick at Teyloth's chest. The warrior twisted to avoid the blow, then slashed a glittering, moonlit arc through the air. 

He missed his target. The man fell past him and grabbed the branch on which Teyloth was standing. The warrior kept his balance while the assassin swung in a wide circle under the branch, the momentum of the fall twirling him quickly behind Teyloth. The warrior leapt straight up. He jabbed down with his sword. He heard a bark of pain as the blade vanished between the man's ribs. 

Teyloth landed in a crouch beside the dying assassin and immediately looked up at the second attacker. He could only flinch as multiple small missiles streaked through the air and cracked into the armor of his abdomen. Fiery pain lanced throughout his body. Teyloth ground his teeth and snarled. 

The assassin used a stinger, a living dart thrower. The beetle-like creature clung to the forearm and flung needle-thin missiles with its segmented tail. Teyloth knew the venom of a single volley was not enough to kill him, but the sensation was excruciating. Battling the pain, the warrior dodged to safety behind the trunk of the huge tree. He held his breath as he cracked his whip upwards. The creature clung to the bark of the tree and crawled higher, brushing through the giant leaves as it moved. An instant later the assassin reappeared. His stinger unloaded a rapid barrage of darts into the rustling foliage, while Teyloth climbed unnoticed through the shadows and into arm's reach of the black-garbed man. He growled a guttural curse. The assassin whirled to face him, but Teyloth's sword struck quicker. A crack trembled the air when the crystal blade split the stinger in half and severed the assassin's forearm. 

With a snap kick Teyloth pushed the stunned man from his perch. The assassin howled as he smashed through the heavy leaves, then impacted far below. 

There's at least one more, realized the warrior. The archer. Quickly he summoned his whip from the darkness. The arthropod looked uninjured. Teyloth dashed for his bag, still resting on another branch. When he snatched it and slung the strap over his shoulder, the tree abruptly animated with a dozen, clipped sounds -- cross-bladed arrows perforating the foliage as they lanced in his direction. Teyloth jumped down. His back seared with pain in several places. He clambered from branch to branch in a spiral as he descended the trunk, using the tree as cover. Another missile impaled his hip, reeling him with the sudden impact. Still he pressed his retreat. He had no choice. Turning to face the unseen archer would be suicide. 

When he landed on the ground, he saw in the moonlight the one-armed corpse of the fallen assassin. Already several thorn-toothed scavenger vines were nibbling at the body. Teyloth paused for a quick glimpse. The man wore clothes painted to resemble the dappled shadows of the nighttime forest. His fur was dyed black, with stripes of bright red paint on the neck and limbs. Sirocco, nodded the warrior as he dashed away. 

For almost a minute, arrows from the canopy of the giant tree harried him. Three struck him but only one pierced his armor, atop his left shoulder. Teyloth ignored the pain that raked him with every step. If he reached the shelter of the jungle, he knew he could lose any remaining assassins. 

Teyloth penetrated the tree line and nestled into the safety under a knot of giant roots. He winced at his injuries -- five barbs lodged in his belly and five arrows stuck in his flesh. Slowly, grinding his teeth, he began to work the missiles loose. 

Just a few miles away, in the direction from which he came, ten thousand lights of Anjur twinkled against the velvet darkness. In the city were healers who could treat his wounds in short order; but the idea of returning never entered Teyloth's thoughts. 

Time was not his ally. The provinces were more than a week distant, even on the merchant roads. He expected that the Matriarch Sayaru would tend to his health once he arrived there. Until then he had a single priority: Keep moving towards home, to tell the Matriarch what Kaji had learned. 

His departure would throw his family's schemes into chaos. And now it seemed that someone was determined he would not complete the journey. But the warrior's resolve was fixed. His honor would not allow hesitation. 

He had a debt to pay, to himself. His mistake would not go unatoned. 

For a moment he caught his breath. A thought occurred to him -- Maybe this is why we're supposed to keep to our caste. The Mystics drive you to lunacy. He dared to utter a single chuckle, and fingered the heartstone on a cord around his neck. Then he pulled out a crystal knife and returned to the chore at hand. 
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"Kaji, you're what we call a nexus." Adranath, dressed in a high-collared gown, escorted the young Meer down a peak-arched hallway. Kaji wore her gauzy robe, though she had discarded a layer or two that were too damaged to repair. "A nexus," the Lore Master continued, "is someone who, by the whim of fate, is able to channel mana without limits. It's extremely rare. You're very lucky." 

The apprentice tipped up her ears. "Without limits? I don't understand, master. I've always had the same limits as any other mage." 

"Only because you're still young. You've not yet been... awakened." He grinned at her. "But modesty doesn't become you. You've always had a talent for mana, correct? In the Wilds of Dashan you felt the first petals of your true power begin to unfold." 

"That was horrible," she muttered. Some nights she still woke to the sound of insects. 

"Of course it was. Because you're untrained. You can only tap your ability through extreme emotions. It took something as terrible as a hungry madrogai to bring your talent to the surface." They approached a pair of carved amethyst doors. Their perfect facets glistened in the ambient light that followed the pair. "And you did it again last night, didn't you, Kaji?" 

She felt her hackles raise and tried to conceal it. "How's that, Honorable Master?" 

"When you vaporized your mage's clothes." He hardened his gaze. "Don't imagine that you can hide it from me. I'm a little more observant than Mithrazel." 

She swallowed and faced the doors. "And you're going to... awaken me, master?" 

His smiled, though his expression did not soften at all. "Indeed I am, Kaji." He pushed open the door. 

The room beyond was a madman's nightmare. The air was a cyclone of smoke and crystal shards and tatters of toppling debris. The thundering sound almost pushed Kaji off her feet. She squinted against the harsh winds, and when a rancid tang invaded her nose she realized what she was seeing: It was a whirlwind of black smoke and ragged bits of flesh, the strewn, rotting remains of a Meer, swirling around a skeletal corpse that stood in the center of the maelstrom. The thing's flayed, tissueless legs could not possibly hold it upright. Its hollow, seeping eye sockets could not possibly see at all; yet it turned to gaze at her while its gray-toothed maw retched a column of black smoke that boiled up visibly from its rib cage. The smoke billowed at her face, propelling strips of black skin like floating ashes. Kaji screamed and threw up her arms, hurling herself backwards. 

The nightmare was gone. She lay on her back in the hallway. The amethyst doors had slammed shut. They were at least fifty feet away now. 

Master Adranath raised himself from the floor beside her. "By my ancestors," he murmured, blinking away his surprise. "You do have power! And it's easier to tap than I thought." 

Kaji's body surged with heat. Her muscles tightened and she sprang at the Lore Master, jerking his face toward hers. "What is that?" she shouted, pointing down the hall. "You tell me what that is, master! I want an answer!" 

"Kaji! Let me go!" Adranath pinched his brows and she stumbled away from him, shoved by an unseen force. "Mind yourself, apprentice." 

"You mind yourself, master!" Somewhere deep inside she heard her own voice begging her to be calm, but Kaji rode the surge of fury. She stormed up to the Lore Master. "How can you show me something like that? Do you want to 'awaken' me? Well, how do you like me now?" 

"Enough!" Adranath loomed over her, his powerful stature dwarfing her. Kaji did not budge. "You want to know what that is, Kaji? That's Master Hathniel, a member of the Lore Council! He's been consumed by a force that's going to unleash itself everywhere unless we can find a way to stop it." 

She grimaced. "What force?" 

"We don't know. It comes from... somewhere beyond. It's all we can do to contain it. I spent the entire morning setting up wards, just so it would be safe enough to show you." 

"My benevolent master!" She sneered and turned away from him, but the sight of those purple doors raised bile in her throat. She mashed her fists tightly shut and forced herself to keep looking. 

"Kaji, please settle down! I brought you here because you deserve to know what the stakes are. We can't beat back that kind of power. We've tried. You see the result. That's why we have to perform the Parting of the Veils very soon." 

She looked back at him over her shoulder. Her voice twitched. "How soon? Master Mithrazel said within a year." 

Adranath's face grew dark. "We can't hold on more than another week." 

Kaji felt a chill through her body. "No! I thought we had to prepare, train for it --" 

"There's no time for that." He hinted at a smile. "Mithrazel was right. You are a mage in your bones, aren't you? You think it's wrong to seek the power of the Primogenitor." 

Kaji started to blurt a response, but she bit it back. Though her anger wanted to reject him, Adranath was right. Why should she resist the Parting of the Veils? What was she, a mage or a sorcerer? 

She shifted her weight in that split-second of silence. The silky Anjuric robes caressed her body. 

She mirrored her master's whispered smile. 

"You need my power for the spell, don't you?" 

Adranath blinked. "Yes, that's true. I do need you. You're the nexus." 

"Then let's put my power to the test." 

She whirled to face the amethyst doors, fifty feet away. Inhaling deeply, she started toward them. 

"Kaji, don't! You're not ready yet!" 

She continued walking. 

"You can't face that alone! It's too dangerous!" 

She closed her eyes long enough to recall a spell she had cast the night before. A wondrous tingle poured through her flesh. When she opened her eyes, she was standing a foot from the doors. 

She reached out a hand to open them. As if she were detached from it, she noticed her hand was trembling. 

"Kaji, not even Hathniel could --!" 

The doors flew open. The rotting, fetid hurricane blared an unearthly roar. When she gazed on the undead thing in the center her gut wrenched, twisted, pounded like she had been punched. She doubled over and vomited, her body wracked by jolts of pain and nausea. 

The winds sucked her inside the door on unsteady feet. A hailstorm of foul debris slapped against her, pummeled her, tore at her robes, clung to her face and her fur. Her every sense was violated. Like another wave of nausea she felt dire panic welling up inside her. She collapsed to the floor as her head seemed to swirl, lost in a giddy tempest of horror and memories, flashes of life and death, visions of Adranath, and Mithrazel, of oily smoke boiling over her, of Sayaru, and Teyloth, lost Teyloth, and how he once touched her like these fingers of putrid flesh now touched her all over... 

…and when the panic burst free, Kaji shrieked and erupted with radiance like a sky full of stars. She opened her eyes and saw that she was upright, standing before the horror that had been a sorcerer; or not standing, but rather floating; while the corpse gaped with the perfect horrific mockery of amazement. The whirlwind of smoke and carrion still buffeted her but she did not fall. Instead warmth blossomed inside her. Kaji recognized the sunlight of the provinces. She opened her hands and the warmth flooded over dead Hathniel. Kaji summoned the healing forces of her magecraft and cascaded them into the maelstrom. The glare must have been blinding, though it was only a curiosity to her - she reveled in pure mana, rivers of it, gushing over the stumbling corpse; and she saw that its bones were now less blackened, its flesh now less tattered, its face reshaping itself into something alive. 

Kaji did not relent. Strips of tissue flung out of the wind and adhered to Hathniel's body. When the seeping sockets of his skull waxed opaque, and the darks of his eyes reappeared, Kaji witnessed another kind of horror -- an intimate, insane, unenviable knowledge of darkness and evil and otherworldly death. 

Hathniel shrieked with healthy, mortal lungs as the foul black smoke clambered and clawed against Kaji's power. Hathniel shrieked, and Kaji cried out a different spell. 

The air split with a sudden, earth-rumbling crack. Kaji hurtled backwards on a wave of bright light and an explosion of smoke -- pale, hot, worldly smoke that stung her skin. 

Something very hard whacked the back of her head. She clutched her face, fighting down an angry throbbing in her skull. When she pulled her hands away, she saw that the maelstrom was over. Once again she had thrown herself out of the room, into the long hallway. 

Through the open amethyst doors, there was no trace left of Lore Master Hathniel. 

"You killed him," said Adranath's voice. It sounded soft and distant in the aftermath. 

Kaji struggled to sit up. Her delicate robes were destroyed, little more than ribbons remaining. Her body ached all over. 

"He asked me to," she answered. Tears matted the fur of her cheeks. She wiped them brusquely, then began to sob. 

"Adranath, that was reckless and dangerous!" The new voice startled Kaji. Through a teary haze she realized a group of elderly Meer were gathered beside Adranath. It was the first time she had ever seen the Lore Council, all eleven remaining masters, collected together. 

One of the sorcerers scowled at Adranath. "What's the meaning of this? She could have been killed!" 

The head of the council opened a wild grin. "Yes, but she wasn't. And see what she's done!" 

The ornately dressed sorcerers visibly subdued their amazement. Kaji recaptured her breath. A lilt of excitement bolted through her. She wanted to smirk, thought better of it, then did so anyway. 

"We told you months ago she was suitable to our needs. Are you convinced now?" 

Adranath smiled down at Kaji, who was still sitting on the floor. "I am, without a doubt. Kaji, now you know what we're up against. Will you agree to be the nexus of the Parting of the Veils?" He extended his hand to her. 

She took it. The young Meer teetered to her feet and hugged the ruins of her gown close to her spotted body. Her eyes were red and moist. She had begun to shiver. "Yes, master," she said, staring up to meet his gaze, "after we discuss what I get in return." 

The faces of the Lore Council were severely disapproving. They were even more so when Adranath slapped his palm on the young girl's shoulder and let loose a stream of exuberant laughter. 
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Master Mithrazel sat before his elaborate hookah. He took a moment to prepare himself, then lit the herb-filled bowl with a pointed finger. Through a long, slithering tube he inhaled the subtly hued smoke. Then he exhaled it through his nose. 

The plume sparkled. "Tell me," said the wizard, "what is the news?" 

For a moment there was silence. The wizard refreshed the cloud of smoke. "We think he's dead," came the answer. "Your advice was good. We found him where you told us he'd be." 

Mithrazel glanced at the amber heartstone, then frowned. "You think he's dead?" 

"He was half gone when we caught up to him, after all the wounds he'd taken the past week. He took enough poison arrows to stop five men. But he made it to the Matriarch's doorstep before he collapsed, so we haven't verified that he's dead, for sure." 

The gray-masked sorcerer closed his eyes. 

"He killed six of us in nine days. We'll be happy to make sure he doesn't recover." 

Mithrazel shook his head. "It's irrelevant now. One way or another, you're of no more use to me. Your expenses will be compensated. Good day." 

He set down the mouthpiece of the hookah and plucked the heartstone from atop a low table. The smooth amber was warm to his touch. He frowned. 

"And that is unfortunate," he sighed, shaking his head.

JUKA SERIAL 

PART THREE – CONQUEST


The hurricane of sand howled a deadly scream. Like a monstrous predator it swept across the cracked barrens of Britannia Desert, beating the air with wings of blood-red dust. Talons of lightning struck the parched ground, churning up stones and debris. The air was an opaque veil of sand. The crimson dust stung all it touched, gnawing the landscape into blurs of scarlet-grey amid the endless, erosive squall. 

A tall shape cast a rippling shadow among the curtains of wailing sand. It was a tower, solid and angular, unyielding to the storm's onslaught. Around it splayed a complex of buildings and silos. In the thunderous red gloom lights flickered, smokestacks vented fumes and ash, flames blazed and sputtered quickly away. The automated works of the Core Siphon churned on, mindless of the desert's fury. Its own violence was directed elsewhere. 

The Core Siphon was a giant stiletto jabbed through the shell of the earth. Its drill-tipped blade punctured soil and rock until it touched the molten blood underneath. Immense iron pumps heaved magma to the surface, where clanking, hissing machines trapped its power inside alchemical fuels. The fuels were piped away across the cracked landscape. Waste lava was pumped into craggy hollows underground, from which it percolated up as gasses and soot to poison the desert terrain. 

No one doubted why the land so often grew angry. 

Along the stone walkways of the complex struggled a small group of men. Linked by a cord, they battled through the lashing winds toward the central siphon tower. At its base they vanished into a small door, almost lost among surging, tumbling drifts of dust. Inside they collected in a narrow hallway. Dim light seeped through slatted vents. They thumped shut the outer door, muffling the storm's fierce roar. An inner door blocked the far end of the corridor. 

Shuddering off the weight of the storm, they began to unwrap the grit-heavy scarves and cloaks which had shielded them from the weather. Underneath layers of pale cloth they wore helmets, armor and sheathed weapons. 

Leaning on the outer door, the largest of the group pulled his head from his helm in a spray of orange and red dust. He coughed and spat through a sour grimace. "Great Mother's bags, Kumar! Is this what you call hospitality in Britain?" Turlogan shook his head, jostling sand from his tightly cropped hair. "I've fought in muck pits with more charm." 

"You dazzle us with your credentials." Narah of Vesper uncoiled a veil from her dark grey eyes. A swath of dust colored her face like a mask. "We're not here to admire the view, Turlogan." 

Beside her, a broad-shouldered man pulled open his helmet's facemask. Grit crackled in the hinges. "Today is about strategy, not comfort," said Kumar of Britain, licking his dry lips. "If you know of a place more private than this, host the next summit yourself." 

"You're sure it's safe?" Obden of Yew shrugged several bags from her shoulders. "You said the guards are sympathetic, but they're not out to meet us." 

The last and smallest of the group untied the cord from his waist. Under his cloak he wore a priest's embroidered caftan and minimal armor. "I wouldn't face this storm, either, given the choice." Darhim wiped the dirt from his old, textured cheeks, then smiled. "I was tied to the rest of you, of course, so my own judgment was necessarily impaired." 

Kumar chuckled. "Next time we'll loosen your knot. Gather your things, people, so we can go inside. Right now I'd chew the bolts off a steam boiler to get a drink of water." He pointed at Turlogan. "Make sure that outer door is latched." 

The pit fighter narrowed his eyes and frowned. "No." With a swift motion he plucked two long daggers from his bag and glared back. 

Kumar tilted his head. "If you have something to say," he growled, "use your tongue. It's far less keen than those knives." 

"Listen!" The pit fighter's voice was a deep hiss. "Someone's moving beyond that door." 

Darhim raised a hand. "Turlogan's right. I heard steel being drawn inside." 

Narah lifted her chin and glanced at Kumar. A short sword already perched in her hand. "Well, this is a wrinkle. What now, general?" 

"Watch the outside door," said Kumar to the pit fighter, "just in case. I'll have a look." On noiseless steps he approached the inner door, gently unsheathing the greatsword strapped to his back. He pressed his ear against the wood and held his breath. 

When the door smashed open from within Kumar tumbled backwards and landed on his feet. He brandished his man-length blade in time to parry two speartips that streaked through the doorway. Sparks cracked from the static greatsword. With a swirl of his weapon he twisted the two spears across each other, then stamped atop the X they formed to trap their sharp points against the floor. In the tight space beside him Narah lunged with her short sword. It struck something metallic. 

Turlogan bashed his shoulder against the outer door, then slammed a pommel into it. "Dammit, we're blocked in back here! I'm coming up!" 

"No!" shouted Kumar. "Drop those knives, Turlogan." His greatsword pointed through the doorway. He took slow, retreating steps. "We can't fight. I know these men." Pressing him back were the two spearmen, Jukan warriors in distinctive battle armor. Behind them were half a dozen more, aiming spring-loaded bolt throwers. Narah moved down the hall in synch with Kumar. Both lowered their swordpoints. 

"I know them, too!" snapped Turlogan, shoving past Obden and Darhim. Twin daggers flashed in his grip. "Janissars! They squeal like anyone else with steel in their belly." 

Kumar threw his greatsword against the floor. The metal clattered and spewed white embers. "We've already lost. Don't give them a show." 

"Honor our defeat," grumbled Darhim. "Surrender, Turlogan." 

The enormous pit fighter roared. His daggers clanged on the ground. With a heavy gauntlet he punched the granite wall, which coughed a breath of powdery dust. 

Narah closed her eyes as she laid down her blade. "They say the liquor of defeat brings courage to the strong. Drink up, my friends, while the tap is open." 

Then the loyalist Janissars fell upon them. 
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Outside, the sandstorm screamed and thrashed. A cluster of Juka wrestled the furious dust on their way to an outer building of the complex. Shackled together, Turlogan and Kumar headed the chain of escorted prisoners. On the lee side of a wall the pit fighter leaned close and shouted against the deafening wind, "Where are they taking us?" 

"Citadel Britain!" Kumar yelled back. 

"That's more than a day's travel!" 

"Not in that!" Kumar motioned around the corner, where a multivaned flying skiff was pinioned to a wide platform. "Just a few hours, if the weather doesn't kill us!" 

"It won't!" 

"You're more confident than I am!" 

"I'll die blooding my steel, not wearing shackles! Great Mother witness my oath!" 

Kumar glanced up at the surges of crimson in the air. "If she doesn't listen now, you can tell her in person by lunchtime!" 

Turlogan growled something in response, but the words were swept away by the wind. The group pressed on into the storm, quickly vanishing among the rushing curtains of rust-colored sand. 
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In the bowels of Citadel Britain lurked catacombs never trodden by Juka, except in fathomless nightmares. Unknowable thoughts dwelled there, housed in unnatural minds, in the darkness that swaddled the masters of the world. The dens of the Overlords knew no mortal touch. Mortality itself was unwelcome. 

The blackness tasted sour. It was stagnant with the biting stench of metal. Sounds whirred in the dark - bubbling, clanking, hissing - underlain by the melancholy thrum of distant, laboring machines. When a furtive light flitted mothlike through the gloom, vague highlights moved across thick tangles of pipes and cables, stirred by hook-toothed gears. Sometimes a glass tube or sphere was revealed, and a glimpse of something organic within. But always heavy darkness swallowed the intrusive light. The inhabitants of this place had no need for it. 

From the ceaseless shadows issued a dissonant buzz. Its ebbs and quavers recalled a spoken voice, like a haunted room recalls the past. Similar noises mingled with it. The sounds carried a sharp-edged timber like vibrating glass. 

<<The insurgence swells,>> said the first buzz, in a language as fluid as oil. <<I recommend extermination.>> 

<<Impractical,>> came its reply. <<Slave resources ensure security.>> 

<<Exterminating rebels ends rebellion.>> 

<<Factor the work of the Prime Overlord. Until Exodus is completed, we need only hold the slaves in check.>> 

<<We must do more. If Exodus fails, we stand vulnerable to revolt.>> 

<<If Exodus succeeds, we erase our greatest weakness -- reliance upon mortals.>> 

<<That does justify risk. Gargoyles prove themselves poor material for slaves. They remain willful. The Juka design has failed.>> 

<<If necessary, it is simple to extinguish them. They respond to poison. Prepare our stores as a contingency plan.>> 

<<It is already done.>> 

<<Remain patient, then. We face no danger yet.>> 

By the conversation's end less than a second had passed. A hundred such topics concluded in the span of a minute. The discordant noises filled the black, humid air with a ceaseless chaos of sound. In the dens of the Overlords, this was life. The exchange of ideas occupied every moment. Pure thought was ambrosia; all else was a distraction, best handled by machines and slaves. 

By their calculations the Overlords had become gods. And these dark whirring catacombs, noisome with copper and iron and grease, represented paradise. The remainder of the world, then, was simply an expendable resource, little worth a moment's consideration. 

It was this philosophy, and a machine known as Exodus, which would in two years' time bring an end to all things and all eras. They would, in a real sense, undo creation. 
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The skiff sailed over the tumultuous sandstorm like a bird over water. The desert hurricane raged red and hot, a dusty inferno that burned to the horizons. This time of year it seemed never to end. 

Its updrafts jostled the flying skiff. The vehicle resembled the cabin of a large carriage, borne in the grip of a gigantic wooden insect. Riveted tanks of fluid levitant held it aloft. Janissar vanemen clung to the wing pivots, handling ropes and pulleys to rein the sailcloth surfaces. Both skiff and soldiers looked tattered after fighting to climb above the sandstorm's reach. 

They raced toward a string of lights in the distance, twinkling above the desert like jewels under the grey-clouded sky. 

The cabin was divided into three sections. On the aftmost bench sat the engineer Obden, chained to the seat. Two Janissars with bolt throwers kept her company. The center bench held Darhim and Turlogan, likewise secured and guarded. In the front sat Kumar and Narah, side by side. A soldier joined their two guards; his breastplate displayed the gold braids of captaincy. The scar-cheeked officer had removed his helmet and stared directly into Kumar's eyes. 

Kumar stared back. "Watch, Narah," he murmured. "The captain is trying to unnerve me. You can tell by the bovine expression on his face." 

Narah nodded. "His eyes draw you in. Like an echo in an empty room." 

The captain smirked, gazing from under a prominent brow. "You weren't always so disrespectful, Kumar of Shire Athul. Treason has ruined your Janissar discipline." 

"My discipline is intact. I've simply reconsidered who deserves my respect." Kumar smiled at Narah. "Let me introduce Captain Jamark, my commander in another life. Through every kind of hell I stood behind this man, if only because his backside was an improvement over his front." 

The captain sneered. "And what kind of hell were you planning for the Core Siphon? Your engineer was carrying an impressive list of corrosives." 

"I'd heard the place was overrun with rebels. Disgraceful, isn't it? I was doing my part to shut them down." 

Jamark grinned. "That's kind of you, but pointless. My men have secured the complex now. I'll be happy, of course, to commend you to my superior." 

"I bet you will. We're visiting General Tallan today?" 

"Indeed we are. I can't wait for his reaction when he sees who I've got. Did you know under Citadel Britain, the rebels are calling the five of you the 'Hand of Honor?' Your insurrection is getting prideful." 

"'The Hand of Honor.' It is a bit ostentatious, but I could get used to it." 

Narah flipped aside a sliver of red hair. "It's an auspicious day. You captured us on the anniversary of the first summit. Just think, you'll be the envy of all the other obedient slaves." 

The Janissar's eyes almost flashed as he spoke. "Envy? I'm bringing all five delegates from the Revolutionary Summit to the most heavily guarded area of Citadel Britain. After today, I'm going to be a legend." 
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In the seat behind them, Turlogan hunched over and mashed his powerful hands into fists. Ugly growls escaped his throat. 

"Easy," whispered Darhim, directly into the huge warrior's ear. "Don't tire yourself fretting." 

"I knew I should have brought the pneumatic armor! I could have faced them." 

"It would not have survived the sandstorm. Nor can it defend against treachery." 

Turlogan raised his head. "Whose?" 

Darhim frowned. "Kumar led us into that ambush." 

"Not Kumar. I don't believe you." 

"He only acted surprised. I can read a man who's lying. Kumar set us up." 

"No." The pit fighter wrung his hands together. The chains on his wrists clinked. "You've got it wrong," he mumbled, though his brow began to furrow. 

The priest eased back into the seat and did not speak again during the trip. 
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Hovering above the blazing sandstorm, Citadel Britain was a glittering island on a sea of fire. 

Held aloft by enormous reservoirs of levitant, the citadel could have been called a floating mountain. Its slopes teemed with factories and tenements, brilliant with the pale lights of a thousand static sparks. Tendrils of smoke streamed from dozens of tall stacks, merging into a grand plume that rose like a crest into the sky. Underneath the central peak of the city were the municipal works -- steam plants, nutriment engines, alchemical refineries, levitant tanks -- which kept Britain operational. Deeper still was the black heart of the citadel -- the frightful warrens of the Overlords, whom few had seen and fewer desired to. A crimson haze obscured the lowermost levels of the city, where pipelines and skyhoists dangled a thousand feet to bridge the space to the ground. 

In the other rebel delegates, the sight of Citadel Britain evoked an involuntary thrill. In Kumar, it summoned only dread. Here he had deserted his Janissar company. Seven capable soldiers lay dead in his wake. He had not returned in the three years since. 

As he gazed out the window of the flying skiff, he prayed that the day's scheme might repair some of the damage. 

They docked on a pier that jutted out above the dizzying precipice. Twenty fresh Janissar soldiers joined in their escort. Kumar was first on the chain of shackles, followed by Narah, Obden and Darhim. At the rear, Turlogan's expression grew more and more dour. 
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General Tallan of Citadel Britain was as solid as the stone barracks that housed the Janissar company. The bald, hard-boned officer wore a long coat with a high collar that emphasized his broad frame. When he recognized the prisoners stumbling into his austere office, he leapt over the steel desk and yanked Kumar by the flare of his shoulder armor. "Kumar of Athul!" He bared his formidable teeth in the rebel's face. "You murderous filth! I've kept a tally of your crimes, and I'm going to personally see that you account for every one of them!" 

Kumar curled back his lips. "Let me see the list. I'll fill in any blank spots. Wait a few hours and maybe we can add some new ones." 

"There's one crime I certainly did not forget." The general reached behind his back and drew a crooked dagger from under his coat. His hand on the hilt sported only three fingers. "I'm going to relish this. Captain Jamark, put his palm on top of the desk." 

"With respect, sir, not until they're presented to the Overlords." 

The general glowered at Jamark. "What are you talking about, captain?" 

The officer stood at attention. "Sir, we've been ordered to bring the rebels before the Overlords. Immediately. In person, sir." 

"Who issued this order? I answer only to the Overlords' seal, and I've seen no such seal today!" 

Kumar leaned close to the burly general. His eyes blazed. "I gave the order, Tallan." 

The room burst into a storm of motion. All around swords flew from their scabbards and bolt throwers clacked at the ready. In a matter of seconds the Janissars had divided into two opposing groups -- one in formation with weapons drawn, one in bewildered disarray. The prisoners took a defensive stance as well, as much as possible while shackled. 

"My apologies, sir, " said the Janissar captain, "but you're going to take the Hand of Honor to see the Overlords. I now request your surrender." 

The general cast a scorching glare at the scene before him. "You know I won't give it, captain." 

Jamark nodded. "I know, sir. Honor is satisfied." 

Tallan returned the nod and sprang into action. The two groups clashed. 

Kumar ducked to the side to avoid the general's charge, but the larger man anticipated the move and crushed a knee into Kumar's chestplate. The rebel sprawled backwards. Chains caused his limbs to tangle. When Kumar looked up he saw Tallan's dagger plunging at a crease in the armor of his side. He flipped his chains in the path of the blade in hope of a desperate parry; but before contact, two feet smashed into the general's flank and toppled the soldier over his own desk. 

"I relished that," Narah commented as she lay on the floor, on her back. "Who's got the keys to these stupid shackles?" 

"Jamark!" shouted Kumar; but the captain had two swords drawn, each engaging a loyalist Janissar. Kumar coordinated with Narah to regain their feet. A loyalist rushed him with a hooked longsword. The couple snared his arm in their chains and Kumar stunned him with a head butt, horns first. 

Obden shrieked, "Kumar, the general!" He darted his eyes across the desk. Tallan remained on the far side of it, but his dagger tumbled through the space between. Kumar felt time freeze as the weapon spun closer and closer. He sensed more heat than pain when the blade thrust into his neck. His lungs seized up, thick with blood. The room tumbled. Through white haze he heard Narah scream and saw her facing the general; but Tallan struck her with a hooked longsword. She had twisted her body, thank the Great Mother, so the cut dug into her shoulder rather than her head. But she collapsed into a shuddering pile. The general raised the sword for a deathstroke. 

Kumar moved. He twirled himself on the ground, jerking taut the chain that connected him to Narah. The tug informed him that she had been yanked out of the way. The longsword smacked the floor with a loud, sharp ring that was glory to Kumar's ears. 

When he looked back, Turlogan was standing before the general. The tall pit fighter looked particularly hobbled by his chains, which allowed less than three feet between wrists and ankles. Yet Kumar watched a miracle. Turlogan crouched low. As Tallan slashed the giant warrior leapt up, higher than his chains should allow, higher than possible for a man of his size; Turlogan soared above the general's head, snagged the sword in a loop of chain and landed perfectly behind his opponent. The hooked longsword sat firmly in his grasp. Turlogan swept three deep gashes across the general's unarmored chest and at the last moment checked a swing that would have removed the soldier's head. 

General Tallan staggered to his knees, bowed his head and crossed his wrists over his brow. "He yields!" cried the Janissar rebels who witnessed the moment. Kumar tried to smile, but his lungs began to burn and flashing darkness abruptly enfolded him. 
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He woke to the dry, familiar taste of a healing draught. The simple, stoic barracks of the Janissar company faded into view. He was lying on a soldier's cot. Narah's smiling face dangled over him. He imagined that the streaks of blood made her seem even more beautiful; then he laughed at the thought. 

She took him into a tight embrace. Their armor clicked and clattered together. Kumar inhaled the scent of her blood and sweat and laughed again. 

Narah pulled back and grinned at him. "You're quite friendly for someone nearly decapitated." 

"I would say the same about you," he said in a roughened voice, "but it wouldn't do for you to blush in front of the troops." He patted her hand, which still cupped his side. 

The comment had its desired effect. "Ah, the warrior kicks his comrade while her guard is down." Her eyes narrowed. She did not withdraw her hand. "Watch that she doesn't kick back." For an instant her lips hovered a breath away from his own. Then she stood and walked away. 

Kumar felt warm. 

The battle had finished with few deaths. The wounded received healing draughts. The loyalists, including General Tallan, were locked inside the commander's office, awaiting the next move. Eighteen Janissars now counted themselves as rebels. After assessing the arrangements, Kumar indulged a few minutes to walk off the stiffness from his wound. 

"How do you feel?" asked Turlogan's deep voice from behind him. 

Kumar rolled his head for a moment and stretched his arms. "Ready for the next headsman to have a swing at me." 

"Good." The giant pit fighter grabbed the neckline of his chestplate, spun him around and almost lifted him off the ground. Turlogan's face turned scarlet. "What the hell do you mean, dragging me into this ruse without telling me first!" 

"We were minimizing risks! The fewer of us that knew about it, the less chance we would reveal ourselves. In case you didn't notice, not all of those Janissars were on our side. Too many eyes were watching us." 

"You didn't trust me?" 

"Trust was irrelevant. Narah and I hatched the plan. Obden worked out the technical details. No one else needed to know." 

"I told him that earlier," Narah inserted, leaning against a stone pillar, "but it only made him more upset. So I said it was your idea. It seemed the safest answer." 

Turlogan released him. "I understand," he frowned, "but I'm not satisfied." 

Kumar held out his hands. "This is an extremely important operation, Turlogan. You're going to love the results. Right now I give you my apology. That's all I can do." 

"Wrong." Like a steel piston Turlogan's fist bashed Kumar in the face. Kumar's head whirled and throbbed as he tumbled back over cots and bedsheets. A bloody tang flooded his mouth. Raising to his knees, he watched the pit fighter make his way to him through the debris. 

"Are you satisfied now?" 

"Not yet." 

Turlogan struck again. Kumar captured his forearm with a swirling block and locked his wrist and elbow. For an instant Kumar realized how small his own arms seemed by comparison, but he did not relent. 

"One will have to do you, Turlogan." 

The pit fighter snarled and yanked his arm free. "I'll judge that." 

"Turlogan," said Narah, "when your indignation has run its course, you might be interested to know there's some mail in the armory that looks like a good fit for you." 

He shot her an angry glance. "What is it?" 

"Kinetic armor. Good condition. I think it was made for a ridgeback, so it might be big enough for you." 

Turlogan paused, then snorted at Kumar. "The next time you make a plan, consider all the risks " 

"We should have seen that coming, like a roving foundry." Kumar wiped the blood from his lips after the pit fighter retired to the armory. "How did you escape his wrath?" 

Narah chuckled. "Either I duck faster than you or I don't bruise as easily. Pick which one you prefer." 

"I prefer to get moving again. We're a long way from being finished today. History demands diligence, or so the historians say." 
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The rebel leaders, swathed in their desert clothes, were chained together in a row. An escort of fifteen Janissars ushered them through spark-lighted brick corridors deep inside the citadel. General Tallan himself guided them, along a route few others traveled. In these deep, echoing hallways the oppressive gloom clung to them like a damp chill. 

The procession stopped before a door of banded wood. Tallan pointed. "This is it. Behind this door is where I speak to the Overlords." 

Darhim shook his head. "Don't lie to us." 

Obden consulted a small globe of blue glass, in which was suspended an irregular stone. "Darhim's right. We're not deep enough yet." 

"Deceit is a sin, Tallan." Narah slipped a hand from her shackles and laid it on the general's shoulder. "Lead on." 

The burly general spat. "You really want to meet the Overlords? You're walking to your own deaths! And for what? Your revolution? That philosophy doesn't make sense and it never has." 

Kumar urged him along with a quick shove. "Slavery is like seduction. The more skillfully it's performed, the less the victim is aware of it. And general, you're the Overlords' own harlot." 

"Think of what you're giving up! We've already seen the beginnings of your Jukan paradise. Sickness is on the rise, because you refuse to work the alchemical plants. Airships are practically extinct, because you've sabotaged half the levitant mines. Now remove the Overlords and everything shuts down. No alchemy. No machines. No levitant. We could barely run our nutriment engines! In your paradise we'd be starving, directionless savages." 

Narah raised her eyebrows. "Your faith in your fellow Juka astounds me, general. Tell me, did the Overlords teach us to eat and sleep as well? Or did we savages figure that out on our own?" 

Tallan scowled. "You mistake confidence for ability. It's a sad day when the fleas overthrow ... the ... beast..." 

The procession halted. Kumar and Captain Jamark stepped to the front. "What is it?" 

The general pointed to the next corner and nodded. Jamark crept ahead, peered around the bend, then returned. "That's it," he whispered. "Let's go in." 

Narah rubbed the general's shoulder. "Remember, play nicely." 

"I don't have to resist. You're dooming yourselves." 

Obden peeked around the corner, then exhaled a deep, long sigh. "He does have a point." 
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The entrance was kept by a pair of Juggernauts. The gigantic beings flanked either side of an iron door that seemed hardly big enough to accommodate one. The flesh-and-metal horrors could have been statues, as neither flinched when the entourage approached. They did emit an oily scent and generated warm air from idly gurgling steam engines. Many of the rebels had never seen a Juggernaut before, and even those who had found it difficult to discern where a man ended and a machine began. All Juggernauts had Jukan faces, locked in a dour, unresponsive expression. Most of them had arms, or metal appendages approximating arms. A few even had proper legs, though these were rare. More often they moved on wheels or propellers or hydraulic insect legs; or perhaps they interchanged mechanisms. Little was truly known about the Juggernauts, except that they obeyed the Overlords with animal loyalty and that, on the battlefield, they were the equal of entire platoons. 

Some observers thought the Overlords were mad for riveting together these patchworks of Jukan flesh and steam-driven vehicles and armored war machines. Others considered the transformation into automatons to be a glorious, albeit terminal honor. Most, however, preferred not to think of the Juggernauts at all. They were unclean, repulsive, terrifying, and when not sitting idle, invariably deadly. 

The two Juggernauts guarding the door stood half again as tall as anyone in the procession. They were wheeled and armored and equipped with drill-tipped arms. 

One of them turned its head to regard General Tallan as he stood between them. 

"You know me!" declared the stout officer. "Let us enter." 

The Juggernaut did not move. Its sullen gaze remained fixed on the general. 

"I've come with prisoners to bring before the Overlords. Let us pass." 

A scraping sound burst into the air. Everyone present flinched. Pneumatics hissing, the Juggernaut raised a long arm, from which unfolded a steel claw. Metal components squeaked and complained as the claw reached to the side, fitted into an irregular cluster of holes in the door, and turned slightly. After a loud sequence of clanks and clatters, the Juggernaut pulled back its arm. Then its head turned to face forward again. The clamor of its machinery dwindled to a grumbling idle. 

The door stood slightly ajar. A tangible darkness almost seeped out to the hall. General Tallan glanced once more at the rest of the procession. "You're determined to go in there? I warn you, you'll want to turn around and leave. But you can't leave, without me." He cracked a slight smile at one of the motionless Juggernauts. "Remember that, and don't panic." 

Several of the Janissars ignited lanterns, in which arcs of electricity flickered pale blue light. 

Darhim bowed his head. "Great Mother, honor us with good fortune in this dire task." 

Narah added, "And grant that our courage is as true as our blades." 

Then they stepped inside. 
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In Jukan society, popular ideas about the nature of the Overlords conjured three clear possibilities: that they were living beings -- some reclusive Juka-like race, or perhaps Juka themselves; that they were entirely machines, with wood and steel and iron for flesh and nothing resembling a soul; or that, like the Juggernauts, they were a conglomeration of the two, clanking around the darks of their citadels with living heads and unliving bodies. 

As General Tallan guided Kumar and the others into the unplumbed domain of the Overlords, the rebels began to fathom a fourth possibility, all the more repellent because the light of their lanterns allowed glimpses of its bizarre, unnerving reality. The catacombs whispered the truth. 

Dark and stifling were the mechanical labyrinths where things that ought to be dead lived on. Dim, humid tunnels stirred with pistons and pipes and meshed iron cogs. The thick air smelled of grease and coppery steam. For over a mile these catacombs coiled and twisted upon themselves, entirely isolated from the living world. Within them dwelled organic half-things with little claim to natural life and no right to be animate. 

In nightmares the Juka glimpsed such places. Few dared imagine they were real. The rebels now walked inside them and wordlessly pieced together what they meant. 

These were the dens of the Overlords. Ages ago the masters of the world had forsaken the cycles of growth and death which defined the boundaries of natural biology. Alchemy freed them from bodily needs. Machines released them from the tyranny of corporal integrity. With each passing century their physical forms grew indistinct from the gears and valves and bubbling glass tubes that kept them alive; until the organic parts of them were strewn and disconnected and unrecognizable, suspended in gurgling potions, oozing through narrow pipes, crawling on pneumatic legs, like a steam-driven hive of blind, formless, mutual parasites. 

The Overlords and their mechanical dens were indistinguishable. They were sentient catacombs; entombed gods. 

Yet whispers of timelost lives echoed through their black, sweltering corridors. Whispers of an elder race, from which the Overlords spawned. A fragment of a ribcage here, entwined with cables and slithering chains. A sheet of white skin there, dotted with hairs, formed into a tiny bellows. A whole eye drifting along a glass pipe, orienting inside the liquid flow as if to watch a watcher. 

And voices -- loud, relentless, buzzing voices -- droning a language that intruded upon sanity. 

Many of the Janissars cried out in horror. General Tallan bellowed a ferocious laugh. "My lords! Your audience is requested by the Hand of Honor!" 

<<What is the Hand of Honor?>> 

The rebels made out the words from the cacophonous vibrations. Kumar willed himself to ignore the machined horror in which he stood. He shouted, "Representatives of the Juka!" 

"Leaders of the revolt!" yelled the general. 

Narah leaned close to Obden's ear and murmured, "Take your gear and start searching. Time could turn against us." The engineer nodded and began to step away, only to find that Narah's trembling hands were clutched to her desert wrap. The warrior attempted a smile as she let go. 

Obden slipped away into the gloom. Darhim and half a dozen Janissars followed close behind, carrying the engineer's bags. Narah felt suddenly exposed in the midst of the black gears and pipes and formless, slithering tissues. She found Turlogan. He squeezed her hand in his. The giant's face was pale. 

<<Surrender your revolt. You cannot win.>> 

Kumar tried to focus on the one, intelligible voice. "No. But we can negotiate." 

General Tallan waved his hands in the air. "It's a trick! They're here for sabotage!" 

<<Negotiation is meaningless. You hold no advantage.>> 

Kumar stood beside a barrel-sized glass canister, mounted in copper supports. The clear fluid inside began to bubble furiously. From the bottom erupted a plume of white globules that quickly filled the container. When he saw that the globules were eyes, churning and pressing against the glass to stare at him, he yelped and shrank away. "Listen to me! We can negotiate an end to the fighting. All we ask --" 

<<Negotiation is meaningless. Surrender your revolt.>> 

"Too late!" shouted Tallan with a grin. He motioned down a corridor. Kumar saw a huge shape approaching. 

One of the Juggernaut guards had arrived. 

The Janissars immediately swarmed it. With precision blows they struck at its joints, at its uncovered face, at its exposed workings. Turlogan joined them, unfolding the three-sectioned haft of a collapsible poleaxe. Sparks danced in the gloom with every smash of metal on metal. But the drill head on the creature's exaggerated arm squealed to life. With motions too quick for its bulk the Juggernaut swept the rebel soldiers from its armored chassis. Turlogan took the brunt of several blows. The spring-mounted plates of his kinetic armor cushioned the worst. Each time he sprang to his feet in an instant, striking at a single joint of its armor. 

Yet one by one the creature pinned Janissars with a claw and impaled them with its whirring bore. The other soldiers battled to disable the weapon. 

"Call it off!" bellowed Kumar. "We're here to talk!" 

<<Surrender your revolt.>> 

Kumar gnashed his teeth. "We'll play by your rules, then." At a signal he and Captain Jamark circled behind the monstrous Juggernaut. By the time they arrived, five Janissars lay dead. The survivors backed off, playing cat-and-mouse. 

With a bellow Turlogan charged the creature alone. A final stroke from his poleaxe cracked open the damaged joint of its armored chassis. But the steel claw clamped on the pit fighter's thigh and slammed him against the ground. Kumar lunged to his side. When the Juggernaut's drill closed Kumar smashed it with his static greatsword. The blow was enough to deflect it. On the second attempt the Juggernaut feinted, Kumar missed and the drill dropped on target. 

The pit fighter screamed, "Cut my leg!" Kumar brandished his blade for the stroke. 

But a deafening crack resounded through the catacombs. Two inches into the surface of Turlogan's kinetic armor, the drill stopped rotating. Kumar whirled toward the Juggernaut. Captain Jamark stood next to it. His sword was plunged in the hole Turlogan had opened in its armor. Flames licked out of the wound. The creature's engines whirred to a halt. 

Turlogan laughed up at Kumar. "Thank the Great Mother your reflexes are slowing!" 

Kumar stumbled backwards, over the body of a soldier. Distant sounds filtered to them -- of large, mechanical things approaching. 

He had seen enough. Twirling his static greatsword, Kumar let out a furious howl and began to smash the mechanics of the catacombs. Bright static bursts flew from every impact. Pistons buckled and sprayed steam; gears bucked off their cogs; pipes shattered, sluicing their organic contents squirming to the ground. 

The buzzing voices raised to piercing shrills. 
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Narah dashed through the blackness, toward a pale light ahead. Amid the painful shrieks of the distressed Overlords she heard the sound of blades clashing. Rounding a curve in the corridor she spotted lanterns. Silhouettes battled between the electric glows. 

Four Janissar rebels sprawled dead or unconscious. Two remained. They stood between General Tallan and Obden and Darhim, both of whom worked frantically at a junction of pipes. 

"Tallan!" she barked, rushing forward. "Face me!" 

The soldiers glanced up for an instant, which Tallan seized to thrust his longsword into one man's gut. As she darted past him Narah swiped a powerful stroke at the burly general's flank. To her surprise he parried it, as well as her follow-up reverse swing. 

She found her stance on the uneven floor. Tallan lunged. Her blade caught the tip of his thrust, then she quickly adjusted her timing to fend off a barrage of rapid cuts. She threw at least seven parries; but the last cut made it through. Narah snarled at the sting in her arm. 

She ground her teeth. My turn. She chopped a quick sequence of high strikes, then spun and dropped to a crouch, thrusting out a wide legsweep. Tallan hopped over her ankle. She squealed at a sharp fire in her shoulder, inches from her neck. By instinct she tumbled backwards, pulling off of the general's blade. Had she continued to spin, she would have cut open her own throat. 

She regained her footing as Tallan finished the last Janissar rebel. The lamplight revealed that the general had many cuts. His coat was dark with blood. Of course he wore no armor; they hadn't allowed him any. Which meant he had beaten six armored elite Janissars with nothing but a sword. 

Narah took a deep breath, wiped at the stream of blood on her breast and advanced. 

Tallan growled and came at her with another furious bombardment, as she knew he would. The general was losing blood. He could not afford to draw out the battle. Narah blocked frantically and waited for the pause when his sequence was over, then feinted a counterattack, took a stutter step and barreled into the stout warrior. His pommel smashed the back of her neck, in the crease between helm and armor. Narah's vision turned to sparkles. Then he flung her off. Though blinded she followed her stratagem, jabbing at his stomach as she toppled away. 

He roared with pain. 

She hurled a snap kick in the direction of his voice and connected with his jaw. Her vision began to recover. She held her sword back and danced three spin kicks, two of which he blocked with his forearm. The last cracked against his cheek. Then she swirled her blade in a wide arc and thrust it into the stunned general's thigh. 

Tallan stumbled away and collapsed to the floor. She watched him for a few seconds more. Weakened and in agony, the general yet leveled an angry glare at her from the darkness. He staggered a trembling knee under him and lifted his blade again. 

Narah stared back at him. "Your skill is true beauty, general. Now walk away." 

Tallan blinked, sneered, nodded once and lurched away. 

She turned to her companions. 

"Finished!" declared Obden. She clamped shut the valve in front of her. A silvery stain clung to her hands; she shook them and agitated levitant floated through the air in tiny droplets. 

Narah coughed, pawed at the streaks of her blood. "How long before it starts?" 

"Fifteen minutes," said Darhim. "Half an hour at most. Obden calculated perfectly. The Overlords route everything through here." 

The warrior slid her blade into its scabbard and smacked them on the shoulders. "Let's find the way out of here, then, before this place starts to turn ugly." 
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They fled the nightmare of the citadel's deepest catacombs. Of nineteen Janissars only five remained, including Captain Jamark. When they burst out into the bleak, smoky air of the city, everyone sucked in a hungry chestful. 

Kumar gathered them into a circle. Healing draughts were distributed. "We need to find shelter. Those Juggernauts will finish searching the catacombs in no time. Then they'll come to the streets." 

"This way," pointed Jamark, and led them through the deserted lanes of Citadel Britain. The workers in the city labored primarily indoors, and the splashes of wind and sand from the duststorm below kept the remainder off the streets. The party arrived unmolested at a multistory residence. Without delay they crowded inside. 

The roof of the building supported a spike-railed balcony, from which Kumar and Narah gazed out at the soot-black metropolis. For long moments nothing was said. 

Finally Narah leaned over the rail and murmured, "I believe you killed an Overlord today. Or part of one. If I have it right, a lot of men might take satisfaction from that." 

Kumar worried a spot on his arm, where a sticky ooze resisted scrubbing. His eyes lingered on the distance. "People don't know what they serve." He shuddered. "If they did, there'd be a lot fewer slaves." 

Narah did not reply, but scanned the dusky streets. Then she stood up stiffly and pointed. "There. Juggernauts." 

A few blocks over, many huge, dark shapes emerged from a broad doorway. Narah counted sixteen of them before she looked in alarm at Kumar. But her companion's expression had not changed. 

"Doesn't matter," he mumbled. "Obden's magic is starting." 

The world swayed under them. They clung to the railing until their legs mastered the tilting and pitching of the citadel. Then they began to wrap their desert cloaks and veils about them. 

Abruptly the sky bloomed silver. From a dozen stacks poured clouds of metallic smoke, or fluid, or some floating mixture of the two. It was refined levitant, billions of gallons of it, heaving up weightlessly into the air. As he watched the sky blanket with a dazzling glimmer, Kumar recalled a myth he had heard as a child. Once the heavens were smooth and black like velvet and abided uncounted hosts of tiny, glittering spirits. The spirits collected into patterns in the air, creating the forms of gods and heroes to delight the mortals below. 

But the levitant could not remain aloft. As the agitation of its release began to wane, the substance lost its weightless properties. Gently the glittering cloud descended from the sky and splashed over the city in a beautiful rain. 

And Citadel Britain descended with it. 

Narah clung tightly to the railing. The world heaved around them. "I'm always falling out of the sky for you," she smiled. 

Kumar grinned. "Are we really doing this, Narah? Can a citadel really be conquered?" 

"Pray the storm hasn't worn our troops to nothing. They've been waiting down there for days." 

His smile was pure pride. "My people endure. This land carves unbendable souls." 

Narah studied his strong face, spattered with droplets of silver. She touched a palm to his cheek and kissed him. Tender currents passed between. 

Then they covered their faces with gauzy veils, tripled the layers over their mouths and watched the rising, dust-red winds pour over the city like a tide. 
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The black catacombs howled with metallic distress. The voices of the Overlords buzzed and piped with mounting volume. 

<<The problem is insurmountable! Exterminate the slaves before all is lost!>> 

<<Useless. The citadel has fallen into the sandstorm. Wind disperses the poison gas.>> 

<<Make the attempt!>> 

<<We have. The Juggernauts are likewise ineffectual. Sand clogs their workings.>> 

<<Reports claim a rebel army awaits the citadel on the surface! Alert the slave troops!>> 

<<They are deploying. But this course wastes resources. Citadel Britain is lost. We are evacuating.>> 

<<I cannot evacuate! I am damaged! The drones cannot reconstitute me before -->> 

<<You are lost with the citadel. We carry your memory with us.>> 

<<Where go you?>> 

<<Citadel Moonglow. We shall assist the Prime Overlord. It is clear that Exodus represents our best hope to maintain dominance.>> 

<<If Exodus succeeds, you will reconstruct me?>> 

<<We carry your memory with us.>> 

The black, humid corridors began to fall silent. Ancient machines, complex and grease-slick, shut down one by one. 
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The fall of Citadel Britain marked the turning point of the Jukan Revolution. Collected rebel forces from Britain and Yew took control of the city and began to unlock its secrets. Though they could not fathom the Overlords' advanced magic and technology, they did discover ways to defeat them. 

The following two years saw other citadels fall. With each conquest the ranks of rebellious Juka mushroomed. The Overlords were forced to unleash more and more Juggernauts onto the battlefield, and though the strategy fostered greater carnage it could not stop the advance of revolutionary sentiment. In order the lands under Yew, Trinsic, Jhelom and Vesper swept away the controls of the Overlords. And while a period of hardship began soon after, starved of the food and medicines their masters had provided, the Jukan people were heartened by the glorious, unfamiliar freedom they now enjoyed. 

Ancient customs resurfaced. Suppressed cultures of duty and loyalty and the pursuit of skill and beauty began to rekindle and flourish. Primarily under the guidance of Darhim of Shire Crucivar, a system of clan-like governments organized to supplant the obsolete factory and labor divisions. The Juka felt themselves at the genesis of a new, unfettered age. 

Over the same two years, the harried loyalist Juka mustered around the single place where the Overlords' strength did not diminish -- Citadel Moonglow, palace of the Prime Overlord and welcome refuge of the defeated immortals. The crowning goal of the Hand of Honor. 

It was here that the final clash would occur. It was here that all things would end.

BRITANNIA SERIAL

PART THREE - INDOMITABLE CONSCIENCE


The sitting room was more opulent than any other in Britannia. Its lavish paintings and goldenwood panels, extravagantly carved, spoke of generations of devoted craftsmanship. Rich tapestries wove ancient tales in their lush designs. Silver and crystal glittered among the room's details, flashing in the glow of an enormous, blazing hearth. 

In the center of the room sat Blackthorn, dressed in a tunic of the richest black silk. Gold trim echoed the firelight. His fingers were steepled before his face. With no trace of a smile he murmured, "You do keep a fine dungeon, British." 

"You call my chambers a dungeon?" Lord British stood in the doorway of the parlor. A white sorcerer's gown draped to his ankles. A large box rested under one arm. "I thought you would appreciate living in a king's quarters for awhile." 

Blackthorn stared back at his friend. His eyes glistened like obsidian. 

British frowned. "It's all I can give you. You know that." 

"You can give more." 

"Did I overlook something?" His eyebrows lifted. "Ah. Mana. I truly wish I could allow you sorcery, Blackthorn. But I don't dare." 

"Bound like a filthy daemon. Is that what you think of me?" 

"No. You're more dangerous than a host of daemons. Nothing less would hold you, my friend." He creased his brow. "Aren't you going to ask me how we cast a binding circle around a human? This is the first time it's ever been done, that I know of. Nor was it easy to cast around the entire tower." 

Blackthorn shook his head. "I know how. It's in the Codex." 

"You saw the spell when you looked through the lens?" 

The nobleman's gaze did not flinch. "Chess, then, is it?" 

British glanced at the box under his arm. "I thought we might as well continue our matches. You know, make the best of it." 

"Your gall is overwhelming." 

British nodded. "I learned it from you. Let's play, Blackthorn. You can torment me with guilt during the game." 

Blackthorn spread out his hands. "It's your dungeon. You pick the torture." 

The box unfolded into a small chess table. British began to arrange the pieces. Without looking up he said, "You know, you served the Virtues well last night. Nystul has always had trouble with Humility." 

Blackthorn offered a slight smirk. "How well does he wear it?" 

"Like a cat thrown in a moat." 

After a moment's silence, both men indulged in soft laughter. 
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The match was a quiet one. The two friends spoke little. When British opened the door to leave, they avoided eye contact. 

Blackthorn exhaled a chestful of tension when the door thumped shut. He heard the clatter of the lock. After the sound of footsteps vanished, he lifted up a finger. At the end of it was a tiny, white spider. Blackthorn tilted down his chin as he talked, so his breath would not disturb the mote-sized creature. 

"Be still, little soldier." 

He closed his eyes. For a long while the only motion in the room was the tremble of the fire. Blackthorn's breaths grew deep. His flame-lit face was peaceful and calm. 

Then a spasm jerked through his body. He bent over in his chair and gnashed his teeth with a rasping sound. His face knotted into wrinkles of pain. His fists clenched tightly, though the finger supporting the spider remained upright. Small whines and growls leapt from his throat. 

His eyes opened. Their surfaces were pearly black. Tendrils of gray fume billowed from them like floating tears, enveloping the tiny spider, which squirmed and stamped in the hovering fog. At last Blackthorn squeezed his eyes shut again. 

"Go carefully," he whispered in a strained voice. "The weight of many worlds rests on your eight legs." 

He bent down and released the spider onto the floor, where it began to crawl towards the door. 

In the flickering opulence of Lord British's chambers Blackthorn collapsed in his chair, his skin ashen, his eyes swollen and bloody, his close-cropped hair as pale as a dove's feathers. 
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"Grandfather, I didn't bring down Lord Blackthorn so you could lock him away!" Lady Gavrielle aimed a stern glare at Nystul. In the gloom of his library, the old wizard was poring over a haphazard stack of books. The young woman leaned closer, her golden braids sweeping the tabletop. "I insist that you let him go." 

Nystul glanced at her for no more than a heartbeat. "Impossible. Lord British would never allow it." 

"You could convince him. I know Blackthorn was brash in his methods, but he's no criminal! He has a very strong case against what you're doing and he deserves to be heard. Please, ask Lord British to free him." 

"You presume too much on our kinship. I won't defend Blackthorn, not on your behalf or anyone else's." 

"If not for me, Blackthorn would have already ended your plans. I think that entitles me to some consideration. I'll argue my own case to Lord British, if I have to!" 

"I won't allow it. Lord British is very busy." 

"You can't stop me, grandfather!" 

"I can and I shall!" He slammed shut a dusty tome. "Do you think I'm being unreasonable? So be it! I won't allow this nonsense to continue another second." Nystul glowered at her from beneath bushy white eyebrows. "If you want to challenge me in this, girl, I warn you I'm not in a mood to play games. I'll treat you as an opponent, not as my granddaughter!" 

The young sorceress backed away reflexively. "You're angry that he beat you." 

"Yes, I am." He returned to his books. "Now, leave me! Find some other way to assuage your guilt." 

Gavrielle's eyes lit with fury. She rushed out of the library, banging shut the door. The shock sent a few of Nystul's books toppling to the floor. With a snarl the wizard slapped his hand on the table, and the fallen books leapt back into place and neatly arranged themselves. He nodded curt approval and resumed his studies. 
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Under a storm-gray sky, a wasteland unfurled in all directions. This had once been a forest. Now the trees, devoid of all leaves, looked like a graveyard of giant, black antlers. The earth was cracked and dry. Bones and jagged rocks littered the bramble-thick road. A threatening wind stalked through the desolation. 

British and Blackthorn stood in the road. Their swords were sheathed. Their shields and plate armor, though finely polished, seemed dull in the listless daylight. 

Neither man wore the trappings of a lord, for neither yet held the title. They were still young. Blackthorn's noble father was not yet murdered. British knew little of his destiny. In their unlined faces sparkled the raw fortitude that would carve their names into history. 

"Felucca," said Blackthorn, squinting into the dusty breeze. His hair rippled in long, black curls. 

British frowned. "I know that name, but I can't remember how. This is Sosaria, not a moon." 

"This is our future. The sorceress Minax will ravage the world." 

"Then we'll stop her!" 

"No, but you'll save the people of Sosaria." Blackthorn held up a glistening white stone. "You'll deliver them here." He tossed the stone into the brambles. After a moment's pause, a glowing shape rose from the earth. The moongate beckoned with a warm light that seemed alien to this barren realm. 

They stepped through. The green splendor of Britannia greeted them. The forest whispered its familiar sounds and scents. 

"Trammel," smiled British. "Your illusions seem familiar to me, Blackthorn. Why?" 

"The future is not an illusion. Now look again." 

The forest was gone. In its place was a stone-paved desert, awash in a smoky miasma. Strange granite buildings were strewn about the landscape, plated with metal and bristling with iron pipes and tall, fuming chimneys. A fierce smell burned in their noses. 

British coughed and held a gauntlet over his mouth and nose. "What kind of hell is this?!" 

"We're still in Sosaria. A different evil has ravaged it." 

"Then we'll escape again!" 

Blackthorn stretched out his hand, which was filled with the pearl-white stones. When he cast them down a dozen moongates emerged from the ground. Inside of each, they could see a duplicate of the foul landscape. "No escape," said Blackthorn. 

"We'll fight the evil, if we must." British thumped a fist onto Blackthorn's shoulder. "Name an enemy who can stand against the two of us!" 

"I'll fight. Will you?" 

The blond youth laughed and motioned around at the bizarre scene. "Will I? What kind of question is that?" 

Blackthorn stared back, with eyes dark as obsidian. A meandering wind buffeted the warriors with clouds of thick, bitter smoke. 
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The firelight draped Lord British like a comfortable blanket. While arranging pieces on the chessboard, he paused to rub his eyes. 

"Not sleeping well?" asked a voice from the shadows beside the hearth. 

British sighed. "It must be the strain." 

Blackthorn spoke with a gruff tone. "Dreams can turn against you, can't they?" 

The older man began to nod, then stopped and peered into the shadows. "Sometimes. Are you going to lurk over there like a mongbat or come and take out your frustrations on the board? I promise I'll let you win this time." 

"As you so often do. I may grow tired of your generosity." 

British twirled a queen as he set it in place. "You know, I can still arrange some company for you up here, if you want." 

"I don't need company." 

"Not even Lady Gavrielle?" 

Blackthorn snorted. "The final insult." 

"I can't say I blame you," said British, "though I can't blame her for what she did, either." 

"She can't bear all the responsibility. She didn't understand the consequences of betraying me." 

Blackthorn stood and walked out of the shadows. As he arranged his chair before the chessboard, Lord British gaped. 

"By the Virtues! What happened to you?" 

The nobleman's flesh was almost white. It seemed worn and limp, as if he had lost a great deal of weight. His dark eyes sank deeper than usual, heavy with veins and bags. His hair was the color of chimney ash. 

"Imprisonment doesn't suit me, I guess. Don't look so shocked. Nystul's hair went white after he read the Codex." 

"Not like this. What have you done to yourself?" 

Blackthorn smiled. "Play the game, British." 

Lord British pointed at his friend and shook his head. "So this is your ploy to change my mind? Withering away before my eyes? I don't know what poisons you've smuggled in here, but don't test my patience, Blackthorn. I have a lot more of it than you. I'll send up some healers when we're finished with the game. You won't convince me with this child's act." 

"I don't need to," answered the nobleman. "Your conscience will act on my behalf." 

"My conscience and I are on good terms. Now make your move." As they pondered over the chess pieces, British chuckled. "You know, I think this condition does suit you. You make a dashing corpse." 

Blackthorn said nothing, but reached for a pawn. 
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The spider's web was a delicate lacework, woven by fingers almost too tiny to see. It occupied a small corner in the canopy of an enormous oaken bed. When Lord British crawled under the plush sheets, the wind stirred by his movement undulated the web and its silent, mote-sized creator. 

As he had for over a week now, British reached to douse his lamp only to find the bedstand in a different position than he expected. He was not accustomed to these new chambers, since he had given his own to Blackthorn. 

That, no doubt, explained his restless nights. 

As the monarch drowsed, the tiny spider inched to the lip of its web. Though its breath was so miniscule that a man could never sense it, the whir of air drifted down from the canopy and settled on British's eyelids, which immediately became uneasy. 
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The cold twilight breeze animated Gavrielle's luxuriant curls. Her face was pensive, half-lit by the fading sunlight. Her arms were crossed on the rough surface of a high rampart. Her rippling white cloak gently tugged at her. 

Around her was a dark valley, hidden between the jagged peaks of a mountain range. She stood atop a rough-hewn tower. Lapping at the base of the fortress, like some magical lake, was a host of glowing campfires. The wind whispered distant sounds of smiths and carpenters. 

"They say the Guard is almost complete." A figure in black stepped beside her. Exedur's young face seemed to congeal from the gloom, as if the shadows were reluctant to uncover him. "Other troops will arrive tomorrow night. Not human." He watched her expression. "It looks like your work is finished, my lady." 

Her large eyes squinted against the chill of the wind. She glanced at him for no more than a heartbeat. "The work is not mine. I am ... only a messenger." 

"As you like," murmured the prophet, "but don't regret what you've done. Your motive is nobler than even mine." 

"It's meaningless, anyway. You have an army, but no battlefield." 

Exedur sighed. "No, I still haven't foreseen where the spell will be cast. There's only one person who can find that out for us." 

Gavrielle entwined her fingers and blew warm air into her hands. "You're right. No need to wait. Get ready to leave." 

The prophet touched the sword at his hip. "I'm ready, my lady." 
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The island's rocks punctured the waves as though the seashore was gnawing the ocean. The midnight sea thrashed angrily. A young British stood astride two crags of stone, facing the land. The spray swirled around him like a white cloak. His sword was drawn. His shield displayed his serpent standard. 

Before him were two warriors. Each held a long-bladed polearm and wore armor of gray and crimson metal. Their sandaled feet moved with ease over the jagged rocks. In unison they gave a war cry and leapt into the air, impossibly high, twirling their polearms in dizzying circles. They fell upon him with lightning strokes. 

British swept aside one attack with his shield; the other he dodged, then pinned the downswept blade against a rock with his sword. But both of his opponents were nimble, kicking high with expert precision, smacking him off of his perch. British landed on his back, half submerged in the shallow, salty water. The warriors sprang over sawtooth rocks and lunged with the points of their weapons. 

The polearms deflected, amid blinding sparks, from a ward of protection British hastily erected. The startled warriors lost their balance. In that moment British recited a spell which transported him a dozen yards away. When he regained his feet, he saw they were closing again. 

His sword and shield glittered silver. His young face pulled into a snarl. 

With an outstretched sword he flung a bolt of lightning into one warrior's stomach. Immediately he ducked behind a corner of his shield, which stopped the other's blade hurtling toward his shoulder. Then he spun, pushing the blade aside. Using the momentum of the spin his swordstroke cleaved through the haft of the polearm. A second sweep should have taken off the man's head, but the warrior had ducked and tumbled between the craggy stones, kneeling in the surging foam. 

British spat an incantation and a wave of fire slashed across the seashore. When it dissipated, the turbulent water was boiling. 

The two warriors sprang onto separate outcroppings. Frantically they pulled off their helmets, which steamed from the sudden heat. British stared at their inhuman faces. Were they wingless gargoyles? No. Perversions of gargoyles, perhaps, transformed through some black alchemy. But whose alchemy? 

"Stop," commanded a deep voice from the shore. British readied his shield as he looked. On the rough ground stood a dozen men, dressed in robes of black and gray. They were clearly human. Their faces were covered in strange tattoos. As he peered closer, British recognized many of the symbols. They were mathematical formulae. 

"Which one of you commands these creatures?" he shouted, pointing his sword at the inhuman warriors. "What reason do you have for attacking me?" 

No single voice answered. Rather, in unison, the robed men began to chant a low, gurgling note. They parted as a large figure materialized from the gloom behind them. British choked back an exclamation and struggled to make sense of the apparition. It was a gross mockery of a human shape; a kaleidoscopic horror of copper and iron and leather and flesh; a man consumed by a mechanism. 

In Blackthorn's voice it answered him: "The cruelest of all reasons, British. Revenge." 

"Blackthorn?" 

The apparition flexed its mechanical claw. "I am your friend, yet you doom me to this fate. I demand atonement." 

"I will not atone for this." British shrugged off his shield, which splashed into the water at his feet. Then he lifted his hands. "But I shall remedy it." 

The spell leapt from his fingertips on a fountain of brilliant sparks. Its luminous energies swept around the grotesque Blackthorn, while his robed followers moved into action. From their drab gowns they withdrew devices shaped like long iron bottles. These bottles had no bottoms, but rather a wide opening at one end, which the men aimed toward British. Mechanisms clicked inside. In unison a dozen columns of flame roared at him. He flinched as the bright heat flashed around him; but when the flames ceased after several seconds, the young warrior stood unharmed amid coils of smoke and steam. 

"Call them off!" he shouted, still wielding his spell with flamboyant gestures. "They cannot stop me!" 

The two inhuman warriors scrambled toward him over the sea-swept rocks. They had abandoned their polearms, replacing them with far more peculiar weapons. Each wore a single, sleeve-like gauntlet. Below the wrist was a pair of huge, steel jaws, spiked with teeth. British managed to unsheathe his sword and deflect one set of mechanical mandibles, but the second set latched onto the armor of his side. The metal complained as the weapon nearly bit through his mail. He twisted out of the grip of the jaws, endeavoring to maintain his spell on Blackthorn. But a loud creak shot across the waters; his sword was captured between mandibles and bitten in half. He grunted as a kick knocked him into the knee-deep, tossing seawater. 

He realized he could not defend himself and continue to enchant Blackthorn. He selected the more important task. 

One of the warriors shoved British's face under the salty water with a foot on his neck. The cold ocean invaded his mouth and throat, yet he did not lose focus on the magical forces he had unleashed. Through them he could sense Blackthorn, though his eyes saw only churning sand and glints from the water's surface. 

The foot vanished from his throat. In its place a set of powerful steel jaws kept him pinned to the pebbled sand under the seawater. As the last of his breath boiled from his lips, British felt his magic changing Blackthorn; then a loud snap resounded in his ears. 
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"I know you're in my dreams," announced Lord British as he unfolded the legs of the chessboard. "And I know that you're sapping mana out of your physical body to cast the spells. That's a grisly way to get around the binding circle, Blackthorn! I underestimated your resolve." 

"People often do." The nobleman was wrapped in a thick bathrobe. His flesh, once pale, had now grown an unhealthy yellow. It hung on his bones like a limp flag on a pole. "Excellent. Now you can stop pestering me with healers, trying to figure out how to cure me." 

"Sorry, the healers will keep coming. I can't let you kill yourself." British began to set up the royal chess pieces. "But you might as well stop what you're doing. Because you've won." 

Blackthorn grunted as he shifted in his chair. "You're not going to repair the Gem of Immortality?" 

"I'm still going to cast the Binding, yes. But you don't have to fear for your own future. Nystul and I have concocted a way to protect you." 

"How?" 

"We've enhanced the binding circle around the tower. No matter what else happens, you'll be safe here. You won't transform into that monstrosity you showed me in the dream." 

"You sound quite certain." 

"I am certain." He set the white king in place. "You must learn to trust my work, Blackthorn. Nothing went wrong when I opened the gate to Trammel, did it? And that was without the benefit of the Codex." 

"That damned book! I pray there are shards where Nystul didn't discover it. Maybe they'll be spared your cataclysm." Blackthorn slammed the arms of the chair. "Dammit, British, don't you see? It isn't about you and me. It never has been. It's about the perversion of our world! It's about the people who will die when the shards rejoin!" 

"Consider what you're saying. Yes, when the shards are rejoined, Sosaria will return to the point in time at which the Stranger shattered the Gem. Yes, the generations born since then will cease to exist. But their spirits, their destinies will remain. They will be born again, into a much better world. And now, think on this: Some of us -- me, Nystul, yourself under the protection of this binding circle -- we will remember everything. We'll know about the Codex. We'll know the threat that Minax poses. It's an opportunity to correct the evils we've endured for so many years!" 

Blackthorn's frown was exaggerated by the deep wrinkles on his face. "I've been an idiot." He massaged his brow with bony fingers. "By the twin moons, it's so simple. We're all victims of your guilty conscience! You blame yourself for the shattering of the Gem of Immortality, and no man or god will stand in your way until you set things right." 

British exhaled a deep breath. "If you must put it that way, then yes. That's the truth of the matter." 

"The only way the Stranger could beat Mondain was to shatter the Gem. You know that. But your ego won't let the blame rest in Mondain's grave. You forsake your own Virtues! Where is Humility? Where is Honesty, when you lie to yourself? Where is Compassion, when millions must die to satisfy your vain conscience?" 

"Quiet!" Lord British waved a hand as if swatting away his friend's words. The violence of the motion tipped the chess table. Black and ivory pieces clattered to the hardwood floor. "Don't you dare mock the burden I have to carry! It's a horrible thing I have to do. I feel that more deeply than you ever could. And I don't need your conjured dreams to remind me. But, Blackthorn, I'm doing it for the sake of Justice. Sosaria shouldn't suffer anymore because of my mistake. I have to make the world whole again." 

"I will not stop fighting you, British." 

"Please, my friend. Spare me these games." 

Blackthorn glared with swollen eyes. "It's your game board. My friend." 

"Then I'll take it away." British crouched and started collecting the pieces. "I'd hoped we could play one more time before I left the city. I guess I was being naive." 

"You're ... leaving?" 

"Just before dawn. Nystul has conjured the fortress of Stonegate. We're going to conduct the Binding there." 

"Stonegate? That's only a myth. Where did he find it?" 

British shook his head. "Not your concern." 

"Now you overestimate me. If I could stop you while I'm trapped in these chambers, I wouldn't have bothered with those dreams." 

"I know you're powerless," said British, closing the hasps on the chess box, "but there's rumors of an unknown army mustering near Yew. Not that you would have any knowledge of that, of course." 

Blackthorn gazed across the room as British moved towards the door. The air seemed thick with hazy firelight. "You're the bravest man I've ever known," said the nobleman in a soft, pale voice. 

British paused with one hand on the door handle. "You stay here, Blackthorn. You'll be safe here. The Codex has assured me." 

"I have always been proud to call you my friend." 

"Stay here!" The monarch began to speak further, but stifled his words. Instead, with one last look at his friend he murmured, "I'll see you when this is all finished." 
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When the door clattered shut, Blackthorn squeezed his eyes closed. A tear, tinged with blood, snaked down the corner of his nose. He lifted an emaciated finger, which trembled with weakness. The tiny spider perched on its end. 

"I'm a fool," he rasped to his accomplice. "British was right. He's more patient than I am. I can't break him that way. But there are other ways." His eyes opened. They were smooth and featureless, huge black pearls. "Little soldier, this is the darkest moment in my life." He swallowed. "Pray that I don't survive." 

The spell was excruciating. Blackthorn's withered body squirmed on the oaken floor. His flesh erupted in pain as if he boiled from within. 

What felt like bone-jarring screams were little more than whimpers. 
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When it was over, the spider crawled from Blackthorn's unmoving hand. By its own standards the journey ahead was very long, but the tiny creature marched on, under the door, through a crack between floorboards, along the endless rafters of Castle Britannia, until it reached a particular room. 

From the ceiling it gazed down at Lord British. The tall man sat at a desk, reading scrolls by lamplight. On occasion he raked his fingers through his golden hair, grumbling curses under his breath. Around him were stacks of small chests. Servants moved in and out of the room, collecting the boxes for the monarch's trip. 

The spider kept still. As the night crept onward, the creature's body darkened. When the window revealed the first blue paleness of dawn, the spider was as black as jet. 

It moved, spinning a single strand of webbing, on which it descended towards Lord British. It touched onto the surface of the monarch's desk. Where its tiny legs rested, the wood became black and dry. 

The spider crawled toward British, brandishing a pair of needle-tip fangs. 

Something intervened. It wasn't nearly the size of a human, yet it was large enough to scoop up the spider in its ink-stained paw. The spider's legs splayed as rodent teeth bit into its black body. 
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Nystul stalked into the room. "The sun has started rising." 

"I know. I'm sorry." An unkempt Lord British rolled up the document in front of him. "This is the last one. Get these to the messengers and tell them to hurry. Is there any word from Shamino?" He glanced at the silent wizard. "Nystul?" 

The old man was staring at the surface of the desk. On one side, in a vanishing shadow, was a black, discolored spot. It was shaped like a mouse, as if a rodent had crumbled to dust there. 

"We'd better hurry, my lord," said the wizard, with a stern glance around the room. 
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"My lord? Can you hear me?" 

Opening his eyes was a painful experience. Blackthorn could hear his desiccated skin crackling. 

"My lord, we must hurry." 

A young face filled Blackthorn's clouded vision. The nobleman smiled and tasted blood for the effort. 

"Exedur." His voice was weak and scarred. "Come ... to free me ... or kill me?" 

"Here." The assassin held up a long, thin vial containing an amber liquid. 

"No. Potion ... won't work." He tried to feel the shape of his body, but found only sharp pains from distant places. "Am I ... bad?" 

"You're a horror," mumbled Exedur in his gentle voice. "Don't move. I'll get you out of here." 

Blackthorn felt himself hoisted with ease. He thought he glimpsed a body on the ground nearby, that resembled the old healer who had tried in vain to cure him. But Exedur did not linger in that spot and Blackthorn did not have the energy to turn his head. It took a mustering of will for him to whisper, "British ... alive?" 

"Yes, he's alive. We had to wait for him and Nystul to leave before we could come in after you." 

Blackthorn tried very hard to regret his final failure, but did not have the strength for it. 
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A glorious surge of power tingled through his body. Blackthorn sensed his limbs again, though they were desperate with pain. "We've ... left the tower?" 

"Yes, my lord. Lady Gavrielle broke the circle before I entered. I've got to set you down now." 

"Why?" 

"Because a knight is about to attack us." 

The nobleman heard the soft ring of a blade as it left its sheath. He opened his eyes and recognized one of the hallways of Castle Britannia. Exedur, dressed in black and now masked with a hood, slunk towards a nearby corner. 

Blackthorn reached out a hand to attempt sitting up. He saw that his arm was bone-thin. His skin looked like burned wood. 

A metallic clank echoed down the hallway. Blackthorn turned to see an armored knight collapsing to his knees, clutching his throat. A cascade of blood poured onto the marble floor. Though the man was clearly finished, Exedur did not back away, but struck again. Blackthorn quickly saw why. Unseen, the knight had drawn his sword and only Exedur's rapid reaction kept the bladepoint from plunging into the assassin's belly. Even so, the knight found his legs and twirled his sword overhead, growling. 

Blackthorn recognized Sir Dupre's voice. "Exedur ... back away!" He struggled to force volume behind his words. "He's too good!" 

But the assassin could not break loose. Exedur's parries were exact, but his gift of prescience did not grant him the speed and skill to fend off Britannia's fiercest warrior. In seconds he staggered backwards, Dupre's sword piercing his side. 

The knight shoved his opponent to the ground, then swayed on weakening knees. Blood still dribbled from the wound on his neck. Blackthorn took advantage of the moment to chant a spell. A flash of white light bombarded the hallway. When its afterimage faded, Sir Dupre lay on his back, motionless. 

Exedur grunted as he stood. Grimacing he drank the amber potion, which appeared to lessen his pain. "This way." He lifted Blackthorn and carried him at a trot down the hallway. "Lady Gavrielle left a rune to transport us to the site of the muster." 

"Don't speak ... of it here." 

"No one hears." They ducked behind a curtain, where a small pouch awaited them in a guard's niche. Exedur laid Blackthorn against the wall and pulled a carved stone out of the pouch. He handed it to the sorcerer. "Obviously you're well enough to use this." 

Blackthorn gazed at the grotesque site of his own hand. "You ... flatter me." 

"You just cast a spell without any reagents. I don't know much about sorcery, but I think you're feeling better than you look." 

The nobleman flexed his fingers. Though the motion shot talons of pain through his limbs, the flow of mana was revitalizing. He was glad of the familiar sensation. At the same time he heard Lord British's words echo in his mind -- in the tower, Blackthorn was safe from that horrific vision of the future. Outside the tower, who could say what destiny might bring? 

He was not even certain his body would recover from the magical abuse. 

"I've never felt ... worse ... in my life, Exedur." He wrapped his unearthly hand about the rune. "But ... no matter. There's work ... to be done now." 

Without another sound the pair vanished from the halls of Castle Britannia, where cries of alarm were beginning to wind through the long, opulent halls.

MEER SERIAL 

PART FOUR - PARTING THE VEILS


"Pity the heart that dies for love. Paradise holds no glory for half a soul." 

The very old Meer shook her veiled head and held the hand of a dying man. 

"He is gone, Venerable Mother?" 

"No, young woman. But the passing hours weigh heavy upon him. He will die honored." 

"What of Kaji?" 

"I am unable to dream to her. The sorcerers put walls between us. I pray our ancestors guide her home in time." 

"Perhaps they are wiser not to. Kaji and this warrior are forbidden to join." 

"Hearts are jungle creatures. Fencing them is a fool's ambition. And I have been a fool. Now find us some water. See, he calls her name again. 

"Rest, young buck. Your journey is over. Pray that Kaji set out to follow you when you left, for if not, I fear you have seen her the last time with these mortal eyes." 
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A week earlier Kaji began to study under Lore Master Adranath. She recognized the face of destiny when he taught her to carve words into eternity. 

Chiseled on the high sapphire walls of the sorcerer's spell chamber were patterns of simple glyphs. The tall, gossamer-robed Adranath was explaining how the symbols would transform the world. They walked the room's circumference at a deliberate pace. "Each one represents a distilled truth, an essential facet of fundamental sorcery. This one is Passion. The next is Progress, then Tranquility and Wisdom." 

"The Outer Circle of Elements," nodded Kaji, "just like Dame Sayaru teaches." 

"The Matriarchs speak of four elements, with four combinations in the Inner Circle and a smattering of others." Adranath smirked, then spread out his hands. "Kaji, we've identified seven hundred total glyphs. Mithrazel has taught you some already. By week's end you'll know them all." 

She scanned the high crystal walls. Symbols dotted the surface like spots on the young Meer's fur. "Honorable Master, what do they mean to the Parting of the Veils?" 

"We call these glyphs the Troth of Anjur -- our ultimate bond with the universe. During the spell we'll inscribe them into the ether. It's the completion of the Great Matrix. The Troth means our power will be as eternal as the ether itself. When it's done, simply speaking the names of the glyphs shall suffice to conjure a spell." He swept a glance over her small form, draped in a translucent gown. "Kaji, you're the nexus. You will inscribe them yourself." 

"Me?" She almost staggered as she stared up at the endless, swirling inscriptions. At her best pace she could never memorize so many symbols in a week's time, much less master them. Yet Adranath's words spun like a top through her mind. He was asking her to write upon the parchment of the ether -- something the Matriarchs never imagined and the Lore Council never dared. If the Parting of the Veils succeeded, her legacy would surpass all worldly glory. Her name would be immortal. 

She locked eyes with the Lore Master. "Teach me." 

Adranath darkened his gaze. "To teach you I must control you. Submit yourself to me. There can be no room for error." 

"The morning grows old, Master." 

The silver-furred sorcerer nurtured a sharp-edged grin. Without warning he flung his muscular arms in the air and bellowed a stream of quick chants. Dozens of symbols ignited on the walls. The air sputtered and swirled and something massive lunged between them. Kaji bit down a squeal as she dropped back against the wall. The colors of her robe wafted brightly against the rich blue crystal. 

A black mass hung in the air before Lore Master Adranath. Kaji could see that it had form, yet her eyes could not fasten a shape to it. It was crystalline and impossibly dark, like blackrock, though natural blackrock did not seem so alive. Or not alive -- animated. 

Kaji identified the blackness but could not speak its name. 

Adranath plucked the words from her tongue. "Ether. The spring of existence." 

She tried to swallow a lump in her throat. "That's a gate?" 

"It's an ovule. A fragment of pure ether. One of my greatest achievements as a sorcerer." He held out his hand. "It's time to begin." 

Kaji cried out as a torrent of mana poured inside her. Her flesh erupted into relentless sensations, tingling, twisting, sparking while sorcerous energy probed through her, pushing out into her arms and legs, rushing up her spine. She writhed without control, struggling for composure as the spell overtook her slender body. She bit her lip and looked up into Adranath's face. 

"Magnificent," smiled the tall sorcerer. His brow tightened with concentration. "You're more pliant than I expected." He held up his fingers and traced a pattern in the air. Kaji felt her own hand mimic the action. "How do you feel?" 

"Eager to begin, Honorable Master." 

"Excellent. We'll start by inscribing a single glyph into the ovule. Mind what your body does and we might just finish training in time." 

She opened her mouth to speak. A flutter raced down her torso at the smallest resistance to the sorcerer's control. "Master, I've picked out my first glyph." 

His ears raised. "Have you now?" 

"That one." She pointed to a symbol on the wall. "Passion." 

Adranath chuckled. "You were born with that one on your lips, weren't you?" From several feet away he lifted her hand and began to describe the glyph in the air. The ovule of ether shivered waves of black upon black. Then an amber glow flickered within. 

"Its name is Flam. Even the Matriarchs handle it with caution." 

"We don't have time for caution." She practiced the gesture a few times, then turned hungry eyes on the sorcerer. "Give me more." 
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"Dame Sayaru, the mages are tired. They beg for rest." 

"I taught them wards against fatigue! It's time they prove that their studies were sincere." 

"But they've been working for sixteen hours --" 

"We must be tireless now, young woman. All things depend on it. Every Matriarch is taking the same course as I." 

"Forgive me, Venerable Mother. I'm also to tell you that the warrior asks for the heartstone." 

"Take it to him. I am finished with it. Kaji has tangled the enchantments and I cannot abide the stink of sorcery any longer." 

"He will be grateful." 

"He should not be. Doesn't he know? It is the very dagger that has killed him." 
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"Now, Kaji! Force your power into the ovule!" 

At her master's command Kaji opened herself like a floodgate, channeling a torrent of pure mana into the shard of ether. Her body sang in the thrilling flow of magic. Concentrating, she outlined a glyph with her hands and her mind. The ovule pulsed a deep jasper red. 

The inscription complete, she let go of her focus and stumbled. Strong hands steadied her. Panting, she nodded to the Lore Master. 

"You're conducting mana brilliantly," murmured Adranath, frowning, "but the glyph-form is not good enough. Again." 

"It's too complex, Master. Let's move on and come back to this one later." 

"You have to master Irem. If anything goes wrong, it can save our lives." 

"How?" 

"Its meaning is Stasis. Time ceases at its utterance. With it, if need be, we can survive beyond a failure of the Parting and make another attempt." 

"And if Irem fails?" 

"The Lore Council will no longer exist. And you, my apprentice, will leave nothing but bones behind." 

"I take your point." She regained her breath, then cast her eyes over the chiseled sapphire wall. Her lips pursed. "And that glyph, Honorable Master. Why do you always steer me away from it?" 

Adranath flattened his ears. "You'll learn it in time. After you've mastered the others." 

"I am the nexus," said Kaji in a low voice. "I want to know what it means." 

The Lore Master glared at her. "You are the stylus. I am the scribe. Keep your place, apprentice, and I'll keep mine." 

Kaji mimed a snarl, then closed her eyes. "I want to know what's happening with my demands, then." 

"Mithrazel will see to them. I've given you my word they'll be met when the ritual is finished. We haven't a moment to waste, Kaji. We part the Veils of Creation in three days." 

She stared at him under heavy lids. "On the fourth day, I want payment." 

"On the fourth day," smiled the sorcerer, "you'll be a goddess." 
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Like a sleeping animal the library nestled into a pillow of soft twilight darkness. In one corner glowed a gentle lamp flame. A middle-aged wizard hunched over a pile of scrolls inside the feathery globe of light. 

Mithrazel stiffened when a shadow took shape and came at him. 

"Kaji!" he barked. "You surprised me." 

"I'm sorry. I have to know something." 

He furled his scrolls with a quick cantrip. "And your master knows you're here?" 

"He was called away to the watch post. Do you know about my arrangements with the Council?" 

"Of course I do. I am charged with fulfilling them." His mouth formed around a bitter-tasting word, but he swallowed it and said no more. 

The sorceress pressed her palms together and leaned in close. "It's possible, then? It can be done?" 

"I cannot change the laws of the Meer, girl! But yes, the Lore Council can sanction alliances between Warrior families." He glanced away, with an expression somewhere between disgust and remorse. "Your lover will not have to marry to join the houses." 

Despite herself, Kaji indulged an excited burst of energy. Her arms tossed around Mithrazel's neck and she kissed him on the cheek. The wizard snorted and squirmed out of her grasp. Kaji giggled. 

"One more question." 

Mithrazel rubbed his gray-framed eyes. "And what is that?" 

"Tell me the meaning of this glyph." With graceful strokes she gestured a symbol in the air. 

The wizard's eyes bulged. He darted out a hand to stop her. "Adranath taught you that?" 

"No. I figured it out from the carvings in his spell chamber." 

"Leave it be, girl! It is not for you to toy with." 

She stepped back and lifted her chin. "Then I'll find out right now." 

"Stop!" Mithrazel leapt from his chair and grabbed her hands roughly. At her grimace he released them. His face twisted in distaste. "Very well. Its name is Than. It is Undeath. It is Master Adranath's most recent contribution to the Troth of Anjur." 

"Undeath?" The apprentice's gut wrung as, involuntarily, memories sprang up of Lore Master Hathniel and the grotesque maelstrom he had become. A spike of bile rose in her throat. She grit her teeth. 

Mithrazel continued, "He distilled it after studying the foulness that threatens us. He hoped to understand its black power and so subdue it. The work was futile." The wizard stared at the desktop with a knitted brow. "Nor did he ever inform me how close we are to that confrontation." 

Kaji's stomach lurched. Abruptly she wanted to talk about anything else. "Show me what you're studying!" She snatched up one of the scrolls before the wizard could react, and unrolled it. "Ahh! A Treatise On Provincial Charms. Why Master, you think the Provinces are charming! I never imagined." 

"Leave me to my work!" growled Mithrazel, though he did not move. His posture seemed uneasy. 

She smirked. "You're reading about heartstones? Why? Are you planning to spy on the Matriarchs?" 

"They can be put to such uses, naturally." 

"Where will you get one? Steal it from a little girl?" Then her mouth gaped open. "You found mine, didn't you! Where is it?" 

Mithrazel flinched. "Yours? I didn't know you had one." 

"Never mind. I know how to get it now." Her arms slithered through the gestures of a spell. Her fist bloomed with rays of color. When she opened it, the heartstone rested on her palm. 

In an instant her body fell cold. Her eyes glazed with dread. "Teyloth! Something's horribly wrong!" She leveled an intense gaze at Mithrazel, though it projected only concern. "What's wrong with him? What happened?" 

The wizard stammered a knot of sounds, but they formed no real words. 

"He's dying!" she shrieked, squeezing her fist tight. Then she battled back the panic swirling in her head. Only one action presented itself. Chants and glyphs solidified in her mind. She shut her eyes, took a deep breath and summoned a familiar arrangement of sorcery. A musical hum lilted around her. Bright light shone through her eyelids. She stepped forward and was carried away. 

Mithrazel watched as the mystical gate faded from sight. Then he backed away with a look of alarm, as if the air might snap open again and bite him. 
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Kaji forced mana into the spell of teleportation. She had no idea the distance she was trying to cross, only that Teyloth was at the other end. The tumbling sensation of freedom sucked at her concentration; but nearly a week of Adranath's instruction allowed her to channel as much energy as she needed to satisfy the enchantment's thirst. 

She had almost stopped marveling at the unlimited power she controlled. 

She stepped out of the gate into a twilight symphony of green. A hazy rain shower drooped over the giant trees of an old forest. Cold droplets thumped on a million leafy drums. 

Before her was a cluster of houses, tucked like children in the arms of an enormous white cypress. The trunk of the tree was surrounded by a simple wooden fence, in which many ponderous, domesticated durka waited out the downpour with reptilian patience. Ostards huddled against the damp, dusky chill. 

More than anything the wet smells of the place enveloped Kaji like a cloak. This was Dame Sayaru's villa. Teyloth was somewhere inside, shielded from her teleportation by the Matriarch's magic wards. 

She had come home. The shock of it caused her to neglect her mage's reflexes. Instead of sheltering herself with a cantrip, she let the rain stream over her body in cool, silvery curls. 
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An older mage escorted her through the woven-thatch halls of the Matriarch's home. The woman wore a short leather tunic and a soft, floral-colored mantle. Kaji recognized that she was staring at the mage's traveling clothes with longing, though her thoughts did not stray from Teyloth. 

"He is dying," said the mage in a subdued voice. 

"That's ridiculous! Why doesn't somebody heal him?" 

"We've tried. Not even the Venerable Mother could help him. They say the assassins used sorcerous poisons, immune to our resistance. Even resurrection won't work." 

Kaji scowled and picked up her pace. "Sorcery doesn't frighten me anymore." 
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At his bedside Kaji collapsed to her knees. Teyloth was a pale apparition among sheets of rich color. His fur was matted and coarse, his breath hot and tremulous, his eyes swollen shut. His Living Whip was a thousand-legged coil by his head. Kaji had never seen it dormant in quite that way. 

She clutched Teyloth's hand to her cheek and wept. 

"Tears of joy, I hope," said a voice that was barely a tremble of breath. 

Kaji laughed and sobbed and pressed her face against his broad chest. His ribs stood out clear and hard. "Tey, please, tell me about our future together!" 

"I fight for you, Kaji. That's why I'm here." 

"You did right, you stupid oaf. I was wrong. I should have come myself. I was angry and I was an idiot, but I've arranged everything now. You don't have to get married, Tey! I've worked it out with the Lore Council. I fixed it." 

"Can't fix me," he rasped. "The Matriarch --" 

"Forget her! I can heal you. I know how." 

Weakly, wearily, the warrior's head shook side to side. "No. It's over. I don't mind. True glory means dying for your passions." He swallowed, dryly. "Don't cry. I'm an arrow you fired on the day we met. I hope ... I hit my mark." 

"Shut up, Tey! Stay with me. I need you now." 

His cracked lips worked into a smile. Something twinkled in the swollen folds of his eyelids. "I adore you, Kaji Sayarukan." 

Her name trickled from his lips like smoke from a snuffed candle. 

The veiled bedchamber exploded with light. Kaji rode a swell of pain and unleashed a flood of mana into a healing enchantment. As she had with Lore Master Hathniel she gave herself over to the brutal flow of power, lashing every scrap of it into the spell. Yet Teyloth remained motionless, his scraggled fur flaking away from skin that grew unnaturally dark. 

"Kaji, stop!" The voice thundered in her head. She felt arms of magic energy enfolding her, gently coaxing her back from the deathbed. When she resisted, the arms grew forceful. She found herself yanked into the hallway. 

"That doesn't help him!" shouted Dame Sayaru, interposing herself between Kaji and the door. The young Meer had never seen such a fierce glare in the Matriarch's eyes. 

Nor was she daunted by it. "Stand back, Mother." 

"I shall not! You're not helping him, Kaji! The poison in his body turns healing magic against him." 

"No!" Kaji lunged at the door and was caught in the ancient Meer's arms. "I can undo the poison!" 

"It's too late. Kaji, listen to me!" Sayaru captured the sorceress's gaze, in a single instant that recalled a childhood spent idolizing the Matriarch. Kaji faltered. "He's gone, my child. His spirit has passed and cannot return. Do not defile him with pointless enchantments." 

Kaji's soul toppled away from her. In its place remained a void no mana could fill. Her body trembled, weakened, then moved with some distant energy that tore her from the Matriarch's arms. Kaji rushed through the door and fell at Teyloth's side. Her arms wrapped around him but nothing was there. His body remained, his flesh still warm, but nothing was there. 

The Living Whip uncurled itself and crawled off the bed, moving as if in a stupor. 

Kaji screamed again. Once more she gave herself over to a savage flow, this time of unremarkable, ceaseless tears. 
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In the corridor beyond the death chamber a waifish Mystic wiped tears from her face. Dame Sayaru stroked the girl's back. "A warrior is a tragedy," murmured the old woman, "a moth that seeks only for a flame to consume it." 

"No more proverbs, Mother." The door opened slowly. Kaji was a disheveled mess, eyes bloody, hair tangled, Anjuric robes still soaked and clinging. Her voice was wet with tears. "Tell me who did this." 

The Matriarch squinted. "What have you done in there, young woman? I smell sorcery." 

"It's called Irem Grav. Don't disturb him." She tugged her fingers through recalcitrant hair. "Who were the assassins, Mother?" 

"They came from Anjur. Of that there is no doubt. They wanted to keep him from delivering news of the Parting of the Veils." 

Kaji's expression was sour. "That's obvious. I need more." 

"They tracked him using this." She held up an amber heartstone. "Whoever possesses its counterpart held the assassins' reins." 

The sorceress bared her teeth. "I knew it." 

"Kaji," said the Matriarch, lifting a finger, "my child, I weep for your loss. But this is a fragile time. Consider your actions. Do not allow passion to rule you." 

She tried to choke it down, but the mirthless laugh sprang unbidden from Kaji's mouth. 
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Mithrazel's flailing body smashed against the tapestried wall of his bedchamber. When he slumped to the ground his limbs glowed in several places, as the wizard desperately healed his injuries. Part of a wall hanging, woven with luminescent patterns, sagged atop him. 

"Why?" bellowed Kaji, floating in a halo of swirling light. "Why kill him? What did it gain you?" 

Mithrazel flung aside the tapestry and snarled, "I am a sorcerer of Anjur! You'll not --" 

"Shut up!" She carved another whirlwind from the ether and engulfed her former master in its violence. Mana streamed from her in unbound quantities. The wizard smacked against the opposite wall, then rolled sideways along its hard crystalline surface. Mithrazel shrieked in pain. Cracking sounds punctuated his outbursts. When he landed again, his body was twisted into a grotesque shape. 

"Kaji!" howled the sorcerer. The radiance of his healing spells was noticeably weaker. "Mercy! Let me speak! I walked the boy's thoughts. He would never have been persuaded to stop. He believed it was his duty to you. His devotion was insurmountable, given the limits on our time!" 

"Liar! You were mad at me and you wanted revenge!" She swept him from the floor and hurled him through a pair of clear-paned doors. With a glassy crash he toppled onto the balcony beyond. Stars strew across the sky above him; the endless lights of Anjur glimmered a thousand feet below. Kaji was close behind, tears of rage staining her face. "Yes, I used you, and you can't stand that! Well, if you want me, I'm in your old chambers in Adranath's tower. Send your assassins after me. Not him. By the spheres, Mithrazel, not him!" 

The wizard's splintered bones did not allow him to stand. On the crystal floor of the balcony he spat blood and groaned. "No! Please, in the name of our ancestors! I meant only to keep the Matriarchs from interfering. The Council commanded it!" 

"The Council!" She hovered above him, brighter than all the stars. "Who? Adranath?" 

Mithrazel mashed his eyelids shut. 

Kaji growled. "Then I'm finished with you." A wind soared from the heavens and lifted the mangled sorcerer into the air. 

"Mercy! Don't kill me! I told you I walked the warrior's thoughts! Spare me and I'll share them with you... perhaps it may answer questions which you could not ask him in life..." 

The sorceress' face churned with rising horror. The expression changed quickly to animal fury. Mithrazel pitched high into the air above the city and then fell screeching, a streak of feeble light. Kaji burst into rampant sobs. She crumpled to the balcony floor amid smeared pools of her old master's blood. 

A blinding flash sparkled around Mithrazel before he hit the ground. Kaji realized this only a moment before an identical flash swallowed her. 
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She was sprawled on the floor of a tall room fashioned from wine-colored crystal. Eleven sorcerers stood before her, each within a pillar of white light. The centermost of the Lore Council opened his hands to her. 

"Kaji," said Adranath, "my apprentice, I grieve with you. I am at your service." 

The girl formed her mouth into a word, though no sound emerged. "Murderer." The same whirlwind which had mutilated Mithrazel now leapt at the aged Lore Master. Kaji ground her teeth together as she saturated the wind with torrential streams of mana. 

Master Adranath crossed his forearms, palms facing his chest. The cyclone curled away from him and disappeared among the lofty vaults of the chamber's ceiling. Not even his diaphanous robe fluttered. Kaji locked eyes with him and cast the spell again, this time focussing on the lessons he had taught her. A whirlwind of doubled strength launched headlong at the sorcerer. Again it recoiled from him and flew away. 

"Please. Kaji." Adranath's luxuriant voice filled the distant corners of the room. "Let me help you." 

She rose to her knees. After a controlled breath she murmured, "You have." Then she droned a mage's enchantment she had vowed would never shape her lips again. 

A sharp, inhuman trilling arose. Its echoes fluttered and flapped around the vaulted ceiling. From every window and doorway and every slightest crack in the walls poured a tide of insects into the room. The swell of glittering, chitinous creatures flooded over the startled wizards, who brandished emerald staves in defense. Kaji lost sight of the Meer in the opaque hurricane of tiny surging bodies, a buzzing kaleidoscope of wings and legs and shells and jaws and stingers. This time, though, none dared alight on Kaji's fur. In the Wilds of Dashan she had cried as if in a nightmare. Tonight she indulged an ominous smile. 

The air began to crack. Claps of sound and arcs of light dazzled the room. Kaji ducked behind her arms and yelped, while the summoned insects popped into tiny flames by dozens, then by thousands. When it seemed the heat and clamor would overwhelm her, the bizarre inferno ended. 

The insects were gone. The room was veiled with white, bitter smoke. That too drifted away on a calm breeze that whirred from Adranath's hand. 

"You're a nexus, my apprentice, but we are the Lore Council of Anjur. You can't hurt us. You don't want to hurt us." 

"You're right. I can't hurt you while I'm sitting here." She climbed to her feet and stood with a proud arch in her back. "So I'll leave you. I pray for your success in the Parting of the Veils." On silk slippers she walked toward the door. 

"You don't want this," called the Lore Master after her. "Your future is with us, Kaji. Only we offer the glory you deserve. You can't abandon your destiny." 

She glanced at him over her shoulder. Her bloodshot eyes were as cold as jade. "Look again, Adranath." 

The Council fell silent as she stepped out of the chamber, leaving nothing behind but ringing echoes. 
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The death chamber was a feast of textures animated by candlelight. The walls were crisscrossed sheaves of straw. The rafters were tangled cypress branches. The floor was a jumble of small rugs, intricate with woven designs. The low, wide bed was carved from a single log, alive with raised patterns that mimicked a briery thicket. The colorful bedsheets draped gently over an unseen body. 

In the center of the room knelt Kaji. She wore a simple, undyed dress and no shoes. She held in her hand a scrap of paper. Written upon it was a single glyph. 

Kaji made no sound as she contemplated Teyloth's corpse. 

The Matriarch Sayaru appeared in the doorway, behind the young Meer. Crystals winked from a long gown, outlining the old woman in the shadows. 

"You will not invoke that power under my roof," said the Matriarch's resonant voice. 

Kaji glanced at the paper. "You know what Than is, Venerable Mother?" 

"Of course I do. It is Adranath's venom. Destroy it." 

"If you were in my place, you'd consider the same thing." 

"I would not." The Matriarch was beside her without a stir of air. She whisked the paper from Kaji's fingers and incinerated it with a blossom of rainbow flames. 

Kaji lowered her head. A tear wetted her nose. 

Dame Sayaru laid a knobby hand on the girl's shoulder. "But then I have the advantage of knowledge that you do not possess. Come with me. Indulge an old Matriarch's need to tell a tale. See what we've been doing these two long days since your warrior arrived." 
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They walked down the warmly lit corridors of the villa. Before she realized it, Kaji had taken the ancient Meer's arm and was leaning one cheek against the marbled fur of her shoulder. It was a strange, natural act. 

"Kaji, I know it isn't easy to be caught in the middle of this. We all despise this... situation. There was a time, you see, when the Lore Council and the Matriarchs did not cross paths. That was before Adranath joined them. These seventy-seven years since, we've grown to curse his name." 

Kaji's ears perked. She lifted her head. "I didn't know that, Mother." 

"We don't speak of it. Why show the world a rift within the caste? Yet now I wonder that we doomed ourselves through inaction." 

They approached a bustle of Mystics, mostly weary-looking teenage girls in mage's leathers, carrying an unending chain of baskets that brimmed with herbs. The girls bowed their heads to the Matriarch as she passed. It was the least formal of all genuflections. By that alone Kaji knew the circumstances were dire. She was not comforted by the observation. 

"Venerable Mother, what is Adranath's sin? Is it just that unendurable ego of his?" 

"Far worse. Nature deserves her mysteries, young woman, but to him a mystery is an insult to be answered. He will not rest until he masters everything. You can't understand the damage he caused when he turned his hunger on the very ether itself." 

Kaji nodded. "He scoops out pieces of it to use for practice! It's incredible." 

"It's an abomination! You can't gouge out pieces of the ether without repercussions, any more than you can cut away the pulp of a tree and expect it to remain healthy. For fifteen years Adranath has wounded the ether. Now it's irreparably fractured. It shifts and shakes, Kaji, like unstable ground. And the Lore Masters wonder that awful things have begun to crawl out of it?" 

Kaji felt her hands squeeze the old Meer's arm. Her stomach was knotting. "I -- faced it, Mother. The black power that you're talking about. It was terrifying. I thought…" She bit her lip and looked down. "I thought I had beaten it. But I couldn't have. I'm nothing next to the Council. Just a mage who doesn't know her place." 

The Matriarch took Kaji in a strong embrace. "For that, my child, I am deeply sorry. Because I never told you your true place." A timeworn hand stroked the girl's long, pointed ear. "You see, the Ar'Kannor instructs us that a nexus such as you should never be allowed to study magic. The wisdom of the ancestors is obvious. You yourself have experienced the danger." 

Kaji looked up into Sayaru's face. "That can't be true! I was meant to be a mage." 

"Fate can be sharp as a knife, young woman. You were supposed to remain hidden, even after the death of your parents. But Adranath's greed is inescapable. The Matriarchs foresaw the danger. We predicted that this terrible... malevolence... would arise. We knew Adranath would be forced to seek the power of the Primogenitor, to repair the ether and overcome it." 

Her eyes widened. "And you trained me because you knew he'd need a nexus?" 

The Matriarch cupped the back of Kaji's neck with a tender grip. "We wanted one of our own present when the Veils parted. And despite what you may think, I am proud that it's you." 

Neither a smile nor tears could contain the emotions that swelled inside the young girl. Instead she pressed herself into Sayaru's arms and held tightly to the ancient Meer. The silence between them spoke a lifetime of words. 
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They arrived at an exit leading to the villa's courtyard. In the crook of the gigantic tree was a crowded ring of mages. Scattered around them were bushels upon bushels of herbs, forming a dense garden of murmured colors. The women were burning handfuls of them. To the smoldering embers they sang gentle Mystic songs. The chants wafted the tinted smoke into long, undulating tendrils, which meandered to the center of the circle. There the threads wove together in delicate ways. A tapestry of ghostly beauty was already beginning to emerge, as much a pattern of scents as smoke. 

Kaji covered her mouth in surprise. "I've never seen a Veil that big!" 

"There has never been one as big." 

"Oh, I see. You're recording our chants, in case the worst happens. But is it big enough to capture all of nature's laws? Are there songs enough to express them all?" 

"Every Matriarch is constructing a piece of the whole. It may be a small gesture, but when the Lore Council strips nature of her clothing, we shall give her something to protect her dignity." 

"Adranath will resist, Venerable Mother. He won't let us restore the old order again." 

"You assume he will not perish in the act." 

Kaji frowned. "He is prepared for that." 

"Then you remain our one hope. The Parting of the Veils must succeed, to defeat the malevolence and restore the ether. Beyond that, my child, you must judge the wisest course. All I have left to give you is my last divination, which told me only this: 'Take the serpent's hand, for it is our haven.'" 

The sorceress grimaced. "Serpents don't have hands, Mother. Please, this is no time for riddles." 

Dame Sayaru sighed and stared out at the gently chanting mages. "May the ancestors watch over you, Kaji. I cannot do so any longer." 
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The sapphire walls of the spell chamber drank a sudden splash of light. At a large marble podium, Adranath glanced up. "Ahh, Kaji! I wondered how long it would take. Welcome home." 

The sorceress strode before him wearing a mage's leather tunic and a full, colorful Mystic's mantle. Her eyes narrowed. "Teach me." 

"Of course. There's no time to waste. I'll prepare the chamber while you change into some proper clothes." 

"Don't you dare taunt me, Adranath." 

The sorcerer wrinkled the silver fur of his brow. "Mind your attitude, apprentice." 

"Let's agree on this." She stepped behind the podium, almost close enough to touch him. "A scribe without a stylus is impotent. Don't bring it up again, Adranath, or we'll do nothing but argue. There's no time to waste." 

The Lore Master worked a grin onto his face, though for the first time in Kaji's experience, he did not seem to enjoy it. 

"Very well, Kaji Sayarukan. Where did we leave off?" 

She shoved a finger at the glyph-inscribed wall. "Than. Show me how it works." 
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The edict was announced over the whole of Anjur: All activity would cease when the sun peaked at midday. All eyes would turn upward. 

A hushed sound spread through the city when throngs of Meer pressed into the cobbled streets. A few heavy clouds tumbled across the deep sky. When one of them passed before the sun, a cascade of beams scattered over the onlookers. Each beam alit on the peak of a high crystal tower. For a moment it seemed as if a new sun was born atop each lofty spire; but when the glare diminished the people identified what was happening. Eleven towers split open at their apexes. In a fountain of color they folded out prism-shaped slivers like the petals of giant, heavenly flowers. 

The crystal city dazzled with legendary brilliance, visible to the corners of the world. 

Revealed within the blossoming towers were twelve tiny figures. Each Lore Master stood atop his spire with an emerald staff upraised. One by one they began to chant. As every new sorcerer joined the ritual the arcane words drummed louder and louder, until the incantations tumbled across the landscape as if roared by thunderclouds. The crowd shrank away from the painful din. 

The twelfth figure was even smaller than the rest. Beside the flamboyantly gowned Lore Council she seemed almost naked, wearing just a short tunic, low boots and an ample scarf draped around her shoulders. 

Kaji stood a few feet in front of Adranath on the tallest peak in the city. Only the Lore Master himself could have noticed how violently she trembled. 

A sumptuous voice rolled through her mind. "Kaji, you may begin." She nodded, took a deep breath and concentrated on the Troth of Anjur. 

At the gates of the city dozens of frightened citizens streamed into the surrounding fields. When a new radiance spiked shadows across the hillsides, they had little choice but to look back. The silhouette on the highest tower was hardly visible at all. Pure crystalline light heaved up from the sorceress and when it impacted the sky, the sound struck leaves from the trees and giant ferns. The light moved, slashing into the heavens a wound like living blackrock. The glyph formed high overhead. Its name spilled over the countryside in the voice of a sixteen-year-old goddess: FLAM. Inferno. 

When the glyph was complete, the sun unraveled. Its fiery brilliance separated into giant bands that toppled down from the sky, while tinier flames took wing from the windows of buildings. They joined in a vast, swirling disk that revolved around the crystal spires. On the horizon faraway flames rose into the air and slowly orbited the city. 

Kaji knew for certain she was locked in a dream, for she was a hollow tunnel through which oceans of mana thundered, and she witnessed sights that defied all sense. Now she began the second glyph, carving open the blue flesh of the sky. Its name boomed out from her lips - POR - Movement - and the miniature world below her shivered in a wave that rippled out to the jungles and beyond. One by one the landscape's components stopped moving, frozen in place. The shrieks of terror from the crowds grew shriller. 

When she completed the third glyph - XEN - Creature - the shrieks fell silent. The citizens of Anjur themselves lifted into the air and disassembled. Without violence their flesh simply parted from muscle, blood from tissue, veins from bone; basic organic components disentangling as if no longer needed in combination. Animals followed the Meer - ostards, game insects, durka, jungle saurians - neatly unwoven and placed inside the rotating disk. 

Kaji focused on the lessons she had drilled. With each completed glyph she dared think of nothing but the next. Her mind could not encompass the scene around her. 

No more than thirty symbols were gouged into the ether before she realized that the black malevolence was upon them. 

Its oily, vaporous substance erupted across the city and engulfed the parts which had not yet been unmade by the Parting of the Veils. Now it fingered its way up the crystal spires, infiltrating the high, graceful curves with acid corruption, pocking and cracking the surfaces and staining them vile colors. The sorcerers in turn sprayed it with multihued bolts of sorcerous energy. In many places the foul smoke retreated. In many more it advanced. 

Kaji gasped when she spotted at the edge of her vision one of the Lore Masters locked in coils of blackness. In her mind Adranath bellowed, "Quickly! Inscribe the next glyph! We need it to defend ourselves!" 

She heard the roaring chant of the sorcerers as they strove to complete the final unmaking of the world: VAS KAL AN MANI IN CORP HUR ... Then she raked the next glyph into the ether: TYM. 

Time. 

Adranath's spell of annihilation growled to life. A wave of fiery oblivion swelled over the horizons. Kaji saw its ravenous void rushing nearer, closing in on the ruins of Anjur, unmaking the world in preparation for its rebirth. It frightened her less than the formless malevolence, but it would not be swift enough. The gurgling black smoke snatched another Lore Master screaming from his tower. Only eight remained. 

Then time began to unravel. Kaji saw visions of the past reeling into the fiery disk like shards of a shattered crystal. She recognized the void that was the future, flooding towards the city. She glimpsed flashes of other times, impossible places, histories that never were. 

"No!" howled Adranath, this time aloud behind her. "The Veils part but we're losing control! Stay within the ritual!" He was answered by cries of horror from other towers. 

Kaji looked up into a crack in the sky. Among the tattered shreds of time a clear outline appeared. It was a man, or perhaps a giant, dressed in armor that was neither crystal nor chitin. His face was deformed, pinched and angular and almost furless. Yet his eyes had a desperate beauty. He seemed to be reaching out to her with frantic motions. 

On his chest was a tabard, sewn with the emblem of a silver serpent. 

"It's over!" yelled Adranath with a furious tone. "We've failed! It's gone out of my control!" 

To the Lore Master's mind she called, "Can't we do anything to save the spell?" 

"We can only save ourselves! Quickly, girl, before Creation remakes us! We need Irem!" 

Kaji held her breath and reached out. Her small hand pressed into the palm of the deformed giant. He swiveled a gaze upon her that blazed nobility and deepest sorrow. So much like Teyloth, she realized, that she began to weep. 

"Kaji, what have you done? What's happening?!" 

The disk that was disassembled creation hove from its invisible axis and whorled around the crack in the sky. The giant let go of Kaji's hand and slashed out rapid gestures, as if invoking some unknowable form of magic. His actions appeared fruitless. The disk spiraled inward upon him like a gigantic whirlpool. Sucked along with it were the fringes of the black malevolence, which threw out gurgling tendrils at its newest victim. 

Kaji unbound the mana which flowed through her and channeled it into the whirlpool. When it streamed over the frantic giant she shaped a single glyph around him - Irem. 

A ruby glow enveloped the giant. The malevolence recoiled. 

"Kaji! Damn you, it's killing us! Act now!" 

The mage turned to face Adranath. Her eyes shimmered with tears. "You've destroyed everything! You and your greed for power!" She raised her hands. "True glory means dying for your passions. Take that with you, Adranath!" 

In strokes longer than the sorcerer's height, Kaji inscribed upon the space around him the impossibly black shape of Than. The Lore Master flung open his mouth in rage and snarled the beginning of a counterattack; but the glyph overtook him. His rich silver coat tumbled away from withering skin. His bones jutted against desiccating flesh. As his eyes split and crumbled the malevolence swept him up in a putrid tentacle, and both vanished into the thundering vortex. 

Annihilation overtook Anjur. Kaji witnessed the city eaten by oblivion. The vortex collapsed upon itself, swallowing into the belly of time parts of her world she could not fathom. Riding a current of mana she fled from the encroaching void; but the mana itself was being devoured. There was no hope. Her last breath was a squeal of animal terror. 

Yet something else touched her before oblivion. It was the faerie kiss of a ghostly veil. She knew in that instant that rebirth would come. Not to her, but to the world. And in some way it would whisper the gentle songs of mages. 

And so ended the first great race of Sosaria, with the smile of a proud, young girl. 
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Luxuriant green fields stampeded to the windy horizon. Cool air snapped with the fragrance of grass. The morning sky wielded lances of sunlight like an eager young warrior, vanquishing armies of clouds. Insect wings fluttered open like eyelids. 

The beings had no form, only luminance. They lingered above a rock-dappled glen and wondered what force had brought them here. Their conclusion centered around a scattering of bones. These were the only evidence of sentient life, except for the echoes of a language that greeted them when they first arrived. They correctly deduced it had been a spell, one which must have eradicated an entire people. 

The lost race had carved meaning into the formless ether. Their power had been limitless. Yet the bones of a single specimen were all that remained. 

It was a delightful enigma. The Wisps thrived upon mysteries. Not in solving them, but in perpetuating them. Thus would an ancient race remain unsuspected for countless ages. 

Not until other peoples had arisen from the virgin creation would their legend surface again. And only in strange, unforeseen, patchwork corners of time.

JUKA SERIAL 

PART FOUR – EXODUS


CHAPTER I 

Of all the events in Jukan history, none commanded more awe or terror than the Last Assault on Citadel Moonglow. The final, impenetrable stronghold of the Overlords had never been conquered, not even in the machine-driven wars between the citadels. Its very name spoke of untouchable gods from antiquity. Ruled by the Prime Overlord, it was an invincible opponent. On the day of the final offensive, the rebel Juka learned the cost of challenging its legendary reputation. 

It was, as every schoolchild knows, the end of the world. 

Veiled by a writhing thunderstorm, the glimmering shadow of the citadel stretched over the sky like a canopy of smoldering embers. Thousands of lamps twinkled across its hovering bulk. Anchored in a dozen places by tall, thin pillars, the city swayed uneasily in the embrace of angry winds. Ash-grey clouds were tangled with lightning. Thunder roared like a god's nightmare. 

Yet the sky was the barest echo of the tempest on the plains below. 

The stone-paved battlefield was encrusted with flames. Two armies collided in a clamorous holocaust of torches and bonfires and blazing corpses. Thousands of fires lit the ranks of loyalist Juka, arrayed in a dense circle about the citadel's anchor points. A hundred thousand more surrounded them, as the rebels pressed into the defensive lines. And stretched across the plains among the smokestacks and windmills of abandoned factories were long columns of refugees, pouring out of the city at the sufferance of the attacking troops. 

Where soldiers faced soldiers, no fiercer melee had ever been fought. Metal crashed upon metal with demoniac shrieks. The air they inhaled was a broth of heat and sweat and oily rain and acid smoke. Warriors conversed in animal snarls. Each side hurled into combat with the potent, inescapable knowledge that an end to the war was at hand. A rebel victory would extinguish the Overlords. Defeat would come only after the decimation of the revolutionary armies. Honor forgave no other outcome. 

Despite a twentyfold advantage, however, the rebels gained little ground. The loyalists met them with the full barrage of Overlord-designed artillery, flame belchers, gas throwers and advanced melee weapons. The air was an inferno of flashes and fumes, forks of lightning and cascades of sparks. Overhead a dozen loyal airships stalked the skies. Missiles and spark stones rained down from the citadel. By comparison the rebels carried only what devices they had scavenged from other citadels. The very goal of the revolution meant that Overlord technology, inaccessible to Jukan engineers, would vanish by attrition from their society. In time, folded steel and Jukan muscle would constitute the dominant powers on the battlefield. Every rebel victory brought that future one city closer. 

They paid for their prior successes with a moat of blood around Citadel Moonglow. Loyalist machines cut them down by the scores. Unlike their enemies, the rebels had dwindling caches of healing draughts. 

And of course, the loyalists employed monsters to fight beside them. 

The rumble of several hundred Juggernauts would echo through the nightmares of the day's survivors, rebels and loyalists alike. Ranks of them pushed through attacking lines with brutal ease. Dozens of Dreadnoughts soared above the melee, raking it with static bursts and torrents of missile fire. Attending the Juggernauts were swarms of maintenance drones, smaller counterparts to the half-living war machines, conscripted into the defense of the citadel. 

Above them all towered the largest and most terrifying of the Overlords' mechanized slaves. Only five Behemoths walked the burning plains. It was enough to harry rebel formations. They strode through enemy forces on steel legs hundreds of feet high, crushing troops and equipment under inconceivable weight. Each titan walked on four legs attached to a comparatively small body, with a fifth reared high in the air. Or perhaps it was better deemed a neck, for at its tip was a giant, spade-shaped weapon resembling a long, jagged muzzle. When a Behemoth struck, tons of steel bellowed in the motion. Its jaws swept down in a ponderous, irresistible arc that swallowed up dozens of soldiers, war machines, carriages and ridgebacks and gouged savage troughs across the paved, dead earth. The killing stroke was unsophisticated. Nothing, not even stray Juggernauts caught in the path, survived the fall when dropped from six hundred feet in the air. 

These were the opponents that the rebel Juka faced with cold steel, strong arms and stern expressions. The honor of meeting powerful enemies did little to assuage the seething, delirious horror of the front lines. 
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Near the periphery of the attacking forces, Kumar watched the unfolding carnage. He stood in full battle armor, decked with weapons and festooned with the gilt badges of rank. His arms were crossed. The weight of the day pulled lines in his face. 

Beside him appeared another figure, similarly equipped, with a stream of silky hair as red as hot iron. Narah tilted her head and stared at him. 

"I know that look. Tell me, are we brooding over our dismal lot in life, or pensive about the terrible duty we must perform?" 

Kumar hinted at a smile. "What happened to the grim warrior I used to know? I always counted your scowl among my friends in battle." 

"That was long ago, when my purity was intact. You've corrupted me with good nature." 

"Could any man hope for a greater legacy? I hope I die before your smile fades." He turned to her. "Is Darhim ready to start?" 

"He is. And the Great Mother is hungry for our blood." 

Inside a high tent, the Hand of Honor met around a small stone basin. Obden and Turlogan were likewise dressed for warfare. The diminutive Darhim wore long ceremonial robes. When all were in place the aged priest lit a whispering blue flame under the basin. Within the stone bowl, an iron obelisk began to heat and glow. 

The old priest raised his hands and called out, "Great Mother, witness this Sanguination! To you we owe the blessings of life and glory. Honor us with the courage to be worthy of the brave Juka who stand against us. It is in your name we fight. 

"Grant each of us now the privilege to see with our eyes that which we hold silently in our hearts. In return we offer you this, in the hope you require no more." 

The stone basin was toothed with metal blades. Each Juka sliced open his forearm on an iron fang and drizzled blood onto the seething hot obelisk. The droplets vanished into crackles of smoke. They sealed their wounds by pressing them to the glowing obelisk. The air thickened with bitter smoke and a dense, wordless tension. 

Darhim closed the ritual with a gesture. He knelt to clip off the blue flame, then stood and shrugged free of his robe. Underneath it he wore thick plates of armor. Weapons dangled from straps around his waist and shoulders. 

He nodded. "That's done. Let's go finish what we started." 
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Three hundred feet in the air, the belly of a Behemoth was riddled with windows. Inside the giant's body was a launching bay, around which teemed a hive of flying machines. These were Juka-manned pods, held aloft by levitant tanks and propelled by large, vertical wheels that stroked the air as a paddle strokes water. The gyrofoils darted nimbly through the storm. They buzzed the rebel hosts and raked them at short range with bolts of static charge. Their lofty roost kept them otherwise out of enemy reach. 

The torchlit launching bay flustered with activity. Fresh gyrofoils hurtled into the dark, wet sky through a broad doorway. Spent pods leapt back in, landing on small wheels with brakes that hissed sparks. Crews of workmen scrambled to replenish levitant tanks and scourge chambers. The air churned with bitter scents. 

Turlogan roared at the workers when he emerged from a gyrofoil. Many of them cowered but more drew blades, startled by the appearance of the armored giant. Those that faced him met the brunt of his kinetic maul. By the time Kumar climbed out behind him, eight workmen swarmed Turlogan. He seemed invigorated by the resistance. A man clung feebly to each of the pit fighter's arms. More clutched his legs, trying to dislodge him from his immovable stance. His laughter pounded the metal walls. 

"This is the might of the dreaded Behemoth? Send them all to me! I'll smash them down from the sky!" 

Kumar ignored his companion's boasts. It had cost dozens of lives to capture enough gyrofoils for this mission. They chased a perilous gambit. But no other choice was available - in Jukan memory no Behemoth had ever been defeated. 

He drew his static greatsword and rent through a cluster of armed workmen. Turlogan knocked his attackers around the deck, crushing bones and flesh with furious delight. In minutes they secured the gyrofoil bay. A flickering gloom settled around them, trembling with the moans of the dying and the dolorous groans of the Behemoth's walking steel legs. The floor heaved with each step. 

Kumar wiped down his blade. "Watch for incoming gyrofoils. Disable the loyalists and let our people be." 

Turlogan looked at the stowed pods, each identical to the next. "How do we tell ours from theirs?" 

The chamber exploded with a metallic clang. An errant gyrofoil plunged in the open door and banged against the roof. On the deck it toppled to its side and leaked levitant fuel in a floating, silvery cloud. The circular hatch flung open and Narah tumbled out. She rolled to her feet and drew two angular swords, crouched in a defensive stance. 

Kumar pursed his lips. "Theirs are manned by skilled pilots." 

Obden clambered out after Narah. Other gyrofoils followed, bringing Darhim and Jamark and two score other rebels. When enough had arrived, Kumar gave the order to proceed with the plan. 
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A steel trap door loomed in the ceiling, at the top of a narrow ladder. Obden had attached spring saps to the hinges and monitored the progress of their beaklike jaws. Below her, Darhim watched with impatient eyes. "Time is not our ally," murmured the old Juka. "Try this." 

He unsheathed a short sword and handed it to her. Obden raised her eyebrows. With the flip of a lever she awakened gears in the hilt. The weapon hummed and vibrated. A red glow bloomed across the tempered metal of the blade. 

The engineer grinned. "Time seems to be your friend. You've become more practical over the course of this war." She extricated a spring sap and worked the searing hot sword into the crack it had chewed. Smoke coughed out of the wounded hinge. 

Darhim shook his helmeted head. "Time favors hearts and legends. Rely on good equipment for everything else." 
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The trap door smashed open into a room entangled in shadow. A silhouette with broad shoulders climbed out of the floor, inside a shaft of firelight from below. Turlogan knelt, whispering to the shape that emerged behind him. 

"You're sure the Behemoth can't hear us?" 

Obden grunted as she found her feet. She lugged a long wooden box. "I talked to engineers from the factory where these were built. The automaton can see and hear outside, but it has no sensation in here. We're in its blind spot." 

The pit fighter hoisted the maul from his back. "The day is coming when all these machines will be rubble. You don't know how much I'm going to enjoy that." 

"Don't swing your hammer too wide. Look around you, Turlogan. Jukan hands built this. This is our craftsmanship. Respect what we've done." 

"Respect this monstrosity? You think a lot of me. How many centuries have we wasted building horrors like this?" 

She handed him an unlighted spark lantern from the box. "It's all we have. After Moonglow falls, we'll turn our craft to something worthwhile. Good riddance to these Overlord designs." 

Turlogan struck the lantern's ignition. A pale glow leapt from the bright, buzzing arc. Both Juka choked on their breaths. 

The room was a bramble of ducts and tubes. They burbled and shivered with the flow of alchemical fluids, rushing through clanking pumps, spilling in and out of glass tubes and globes. The jumbled mass was woven into a radiating pattern that converged on the center of the chamber. There on the floor lay the organic portion of the Behemoth. 

The creature could still be recognized as Juka. It had a bony torso, punctured by rows of copper pipes. Its outspread arms frayed into bundles of tissue, braided around two crooked rods that connected to heavy, churning gears. Likewise its legs unraveled into stalky, grinding devices. The creature squirmed and convulsed as if in pain. With each jerk of a limb one of the Behemoth's giant legs moved; with each buck of the automaton's head, the machine's towering, steel-jawed neck swooped and swayed. 

For a face it had a geyser of leather hoses and jointed copper pipes. The rebels could see strands of grey hair on the wastes of a scalp. 

Turlogan let out a breathy growl. "If every machine is smashed tomorrow, it won't be soon enough." 

Obden did not respond. One of her hands crawled into the box she had brought and pulled out a mallet and chisel. 

[image: image105.wmf]


A layer of scorching hot smoke hovered above the thick of the battle, reflecting the orange fires below. From the ground, through the drifting miasma, the Overlords' flying machines were visible only as frightful, angular shapes dipping into view just long enough to deliver a devastating barrage of missiles or gas or slithering bolts of electricity. But the gigantic, long-limbed Behemoth captured everyone's attention when it moved. Its colossal legs lifted off the ground with laborious metallic sounds. Through gaps in the smoke it could be seen folding its limbs at many joints and drawing them up to its airship-sized body. Levitant held the machine aloft. Its neck retracted and the titan began to rise, closer and closer to the twinkling storm cloud that was Citadel Moonglow. 

From a window in the landing bay Kumar watched the flying city creep nearer. The sight tickled his memory in a deep, neglected place. For most of his life he had shunned thought of his childhood. 

The earliest voice Kumar could recall belonged to an old, withered mythsinger who made stars leap off his tongue. In the refinery where the warrior was born, the one-eyed Juka would gather children in the nursery and recite sagas about the ancient, unclouded heavens. Long ago, explained the songs, the sky was populated by a nation of luminous spirits and demons. The tales of their adventures were dreamlike and fanciful. They painted vivid colors against an imaginary sky as pure as smelted silver. 

Magic flew from the old man's lips. If Kumar had to describe what a child's wonder looked like, it would be speckled with a million tiny lights that winked in the cadence of a song. 

Citadel Moonglow loomed overhead, seething with crimson sparkles amid the thundering gale. The warrior frowned. His jaw tensed. 

A warm hand lay on his shoulder. Narah's calm voice murmured, "Should I tell him my secret?" 

Kumar creased his brow. "I didn't know you had anything to hide." 

"Turlogan wants to know what I prayed for at Sanguination. I told him it was private, but he's more insistent than a chafing codpiece." 

The pit fighter strolled closer, twirling his maul in anxious hands. "What difference does it make? They say prayers at Sanguination always come true. Me, I asked the Great Mother to give me fifty Janissars to kill today. That's what I want to be remembered for!" 

Jamark leaned against the frame of a window. He pointed at the fiery battle below. "You didn't think it through, Turlogan. General Tallan and his men are down there, defending the central anchor column. Acquitting themselves very well, too." 

Narah smirked. "If you jump out now you might land on a few. I promise I'll never forget you." 

"What did you pray for, Narah?" Kumar took her hand. "I'll tell if you do." 

"My, but we're being forthright this morning! It must have been something in the food. All right, if it's the only way I'll get some peace. I prayed to be the first among us to die." 

Turlogan winced. "I didn't know you were so confident about this mission." 

"I have no intention of dying today. So if the Great Mother honors my prayer, none of you will die either." 

Kumar nodded. "Very noble. What if I asked for the same thing?" 

"Maybe we'll both live forever. Why, what did you ask for?" 

"I'll tell you after the battle." 

Narah sneered. "You're a dishonest man, Kumar of Britain." 

"I only want to give you something to live for." 

"Quiet, everyone!" Darhim crouched behind a netted barrel and peeked through the open bay door. "There's a Dreadnought circling us!" 

A hush fell over the rebel leaders and their troop of forty. Assertive blades kept the prisoners silent. A large silhouette flew through the rain-dark air, passed within yards of the entrance and then vanished. Minutes elapsed before the group stirred again. 

"We're almost there," said Kumar in a soft tone. "Gather yourselves. Obden disabled the Behemoth's eyes, so we'll get an army of drones in here once we're inside the maintenance bay. Now, everyone knows their places. Get to them." 

The rebels hurried to collect their weapons and equipment. Already prepared, Turlogan reclined against the wall and shook his head. "Narah, you wasted your prayer." 

She cast him a skeptical glance. "You're an expert in spiritual matters?" 

"I'm an expert in some things. You should have asked the Great Mother to protect that right flank you leave open on your clockwise spin thrust. And Kumar, you should have prayed for a faster vault lunge. My grandmother could dodge that greatsword of yours." 

Jamark spit out a laugh as he walked past, until Kumar nudged his scar-cheeked companion. "His grandmother only lost one fight in the slave pits. They say Turlogan won his first tournament against her, but I'm not one to perpetuate rumors." Then he stiffened at a blade that appeared from behind him, at his throat. 

Narah leaned her chin on the armor of his shoulder. Her grin reflected in the steel of the dagger. "You know I'll get you for lying to me." Then she kissed the blade and pressed it gently under his jaw. 

When she pulled away, Kumar blew out a heavy breath. He smirked at Jamark. "Now I have something to live for." 
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CHAPTER II 

The disabled Behemoth navigated among a flock of spinning propellers on the underside of the citadel, then floated quietly through a giant hatchway. The din of the storm was replaced by the melancholy hum of the city's machines. Inside, the Behemoth drifted up a tall, metal-plated shaft clogged with dense shadows and wafts of greasy mist. At the top, more than a hundred feet into the citadel, it veered through a side tunnel. 

The other end of the short passage opened into a vast chamber. The room resembled nothing so much as an enormous stable, with huge rectangular stalls for the deployed Behemoths. Maintenance equipment outfitted each stall -- ship chains and pulleys, a blazing forge, a crane powered by colossal gears. At the distant end of the room lurked a sixth metal giant, half-assembled, attended by a swarm of workmen and hovering drones. Their hammering echoed through the huge chamber like a distant battle. 

Kumar felt a tide of adrenaline rising in his chest. Around him the rebels performed various rituals to loosen their tense muscles. He joined them, stretching for a few minutes, until the beast they rode found the moorings in its stall. Loud clangs shook the Behemoth. 

"My team, into the gyrofoils." Kumar directed soldiers with hasty motions. 

Obden descended on the ladder from the room above. Turlogan darted beside the grey-haired engineer. "Is it time for me to slay my first Behemoth?" 

Her scowl was dark. "Don't waste your strength. This one won't threaten us again." 

"You already killed it." His face drooped. 

She nodded. "I had to work out which tubes were pumping it healing fluids. Otherwise it would never have died. Do you realize this thing might be a hundred years old?" 

Kumar waved to her from several yards away. "Tremendous work, Obden! Your plan was dead on. We got here without a bump." 

"The trick was to blind it enough that it left the battle, but not so much that it couldn't get here." She wiped metal-gloved hands down her face. Lines of grease striped her cheeks. "Great Mother's mercy, but that I didn't have to see as much as I did." 
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"The drones are coming in!" Jamark held a quarterstaff above his head and signaled to his men. A line of soldiers jammed shoulder-to-shoulder across the Behemoth's bay door, then locked their shield edges together. Spearmen planted behind them. 

On the other side of the shield wall, the grotesque, legless, half-machine drones whispered off the stall's riveted platform and glided towards them. When the creatures stopped to evaluate the Jukas' formation, Jamark called out to attack. Spear thrusts wounded the frontmost drones. Those in the back raised long, heavy, mechanical arms and charged forward. 

The shield wall held, though the clattering was violent in the Behemoth's landing bay. 

Kumar rushed the last of his people into gyrofoils. "You better get over there," he pointed to Turlogan. "Jamark's got his hands full." 

The pit fighter smacked Kumar on the shoulder. "We can finish off this maintenance crew before any others get here. You're the ones who need to be careful. You sure you want to go through with this? If Obden's plan works, we'll yank the fangs out of the Prime Overlord's mouth. No need to face him head on." 

Kumar's face became stern and hard. "I spent the better part of my childhood on a gas scow. Every morning for eight years I woke to a day in which plague and suicide were welcome relief. That's a few thousand reasons for me to take this war to the Prime Overlord personally, don't you agree?" 

Narah banged a fist on Turlogan's chest. "Just bring yourself back alive. We face one enemy. You're tackling their whole army. So don't get cocky, Turlogan, though I know that advice is about as useful as a glass anvil." She stood on her toes and touched a kiss to the giant's cheek. "Heart of fire, love." 

Turlogan loosed a wide grin. "Look the Prime Overlord in the eye for me, when you're taking him apart." 

Kumar punched his companion in the arm. "We'll do that. And you --" He tugged Narah by a scabbard at her waist, ushering her toward his gyrofoil. "You're riding with me this time. There's too much danger in the air already, to uncork you into the world again." 
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The gyrofoils whirled their paddlewheels and streaked out of the Behemoth's landing bay. Kumar resisted the urge to strafe the drones with static bursts as they punched through a knot of the creatures. The noise would alert others. Instead he led six trailing pods out of the maintenance stall and back through the side passage that brought them there. Following directions purchased with blood, they whisked through a maze of shafts and corridors until they lighted on a platform deep in the bowels of the citadel. 

Fifteen soldiers climbed out of the gyrofoils, joining Kumar, Narah and Darhim. Quietly the group slipped down a gloomy corridor, continuing on foot to navigate the labyrinth of Citadel Moonglow. A single spark lamp lit their way. The scent of oiled metal stalked them. 

At a turn in the passageway Kumar raised a hand. The group halted. Narah moved closer to him. 

"We found it," he whispered. "There's a door on the far side of the next room that fits the description." 

"Anything in the way?" 

"About twenty-five drones." 

Beside them, Darhim unslung a spring-powered bolt thrower. With a crank of the handle he cocked it and set a quarrel in its rails. "We broke stride for that?" 

The warriors grinned. At a signal to the group they leapt around the corner. 

The walls of the vaulted room were difficult to see, obscured by tangles of pipes and conduits. An arc of bright light twisted between two rods in the ceiling, strewing a skeletal glow over the chamber and its inhabitants. Two dozen dour-faced drones tended the multitudes of valves and pipeways. None of them spotted the Juka before a synchronized volley of missiles slammed into their pale, unarmored flesh. 

With polearms whirling the rebels laid into the survivors. Kumar swept his hook-bladed halberd in powerful arcs, chopping a route to the great iron door on the other side of the room. As their intelligence had reported, the door was fashioned from a combination of heavy iron and dark granite. It seemed tremendously thick. The ghostly light gave it an appearance of invulnerability. 

Abruptly Kumar spun to parry the spidery metal arm of an injured drone. A stroke of his halberd cut deep into the automaton's torso. The fallen creature bled colors that Kumar did not like. 

He spotted a drone racing at Darhim. The frail priest raised a squat blade to parry the creature's upraised claw, but Kumar felt better when Narah cartwheeled between them and planted a short sword in the automaton's throat. 

The rest of the soldiers finished off the opposition with little trouble. "Look for other entrances!" shouted Kumar when the situation was in hand. "Darhim, let's have a go at this door." 
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The priest unslung a metal-plated satchel from his shoulder. Inside was a trove of plugged bottles, both copper and glass. For many minutes he drained liquids back and forth into one another, finally concocting a vial of viscous fluid with a strangely elusive color. He held it up to Kumar with an expression bordering on pride. 

"Dribble that on your static sword. It's a potion of capacitance. Make sure to cover your eyes when you use it." 

When the greatsword sawed into the thick iron hinge, it flared like a spark stone bomb. A sweetish tang popped in spurts out of the light. Kumar mashed his eyes shut as he worked to slice through. Even so, he saw spots when he paused to rest. 

They leaned in to examine their progress. The gash in the solid iron hinge was four inches deep. Halfway through. 

Narah jogged back from surveying the posted guards. Her eyes smoldered apprehension. "Something's very wrong. This is too easy." 

Kumar raised his sword again and laid it in the groove he had cut. "I know. Ever since Britain fell there's been half a dozen Juggernauts guarding the Overlords' catacombs. I can't believe the Prime Overlord only uses drones." 

"All the Juggernauts are fighting down below. And this door is sturdier than most." Darhim patted the granite-backed iron plating. "But you're right, there's more going on here than we know. I feel I should remind you of something." 

Narah braced herself. "What is it?" 

"The Prime Overlord is the chief alchemist among them all. By reputation, its skill is unsurpassed in all of history. It created the base metallurgy behind kinetic springs and perpetual gears. It made the first Juggernauts and bound them to its will. It is feared even among other Overlords." 

Kumar grimaced. "You're saying the Prime Overlord can defend itself." 

"We should be prepared for anything." He withdrew from his satchel a roll of black cloth. As it unscrolled in his hand, a collection of vials fell into view. "I offer a toast, my friends, to our continuing health." 

"Antidotes?" 

"Such as they are. I mete out potions, but the Prime Overlord creates them. The Great Mother herself doesn't know what's waiting for us behind that door." 

Narah plucked a bottle from the roll of cloth. Uncorking it she muttered, "Then we'll tell her all about it when we're finished in there." 

[image: image110.wmf]


Kumar leapt back as the enormous door twisted loose from its weakened hinges. The iron shuddered loudly. It hit the floor with the dull thump of immeasurable weight. 

Though his vision was blotchy from the glare of cutting metal, Kumar recognized the mechanical clanking on the other side of the portal. The wheeled Juggernaut had been waiting for them. It charged over the sill of the doorway and a moment after Kumar tumbled out of the way, it plunged a screw-tipped metal arm straight through the body of a soldier behind him. With its victim still impaled and writhing it swiveled to face two more. The men backed away with hasty steps. A salvo of missiles ricocheted from its heavy armor plating. The monster barreled atop three screaming soldiers, crushing two under its giant wheel and lancing the third with a strike of its drill. 

Kumar did not pause to think. On wide, crouching steps he sprang in front of the Juggernaut. His static greatsword sang through the air and struck the long mechanical arm with a blinding flash and a crack that split the air. When he pulled back the sword it had a luxuriant tail of smoke. The Juggernaut's arm clanged to the ground, scorched along the plane of severance. 

Kumar glanced over his blade. Just a faint sheen remained of Darhim's oil of capacitance. 

The hulking automaton swooped its remaining arm, prodigiously clawed, and missed Kumar by inches. The mere breeze of the swipe thudded on his armor. He ducked behind the Juggernaut in time to see Narah somersault onto its wide steel shoulders. Her hands held no weapons. She popped open a bottle of elusively-colored fluid and splashed it in the Juggernaut's grim, soulless face. The oil trickled underneath its massive armor. 

The automaton's claw snapped at Narah's waist. She cried out and flipped end-over-end, vaulting the metal pincers and landing a safe distance away. When the creature rolled after her, Kumar swung his greatsword. The blade left a wake of roaring white fire as it carved a gash across heavy armor. 

With a cracking sound a serpentine bolt of light stabbed the Juggernaut's face. Darhim had fired his static scourge. On the automaton's flesh the electric charge devoured the splashed oil with greedy tendrils, slithering underneath the creature's metal plates. For an instant the Juggernaut convulsed; in that instant Kumar thrust his enhanced blade through its armor and into its cog-toothed heart. 

An eruption within the Juggernaut's chassis swatted the warrior away. He winced at the dagger thrusts of broken ribs. For sluggish moments the room spun around him. Then metal struck the side of his head and he heard a fleshy snap before blacking out. 
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He awoke to the tangy echo of a potion. He lay prone on the metal floor. Darhim knelt over him. 

Kumar shook the fog from his head and glanced up at the alchemist. "You're punctual with those healing draughts. I admire that." 

The old priest motioned toward the unmoving Juggernaut. The monster's metal torso had burst from the inside. Ruined clockworks and alchemical fluids drizzled the ground in front of it. A pennant of smoke undulated from the wound. Kumar's static greatsword lay nearby, fractured into many pieces. 

Four dead rebel soldiers lay twisted about the wreckage.. 

"I wasn't fast enough for those honored souls," murmured Darhim. 

"Sing them a prayer," suggested Kumar, "but make it a short one. I knew those men. They didn't stand on ceremony." 

But his glistening eyes belied the dispassionate words. 
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Narah slunk through the doorway with the rest of the soldiers, cloaked in a stealthy hush. They crowded just inside the hot, black air and waited. The commotion of nearby drones died away in some distant corridor. 

"I'm sorry about Rabak's greatsword," she murmured into Kumar's ear. 

The warrior grunted. "Rabak awakened me, you know, with his devotion to duty. When I carried his sword I felt connected to that. I hope I honored his memory." 

"You inspired Jamark and dozens of Janissars to join us. You drove the revolution to this day. Your humility is charming, Kumar, but it's not exactly a tailored fit." 

He shook his head. "I think I'll always have a piece of that sword with me." He fell silent. 

Darhim's slight form clanked up in plated armor. To Narah he whispered, "How's he feeling?" 

"Three of us just took down a Juggernaut. He probably feels indestructible." 

"I'm glad to hear that. I used our last healing draughts to hone his edge again. Every parry counts now." 

Narah rubbed the corners of her eyes. "Shall we press on, Darhim? If you stand there inflating my morale any longer, it's liable to outright burst." 

Stillness draped across the group. Their single spark lantern crackled to life as they crept into the sultry, whirring darkness of the den of the Prime Overlord. 
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In the narrows of a high-ceilinged corridor, a company of loyalist soldiers barked and bellowed in the clashing fury of melee. Through the center of them pushed Turlogan and Jamark, smashing enemy after enemy with fierce, powerful blows. Turlogan slammed his kinetic maul into the brittle parts of loyalists' bodies. Jamark twirled a quarterstaff with blurring speed, cracking bones and armor with deadly precision. Behind the two warriors followed twenty rebel fighters and a stern-faced Obden of Yew. The middle-aged engineer fended off her attackers from behind a tall shield covered with spring-mounted plates. In her other hand was a bottle-shaped device of heavy iron. To convince the loyalists to back away, she pressed a lever until the weapon belched out a short-ranged but voluminous cloud of flame. It was a persuasive argument, and effective. 

They plunged through a tall double doorway and formed a shield wall to defend it. Obden shouted, "Close them! We make a stand here!" 

Turlogan and Jamark each hove closed one of the two massive doors. A wheel-shaped lock secured them together. For good measure the pit fighter jammed the haft of his maul through the spokes. The loyalists on the other side banged and clanked against the thick iron. They sounded very distant. 

"Damn heavy metal doors!" grumbled Turlogan, catching his breath. "Haven't they heard of wood in this place?" 

"Thornbrier doesn't grow on the island," said Jamark. The soldier was surveying his men, several of whom sported ugly wounds. A dwindling store of healing draughts fanned out among the troops. 

The pit fighter punched a gauntlet into the solid mechanics of the lock. "Great Mother's bags! I'm sick of metal. I'm sick of machines. It's all an Overlord abomination!" 

"I think we found what we're looking for," said Obden, ignoring him. She glanced into the weighty darkness that loomed around the company. Noises squeaked and rumbled from machines unseen and very, very large. "Find a spigot by the door. This place must have fuel lighting of some kind." 

A pair of man-high rods glowed far above them. Then an arc of light dashed between the rods, showering the room with a bluish radiance. One by one the soldiers looked around the vast chamber and widened their eyes. 

The Pump Chamber was a forest of giant pistons. Each piston formed the topmost mechanism of a colossal pump. The huge machines were used to transport alchemical liquids and barrels of goods to and from the surface using the tall, thin pipelines that anchored the citadel to the earth. 

As a technological achievement the Pump Chamber was marvelous. As a work of craftsmanship, it had no equal. 

Each piston stood ten feet high. Each one was very different. The functional components were the same -- buttress mounts, greased axles, a garden of huge gears moving power back and forth to other devices in other chambers. But every piston was an individual masterpiece of design and execution, ornate with grillwork and relief carvings and wrought iron details. Some were expressions of clean, elegant aesthetics; others burst with engraved designs as intricate as clockwork. The beauty of a single piece could only be surpassed by its juxtaposition with another, and this effect was multiplied over dozens of rows. 

Every piston was synchronized to perfection. The sound of their toils seemed miniscule compared to their numbers. 

Obden stared at the bright, churning sight before her. "Look around, Turlogan. Among engineers this room is a legend. The best of us strive to be worthy of a place here. Every one of these represents the most skilled craftsman of his day. Are you still going to tell me this is wasted work? Is this an ugly place, because it serves the Overlords?" 

The huge rebel stepped close to the nearest piston. The precision carvings in the steel buttress reflected white patterns on his face. He ran a metal-gloved hand over the art. "I never guessed. I never... thought about the machines that way." His eyes seemed captive. "I am... humbled." 

"The Prime Overlord collects the best of everything. Citadel Moonglow is a museum of Jukan history. If you want to know what I asked to see at Sanguination, this is it." 

Turlogan glanced at her. "Then why do you look so angry about it?" 

"Keep your mind on the mission, Turlogan. We can't afford to rest." 

"Don't push me off, Obden! We're here to disable these pumps. If you think you're going to flinch, tell me now." 

"Oh, I'll shut this place down. And I won't have to smash it to pieces to get the job done. That's called 'finesse.'" She sucked in a deep breath. "But you see, Turlogan, these master engineers, they get a special marking to signify their status. It's a tattoo, on the chest. It's extremely prestigious. I... once dreamed of a day I might wear that tattoo." 

The pit fighter moved beside her. His voice lowered. "What are you getting at?" 

"The Behemoth." She swallowed a word, gritting her teeth. "The Behemoth had that tattoo on its chest. It was hard to see because a pipe had been shoved in on top of it." 

Turlogan grimaced. "Great Mother." 

"And the drones. Some of them, too." 

"No." He scanned the room again, his expression darkening. "Great Mother, Obden, let's do our work. Let's get it done right now." 

"Good idea," Jamark interjected, approaching them at a trot. "We killed a few drones at the far end of the room. All the doors are locked now, but I doubt they'll stand if Juggernauts show up. We're not going to have this privacy for very long." 

Without another word, Obden picked up her box of tools and marched deeper into the humming chamber. 
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CHAPTER III 

When Kumar and his team penetrated the humid blackness of the Prime Overlord's den, they immediately knew that their prey had anticipated them. The sallow flicker of their spark lantern revealed the enemy's preparations. Instead of the copper pipes and glass canisters they had expected, this creature dwelt under an armored shell. Plates of heavy, discolored steel were riveted around the components of the Prime Overlord's catacombs. In the shrouding gloom the keen edges and corners gave the den a hard, angry mien. 

Furtive organic things peered at them through grates and grilles. The shadows concealed their exact nature, though there were hints of flesh and fluids and perhaps an oddly engorged eye. 

When one soldier struck the armor with his sword, the blade cracked in half with the loud snap and searing flash of a static charge. The armor had been forged using the same alchemical magic as the greatsword Kumar had just lost, except that its stored energy seemed tenfold greater. 

The rebels realized they did not know how to kill the Prime Overlord. 

Courage alone convinced them to try. They pressed ahead into the stifling blackness, trusting the Great Mother to guide their path. Blades and shields poised ready, in the event she let them stray. 

Not even the sounds of the den were those they associated with Overlords. From under the armor emerged noises like scurrying and tearing and popping, and an odd, organic vocal sound as if a moaning throat were undergoing wormlike compressions and extensions. Taps and vibrations seemed to follow them. Once they imagined a clutch of some voiceless, animate things must be fighting under the riveted plates. The lubricated growl of massive gears saturated the clinging darkness. 

Something faraway in the catacombs hissed mechanical breaths. The temperature began to rise. 

Then the fumes came. Gouts of opaque mist tumbled over them from cracks between the armor plates. It was the foulest, sharpest smell any of them had experienced. Darhim guessed it to be some hellish brew of a dozen different gaseous poisons. His antidotes performed well enough -- no one died of the fumes -- though the experience of secreting dense antitoxins through the skin was far from pleasant. Violently the rebels coughed up clots of gelled poison. 

That was when the acid darkness grew fingers. 

Hydraulic digits or hands flew out of the shadows and latched onto their skin and armor and clothes, which had corroded to tatters. It was impossible to tell whether gear-driven creatures reached from beyond the lamplight or the very walls thrust out mechanical arms. They were too numerous to parry. 

Kumar felt his halberd yanked from his grip. He lashed at the clutching machines with furious blows from his quickly-drawn longsword. Smoke and sparks danced amid peals of sheared metal. The effort was wasted. He snarled with impotent fury as pneumatic claws found purchase and jerked him into the dark innards of a tight, hungry machine. 

Kumar plunged into a horrific, poison-choked labyrinth whose steel-edged walls collapsed atop him and pawed with slithery tongues. He was whisked along like rainwater sucked down a bedrock fissure, passed from metal grip to metal grip in an endlessly groping chain. He felt as if a steely, acid-spittled throat had swallowed him. 

Elsewhere in those clockwork bowels, other rebel Juka shrieked with muffled horror. 
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When he crested the surface he tore a deep breath from the thick, oily air and tried to regain his bearings. His longsword was gone. The gloom was thicker, cut now by a sporadic, artificial, nervously flickering glow whose source he could not locate. The breathing sound was much closer. 

He was pinned between flat metal panels. Only his hands, feet and head emerged. The arrangement gave his limbs a small measure of mobility; but when he struggled the two panels squeezed against his body, forced together by the screw-threaded shafts connecting them. The darkness itself seemed to crush breath from his ribs. 

Kumar stopped squirming. 

After many moments of calming the hammer strokes of his heart, he started to resolve shapes in the sweltering murk. He was trapped on the irregular surface of a wall or incline within a cramped mechanical tunnel. Gears and pistons clanked all around. His fellow soldiers were likewise snared, suspended at random angles of inversion. Few of them made a sound. When one soldier broke into panicked shrieks and thrashes, the metal plates that enfolded him compressed until the sound of his voice was replaced by a sickening parade of cracks. 

The Juka tended an exquisite silence after that, respecting the grind and thunder of their mechanical prison. 

Narah was trapped a few feet beside Kumar. He could not make out her eyes in the darkness, though she appeared to be alive. He suspected the shape on her far side was Darhim. 

Farther away in the gloom, near the random, unreliable glow, objects moved. Kumar guessed they were collections of levers and gears. A more distinct shape lurked in the center of the corridor, nearly filling its volume. The thing suggested a misshapen globe or ovoid of armor plates. Its circumference was half split by a horizontal cleft, which opened and shut like some grotesque mouth. In the oppressive darkness Kumar imagined the machine to be a giant set of clamshell jaws, though the toothy parts were chaotic and animated. The maw was easily large enough to chew a warrior. One or more spits of very pale flame were visible inside. On the back of the thing were two large flapping extensions, though he could not discern whether they were leathery bellows or undersized wings. 

The machine gave the bizarre appearance of issuing commands to hydraulic components in a voice made of strewn hisses and clacks and scraping metal. 

His team, Kumar decided, had reached its objective. It did not appear they would slay the Prime Overlord, however, now that they had uncovered the legendary being. 
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"Obden, what's wrong? Why are the pumps still pumping?" Turlogan jogged among the beautiful, high pistons in the ghostly-lit room. The devices churned with steady resolve. 

"It's a redundant system! Dammit!" She slammed a handful of tools against the metal floor. "I shut these pistons down, but they're ram pumping from the surface. There must be an underground complex we didn't know about." 

"That's not the right answer!" Turlogan bore a stern look upon her, though it showed more dread than anger. "We don't stand a chance on the battlefield unless we can cut off their munitions and healing draughts. What's the next step?" 

The engineer tugged black-smudged fingers through her grey hair. Her eyes squeezed shut. When they opened again, they burned hot. 

"Get the men together. We're going back to the Behemoth." She crouched to gather her scattered tools. "Let's gamble today, Turlogan." 
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Kumar breathed in irregular spurts. His body was trying to sort clean air from the wafts of disturbing vapors that seeped through the darkness. Something about the atmosphere haunted him with odd sensations, as if thoughts and feelings and images tickled into his lungs on misty droplets. He focused on tactile awareness of his body, fighting the unsettling effect. 

Down the corridor, the enormous mechanical jaws swiveled to face them. Its maw was a deep black gash in the gloom, lit by occasional tendrils of pale flame. It began to crawl nearer. Spindly hydraulic legs propelled it forward in spiderlike fashion, though the legs extended from the walls and not the machine itself. The thing bore down upon them, heating the air in its approach. Kumar heard the gasps and whimpers of his fellow captives. 

It stopped a few yards short of the prisoners. In the punctuated light it seemed as much silhouette as solid object. The jaws opened and closed with greasy sounds, as if mouthing words. The wings or bellows on the creature's back forced air across tongues of fire. Orange light flared within. Metal flaps squeaked and clicked along what might pass for steely lips. 

The rumbling words were carved from a blast furnace wind: <<I am the mouthpiece of that which you call the Prime Overlord. Attend me.>> 

Kumar spoke back, expecting his metal snare to constrict at the noise. It did not. 

"You have our attention," he said. 

The machine growled with breaths of flame. <<Today I dispense a gift to you. You shall be grafted into immortality. This act is designed to fit within the parameters of the doctrine you call honor.>> 

"We don't want that honor." 

<<That is irrelevant. You will receive it. You complete the samples in my catalog. Transformation to automaton ensures your durability.>> 

"We'd be more honored if you and the rest of the Overlords left the citadel. It would save us all a mountain of trouble." 

The large machine clanked and dribbled steam in response. <<In point of fact, we are leaving the citadel.>> 

Beside him, Narah's mouth gaped open. "You are?" Kumar felt a thrill of relief that she sounded unhurt. 

<<Our Exodus will initiate within the hour. The citadel is no longer relevant to us.>> 

She stammered over a few breaths, then turned her face toward him. "Did he just say that we've won?" 

The warrior shook his head slowly. "Forgive me if I'm irrationally skeptical." 

The giant metal jaws coughed fresh licks of fire in its gullet. <<Our Exodus falls outside the scope of the slave conflict. This world will soon be depleted. I have finished the calculations which will tunnel us to a new home. Once there, we shall have no use for organic slaves.>> 

A hot anger tingled Kumar's flesh. His tone sharpened. "That's the best news I've heard all day! So why, by every pock on the Great Mother's body, didn't you just tell us you were leaving? Acres and acres of Juka soldiers would still be alive today!" 

<<The slave insurrection is irrelevant to Exodus.>> 

Kumar spit into the darkness. "Then it's a coincidence that you're leaving when the city is surrounded by rebels? Your intellect might be unimpeachable, but you lie worse than a stuttering child." 

<<The slave revolt impacted my timetable. That is certain. However, I have implemented my designs for more than a decade.>> The enormous jaws inched closer to him by an unseen mechanism. They smelled of charred grease. <<I am able to calculate your motives of pride and dignity. Not all of us have forgotten what it is like to walk on legs of soft tissue. It is clear, however, that your insurrection falls within the tolerance of my designs.>> 

Somewhere farther down the corridor, behind a veil of elusive darkness, other machines began to stir and approach. Their pneumatics hissed like serpents. 

Lit by the flames in the Overlord's monstrous mouth, Kumar narrowed his eyes. "So why bother to explain it to me? I think you're more upset than you want us to believe." 

<<Knowledge alleviates stress. Calmness enhances the balance of humors in your bodies, for simpler grafting.>> The machine seemed to huff several alchemical breaths. <<However, I know your identity. I am aware that my actions upon you intersect the parameters of mortal revenge. This does not displease me.>> 

Narah wriggled under the metal plates that pinned her. "Well, at least he's enjoying himself," she muttered, in a timber thin with fear. 

Shapeless machines plucked one of the rebel soldiers from his trap and carried him into the blackness. A splash of wet noises suggested he was already beginning his conversion into immortality. The man did not have time to scream. 
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Several spark lamps painted the Behemoth's central chamber icy blue. Obden squatted in the center of the floor, in the space where the automaton had once lain. The being was gone. The engineer was sorting through tangles of cables and pipes. 

Turlogan's immense frame squeezed up through the trap door. "Time to move! Have you figured it out?" 

"The legs and neck are straightforward. I'm halfway to activating the levitant agitators." 

"No time for that! We can hold back these loyalists, but there's a pair of Juggernauts on the way. If they get in the launching bay we're finished. We'll have to make do walking." 

Obden blew out a heavy breath. "This'll be the end of us, you know. But Great Mother willing, we'll leave a deep footprint behind!" 

"The Great Mother wills it. I know her." 

The room lurched amid deafening metallic shrieks. Turlogan and Obden each held a pair of crooked rods. They turned and flexed the control handles, causing the steel of the Behemoth to shudder and squeak as the legs unfolded. Obden peered into the tip of a jointed copper pipe that once fitted on the automaton's face. 

"Okay, we're touching the floor," she confirmed. "Let's walk." 

They moved the rods in unison. The moorings of the maintenance stall snapped with loud grumbles and clangs. The room pitched at an angle which forced them to abandon their controls to regain balance. Exchanging a glance and a sigh, they returned to their posts. 

With clumsy, ponderous motions, the Behemoth crawled out of the maintenance bay. Riveted walls were left dented in its wake. 

Smoke funneled out of its launching bay, surging from an impromptu funeral pyre. 

When they reached the vertical shaft leading out of the citadel, they proceeded cautiously. They could not activate the levitant agitators, so they were forced to crawl down the shaft with the gigantic legs braced against the walls. Halfway down, they lost their footing. 

Gravity vanished as they started to fall. 

"Fold the legs up! Quickly!" yelled Obden. The titanic mass of the machine roared out of the citadel and into the raging storm. The rebels heard a brittle crack as they smashed through large propellers that twirled on the underside of the city. Then they were plummeting freely. 

Viewed from a great distance, the Behemoth was a small object dropping out of the giant, glittering Citadel Moonglow. A moment after it appeared the machine's skeletal legs unflexed at multiple joints. Fully extended, the legs reached a third of the distance to the ground. Uncounted thousands of fires lit the surface of the desert below. 

The Behemoth's feet slammed into the armies on the ground. The sound of the impact eclipsed thunder. 

Inside the machine the floor leapt up and whacked Obden and Turlogan. The pit fighter was the first to his feet. He angled the copper pipe to his eye level, then grabbed two control rods and pushed. The horizon righted itself. The Behemoth groaned as it unbent many knees, which had absorbed the brunt of the fall. 

Through the pipe Turlogan watched the battlefield in a tiny, distorted lens. He felt scores of massive gears heave at his touch. His knuckles whitened. "Obden, are you injured?" 

The engineer grunted. "Not terminally." 

"Good. Let's find that underground pump." 

Obden fumbled to her knees. Blood striped her face and arms. "It's got to be under the central anchor point." 

The pit fighter smiled. "You mean where General Tallan's troops are? I was hoping you'd say that. I asked the Great Mother for fifty Janissars to fight, and she's given me five hundred!" 
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By the time the machines converged upon a third rebel soldier, Kumar had worked a flat piece of metal into his hand. The steel plate covering him began to push against his ribs. He had scant seconds to act. 

He touched the end of the object to the plate. The sharp edge sputtered embers when he dragged it. Quickly he slashed the steel plate with the shard of Rabak's static greatsword, still oily with Darhim's potion of capacitance. An inferno of sparks blasted loose. The metal trap peeled open. He kicked at the riven plates and leapt free. 

The third soldier cried out as she was snatched away into the darkness: "Kumar, go! Get out of here!" 

Then Narah's voice vanished in a burst of wet sounds. 

Kumar sprang after the mechanical claws that carried her off. A hammer of hot air clipped him in midleap, shoving him against the riveted wall and onto his knees. When he looked up, the colossal jaws of the Prime Overlord rushed at him. 

<<You have condemned yourself,>> it said in a calm voice, its maw slavering fire and steam. Kumar grabbed a piston overhead and kicked his feet high, narrowly dodging the crashing bite of the clamshell machine. He scrambled over the searing hot metal of the thing and landed in front of Darhim. 

"Close your eyes!" With one fierce stroke of the static shard he cleaved in half the plate that trapped the old priest. The catacombs brightened in the blazing glare. 

"Watch out!" shouted Darhim, pointing. Kumar ducked aside and looked behind him. The huge jaws rushed forward again. Kumar hurled the priest out of the path. A fist of fire punched out of the maw, searing Kumar's chest and pounding him against the wall. 

The sliver from the static greatsword fell between armor plates in the floor and was gone. 

Kumar fought talons of pain in his torso. Finding handholds he scrambled up the textured wall, emitting a train of smoke. At his sides were two short swords. They were the only weapons he had left. He drew them, grabbed a humid breath and pounced on the foul machine. His blades crashed against its thick surface, to no effect. 

In front of the creature Darhim likewise wielded a short sword. He scrabbled across the irregular floor to keep away from the fiery jaws, which pivoted to track him. A greasy joint presented itself and the old Juka struck at it. The blow hit hard. 

A hundred more like that, though Kumar, and this monstrosity might yield. He flipped off the clamshell mechanism and landed behind it, where two large bellows beat the air. Ferocious swordstrokes gashed the leather. A backdraft spewed flames through the holes, forcing Kumar to tumble away. The jaws spun to face him. 

Kumar backed against the wall. The jaws charged at him. He realized he could not escape. 

The corridor flashed white when Darhim unleashed his static scourge. The bolt of electricity clawed the machine's armor. Its mouth flung open wide. By the light of its flames Kumar saw an exposed spring and hacked it with his short sword. The steel cracked with a musical note. The jaws gaped and fumbled for an instant, during which Kumar dashed around the creature. His face stung from its radiant heat. 

He reached Darhim, who unslung his satchel. The old Juka snatched several vials from the bag and then handed it to Kumar. "Throw this at those flames inside. There's enough volatile potions in there to take down an airship!" 

Kumar glanced at the satchel in horror. "That much? Thank you for sparing me that knowledge before now!" 

The jaws of the Prime Overlord rotated to greet them. Without hesitation Kumar wheeled the satchel overhead by its strap and launched it inside the giant maw. The mouth clamped down with a clang, as if to swallow. 

Kumar and Darhim scrambled into a crook in the wall. 

The explosion was nearly volcanic. The machine's jaws gaped open and erupted torrents of scarlet fire. The force of the blast hurled the huge creature like a rocket down the corridor, smashing against sparking armor plates. The din pummeled their ears. Then the holocaust ended, somewhere out of sight. Acrid fumes choked the air. 

Darhim glanced up. Besides themselves, eight rebel soldiers had remained trapped. All of them dangled unmoving in their snares. Their panels pressed sickeningly close together. 

"Narah! It's taken her!" Kumar climbed to his feet and leapt over scraps of twisted metal. The path was treacherous in the fickle strobes from the unseen source of light. 

"Kumar! Stop!" Darhim clambered after him at a much slower pace. "I'm the only one who can help her, if the processing has begun." 

"Then I hope you're feeling fit," said Kumar, darting back towards the priest. "Climb on my back and hold on like a cavalryman. I guarantee you've never ridden a steed this angry before!" 
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The Behemoth struck like a gigantic pickaxe. It gouged a deep trough in the paved desert, flinging boulders and clouds of dirt across the battlefield. Loyalist men and machines toppled in. Others were scooped up in the huge, jagged snout. The colossus gored the earth at the base of the centermost pillar, where the bulk of the defensive forces had staked their ground. Their precision formations suffered. 

Wielding the control rod for the war machine's neck, Turlogan roared with glee. "Pray to the Overlords, General Tallan, because the Great Mother fights with us!" 

Obden worked two of the Behemoth's legs. She squinted into a second viewing pipe. "I think that's just what they've done." 

The fighter swiveled his viewing pipe and let out a growl. 

Their war machine dug beside a thin cluster of pipelines that formed the central anchor line. From all sides it was approached by more of its kind. 

Four Behemoths against one, and half-abled at that, were not odds of which Obden approved. "We have to pull out of here!" she snapped, her face turning red. "Dammit, we got so close!" 

"We're not pulling out." Turlogan bent his knees and clutched the control rod for the neck like it was a melee weapon. "You've got two of our legs. Keep us upright. Leave the giants to me." 

"You're a madman," answered the engineer, though her face drew into a rampant smile. "Can you handle four at once?" 

"I'm a match for four of anything! Just give me a big enough hammer." 

Obden laughed out loud, then loosened her wrists and braced. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Kumar sprang across the machinery of the catacombs, carrying Darhim like a backpack. Tentative flashes of white from somewhere up ahead lit the humid darkness. With no other clues to guide them, they hurried in that direction. . 

When they rounded a tight corner the quality of the atmosphere changed. It was still hot to the lungs and flesh, but it moved now as if circulating through an extremely large space. Crackles of sporadic light emerged from beneath a broad tangle of huge gears and panels on the floor. The ghostly brilliance revealed a gigantic mechanical cavern. The chamber was large enough to house several airships. The walls surged with movement, every inch jammed with gears and pipes and chains and pumps, squirming as if infested with parasites. The air fluttered with ceaseless clanks and buzzing whispers like panes of vibrating glass. 

In the flickering light the rebels immediately recognized what they saw. It was a congress of Overlords, in quantities to surpass their foulest nightmares. 

Much of the movement on the cavern walls issued from disjointed organic masses. Though pools and streaks of shadow blackened the majority of the chamber, glimpses suggested the repellent whole: Tissues wriggled through heavy glass ducts; bags of flesh crawled amorphously within cages; many machine parts were fashioned from living bone or tendon; and eyes stared at them, always a million stark, bodiless eyes, swimming and swirling in freakish schools through a warren of translucent pipes. 

The subtle, pervasive sluicing noises brought bile into Kumar's throat. He had never grown accustomed to the presence of Overlords, nor had he any desire to do so. He swallowed hard, then noticed a shape in the ceiling that stood out from the rest. When a prolonged glare swept across the center of the room, he ground his teeth. 

An enormous mechanical claw distended from the roof of the cavern. In its grip was a glassy cylinder, capped at the top and bottom by armor-encased machinery. Within the cylinder undulated a faintly glowing fluid or gas. A shape resolved inside. It was a torso, or the remnants of one. Glass and copper components riddled it like a disease; or perhaps the living body was a rash upon the machine. It had a head, invaded by pipes and tubing. The organic creature this once had been was bloated and oversized, twice that of any Juka, though Kumar guessed the thing had never breathed with Jukan lungs. It was a monstrosity from an elder race. 

There was something different about this Overlord. Ancient. Primal. 

In the corridor where they were trapped, the rebels had battled the horrible mouthpiece of the Prime Overlord. Now, Kumar knew, they faced the being itself. 

Kumar sucked on a trembling breath and growled, "Darhim, fire now." 

The priest had climbed off the warrior's back. He flicked up the tip of his static scourge, aimed it at the weakly luminescent cylinder and cocked forward the trigger. A bolt of lightning shrieked into the air, dashing against the Prime Overlord in a blast of smoke and thunder. The assembled Overlords flurried over the cavern walls like caged birds. 

Through the haze, the rebels saw that the surfaces of the Prime Overlord were unscathed. 

The torso moved very slightly. A fiery voice rose behind them: <<Submit to immortality and join your companions. I do not desire to damage your corporal integrity.>> 

Kumar whirled around. Blocking the passage from which they came, half cloaked in the flashing gloom, the jaws of the Prime Overlord rested on spidery legs that were not its own. The massive machine looked undamaged. It must have been a second, identical device. Its bellows flapped with healthy vigor. 

Behind it were bulky silhouettes, four of them. By now the rebels recognized Juggernauts even under a mantle of darkness. 
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Beside Kumar, Darhim's rich voice murmured low. "I'll try to distract them. Escape, my friend." 

"Forget it. You're not equipped to handle this." 

"I still have a trick or two left. Live and lead, Kumar. Dying's for the old." 

"Besides me you're probably the youngest one here," grumbled Kumar, "so shut up and get ready to move." He pointed at the grotesque torso hanging from the ceiling. "You! What's happened to Narah?!" 

<<The organism with that identity has been grafted.>> 

Kumar's body surged with an icy chill. His eyes swelled red. "Then bid farewell to your immortality, you spineless, caged barbarian!" He twirled with a swift motion and flung one short sword into the mouthpiece of the Prime Overlord. The blade crashed through nozzle mechanisms and released a tide of flame from the device's maw. The Juggernauts scuttled around it on numerous thick, spiky legs; but when they entered the cavern Kumar was already carrying Darhim towards the center of the room. The two rebels passed over struts in the machinery from which the furtive light flashed. 

The floor began to rumble. 

Kumar paused to glance back at his pursuers. The Juggernauts had stopped several yards away. They even backed up a bit, shying from the source of the bright, flickering lights that splashed the Juka from underneath. 

The warrior realized the ground was moving. Giant gears were peeling back layers of steel panels underfoot. Kumar jumped from surface to surface, balancing the old priest on his back, endeavoring to find some purchase that was not moving. When he finally lit on a stable beam of metal, he glanced around at his perch. 

In the course of invading five citadels, Kumar had seen many extremes of Overlord technology. It did not prepare him for the sight of the thing he was standing upon, rising with deliberate grandeur from the floor. 

Heat and steam exuded from it in a tremulous miasma. Its hill-sized bulk heaved what sounded like solemn breaths through unfathomable lungs. It whispered in a thousand voices. 

The device was huge. It nearly filled the breadth of the vast floor and continued down to unknown depths. Most of it appeared to be a massive, tangled network of thick glass pipes and globes, supported by a coppery scaffold; though its fleeting, inscrutable internal movements suggested unguessed layers of complexity. It flashed and glowed in a thousand places, in the cadence of a distant thunderstorm. Darkness trickled throughout its workings. Its countenance was furtive, mysterious. 

Kumar felt the uneasy sensation that this device was more alive than the Overlords could ever aspire to be. 

The crystal maze surged with breathy phantoms of steam. In some globes the mist condensed into bubbling liquids. In others it made strips of silver metal glow, then pop with a flash of static charge. Valves snapped open and closed with electric crackles. Turquoise flames heated liquids of many colors inside copper-bottomed spheres, adding to the endless, rasping circulation of steam. The activity extended deep into the device's interior. 

Despite its chaotic appearance, it hissed and sighed with a disquieting rhythm. There was an organization about it. Flames rose and fell according to some enigmatic formula. It bubbled numbers and spells. 

The Juggernauts maintained a respectful distance from the pulsing, living alchemical artifice. The scorched mouthpiece of the Prime Overlord stood in the glittering strobes of the device. 

<<Behold Exodus,>> it said. 

In that moment it occurred to Kumar that he should have accepted Darhim's offer of escape. The wrinkled old priest always had been the wisest of the group. 
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When it began to topple over its long, thin legs, the loyalist Behemoth emitted a dolorous moan from tons of buckling steel. The plains quaked when it smashed down. Waves rippled out from its impact, tossing soldiers into the air. 

"That's two!" howled Turlogan after a gruff cheer. Kneeling behind him, Obden worked their Behemoth's legs. Both glued their eyes to copper viewing pipes. 

The trap door across the room clanked open. "We're losing ground down here!" shouted Jamark from below. "We can barely keep the Dreadnoughts from tearing off the bay door!" 

"Get your men out!" bellowed Turlogan. "It's useless to stay! You can't help with this." 

"May the Great Mother glorify you," said Obden. 

Jamark furrowed his brow. "You two need divine protection, not me. I can get my troops past the Dreadnoughts in gyrofoils, but those monsters are going to get to you soon enough!" 

Turlogan broadened his grin. "Then make sure our songs are sung loudly!" 

Jamark blinked, smiled, and vanished from the trap door. 

"You were right," grinned the pit fighter. "This is a beautiful machine, Obden." 

The engineer wagged her head to shake loose her hair. It rippled over her shoulders in grey waves. She wiped the sweat from her brow. Her face glowed with excitement. 

"What do you say, Turlogan? Let's show them what slaves can do when the yoke is off!" 

Kumar and Darhim climbed toward the center of the bizarre, hissing, hill-shaped device called Exodus. Steam of varying colors raced through its glass tubes, boiling out of alchemical mixtures and billowing through valves that sparked and crackled. At the peak of the device's bulk was a soft orange glow. It was a virgin glass bubble, blown from the end of a long, narrow tube. It cooled into place at the nexus of half a dozen glass pipes. When the gentle glow faded away, steam tumbled up the pipes and flooded the globe with a whorl of pale colors. 

After another look they realized that glass components were being created all about the exterior of Exodus. The device glowed with beads and stalks like a machine's surreal jewelry. It had extended its height by several feet in only a few minutes. 

"It calculates," said Darhim, scanning the device's staggering complexity. To the torso on the ceiling he shouted, "This is an alchemical factory, isn't it? It's making something!" 

The Overlord's booming reply sounded almost proud. <<It has completed the calculations to open a tunnel to our new home. It now proceeds with designs to fashion an architecture for us.>> 

Darhim squinted. "You can't tunnel out of a floating city!" 

<<The nature of our Exodus is beyond your fathoming. Know only that the place we go has all the resources of a young world. Exodus will perform the functions for which we have thus far relied upon slaves.>> 

Kumar sneered. "This thing must pretend to be as smart as a man." 

<<Far more so. Exodus surpasses even Overlord capacity. It is the pinnacle of creation. It is the ultimate being.>> 

"That doesn't give me comfort," muttered Kumar. 

"The Juggernauts don't attack," noted the priest in a low voice. "Neither do the jaws. They're afraid of damaging this thing. They're stalling." 

Kumar chewed his lip. "Noticed that too, did you? All this glass looks very fragile. It's practically an invitation. There's only one thing that keeps me from smashing it to pieces." 

Darhim nodded. "It's supposed to take the Overlords away from here." 

"But I daresay they've got more to lose than we do." The warrior whisked out his last remaining short sword and held it over his head. "Listen to me! All I want from you is the return of my soldiers! Give them back and there's no need for me to crack this bauble of yours! You can tunnel your way to wherever your bloated, grisly heart wants to crawl. We'll call this whole war a draw. I'm willing to swallow my pride." 

<<The weapon you hold cannot threaten Exodus. It has grown for a decade. Its size precludes termination. Your interference is therefore insignificant. However, your request conforms to my timetable. Your soldiers return.>> 

Abruptly the workings of Exodus accelerated. Gas clouds streamed wildly through the webs of glass. The whispers became bubbling murmurs. Flames fingered higher and brighter. 

<<It has begun. Attend Exodus, my slaves.>> 

Squalls of spasmodic light barraged them from a thousand strobing arcs. The voices of Exodus transformed into wails. The cavern shuddered with the deafening sounds, tinged by the hyperactive buzzing of excited Overlords. 
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From the dazzling gloom appeared two silhouettes. They were Juka, as much as Kumar could discern, though something was wrong about them. They stumbled over the irregular surface of Exodus, toward him and Darhim. 

When the two men were close enough to distinguish details, Kumar and Darhim grimaced. They were indeed rebel soldiers, the ones who were carried away to be transformed. The process seemed well under way. Both had torsos perforated by tubes and pipes. These extended like tentacles away from their bodies and into the mechanical darkness. One soldier had an additional pipe jammed into the roof of his mouth. His entire lower jaw had been removed. 

The jawless soldier brandished a huge steel claw where his left hand had been. The other raised a longsword to attack. 

"Bastard!" howled Kumar at the Prime Overlord. He leapt between Darhim and the automatons and parried their simultaneous lunges. In a furious pattern of clanging strokes he drove both of them back, then severed their thrumming pipelines. He finished each of them by plunging his short sword into their tough hearts. Through his blade he felt the metal tubes that invaded their body cavities. 

"Barbarian," growled the warrior, catching his hot breath. He glowered at the Prime Overlord, looming grotesquely over the proceedings. "You perverse savage! Why do you use men like mindless weapons? Why?!" 

Nearby, Darhim knelt over his own sword. He was shuffling several vials in his hands. When he glanced up his eyes widened. "Kumar, behind you..." 

The warrior mashed shut his eyes. "Please, Great Mother hear me. Please tell me it isn't she..." 

He turned and looked. Another shape picked its way across the pulsating topography of Exodus. Her transformation was less progressed than her companions, though several pipes had been jammed into her ribcage. She held a longsword in her hand. Amid the blinding chaos of lights and molten glass, ebony shadows splashed her face like slick paint. Her eyes pulled open wide. They bulged with vivid horror. 

Narah struggled for a moment, convulsing, as if fighting the effects of this new enslavement. But something was battling for her will and she was clearly losing. Finally she stood at her full height, glared at her erstwhile companions and attacked. Kumar howled an anguished scream and parried her skillful blows. 

Behind them Exodus erupted into unearthly squeals. Smoke and steam flooded in sheets from the device's interior. Up from the dark, flashing hulk thrust many thick, metal stalks -- ten long rods, tipped with knifelike fangs. Thirty feet above the floor the rods punctured the very substance of the air itself. Then they began to part, peeling a ragged hole into empty space. Beyond was an impossibly rich blackness. 

<<Exodus digs our tunnel to the past,>> boomed the voice of the Prime Overlord. <<Now begins the final harvest of fuel.>> The collected Overlords buzzed and clacked with excitement. 

Everything began to shake. 
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On the storm-darkened plains outside, masses of soldiers retreated from the space where the Behemoths battled. Lightning whipped the combatants. Two of the colossal machines bore down upon a lone third. The legs of the rebel war machine were slightly curved and twisted, as if the steel had performed actions for which it was not designed. 

Yet the rebel machine displayed a battery of maneuvers unknown for automatons. Currently its upraised neck was crossed with that of an enemy. Steel beams trumpeted their contest of strength. The lone machine shivered, weakened by its bent legs; but before it became unstable its neck swerved to the side. 

The loyalist Behemoth lurched forward, unbalanced. The rebel swept its neck into its enemy's rear legs. The move was ponderous but quick enough to trip the automaton. After many tense moments, the loyalist Behemoth fell forward. It slammed the ground close to a refugee column. The impact rippled the earth like water. 

The surviving loyalist Behemoth punctured the body of the rebel machine. Its gigantic muzzle smashed through the proportionately small section, dislodging huge steel tatters and a leaping cloud of levitant. The devastated Behemoth swayed. At that moment a gnatlike cluster of flying objects soared into the wound. 

Inside Turlogan bellowed with rage. His kinetic maul whipped through the air and crashed against the steel chassis of several invading Dreadnoughts. Though each automaton approximated a flying Juggernaut, the raw fury of the pit fighter's attack engaged four of them at once. No more than that could sweep through the gaping, ragged hole in the ceiling of the Behemoth's central room. 

"Obden!" howled the giant Juka. "Fall against it! Do it now!" 

A bladed claw tore through Turlogan's thigh. Gore sprayed the air and he roared with pain. A backstroke of his kinetic maul bashed the Dreadnought's partially exposed face. Against the odds the automaton's skull cracked. The creature clanged to the floor, floundering mechanical arms. 

A few feet away from it Obden's face was tight with agony. Her abdomen spilled a heavy stream of blood from many brutal gashes. Turlogan's abilities were transcendent but he could not parry every attack. Nor did Obden possess his stamina. 

Yet she bit back her pain enough to reach for a control rod. The room had begun to sway as the impaled, undirected war machine lost its balance. The engineer had no intention of losing like this. Not when the very weight of this Behemoth was the most potent weapon on the battlefield. 

She calculated a difficult maneuver, then twisted the control rod with the last scraps of strength she could muster. 
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The armies watched while the rebel machine teetered beside the central anchor of the citadel. When it rocked precariously to the side, one leg raised up high, braced against the cluster of vertical pipes and pushed off. Some of the pipelines burst, raining barrels and alchemical liquids onto the battlefield. 

The rebel Behemoth shoved itself in the direction of its final opponent. Its neck chopped into the axis of its enemy's body. Both giants bent. 
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The violence of the maneuver shoved the Dreadnoughts against the twisted roof of the chamber. The room pitched completely onto its side. In that welcome instant Turlogan caught his breath. Wounds and broken bones sang torment through his body. His head swam from blood loss. One of his legs was a catastrophe. 

He caught sight of Obden clinging to the control rod, hanging from it. Though the rest of her body was rags, her eyes still blazed with fire. In that moment of pain it occurred to Turlogan how beautiful she had always been. Beautiful like a work of master craftsmanship. 

Another claw snapped around his waist, scissoring through flesh and organs. But the pit fighter grinned, flayed himself from the Dreadnought's grasp and reached for the control rod to the Behemoth's neck. He shoved it with all of his strength. The room spun again and as the Dreadnoughts lanced him with half a dozen whirling, grinding blades, Turlogan bellowed out his own name, like a peal of thunder in the ageless tempest of battle. 
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In its final act the rebel machine bucked its ruined neck forward. Tilted by the maneuver, the loyalist Behemoth toppled in the direction of the central anchor. Its muzzle plunged into a huge trough in the ground, with a titanic roar that was mirrored by a rumble under the earth. Black smoke billowed out of cracks in the demolished pavement. 

Barrels and liquids ceased to fountain from the ruptured pipes. The pumps ground to a stop. After a pause the rebel troops sent up a rain-soaked cheer. 
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CHAPTER V 

At that moment, on every horizon, fire exploded into the sky. 

The ground shuddered. Columns of pulsing lava thrust into the air, puncturing the storm clouds. Each new eruption thundered closer to Citadel Moonglow. The terrified Juka began to scatter in groups across the plains, thousands upon thousands of tiny lights fleeing the approach of giants. 

Yet the lava that gushed forth did not fall back to earth. In the nearer pillars the Juka could see streams of magma forming into geometric shapes. It must have been a nightmare, for it seemed as if the molten core of the world was shaping itself into a machine made up of pipes and globes, rods and gears. As each pillar cooled, its radiance shifted from searing yellows to crackling blues. 

Exodus had hatched from its incubation. It was time to harvest fuel. 

When enough of its pillars had formed, Exodus began to carve up the land. 
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Darhim gaped as rivers of light poured through Exodus and lit up the dagger-tipped rods. The black hole they had gashed in the air now pushed farther into solid nothingness. The rods sliced a deeper wound. Then a pinpoint of color appeared in the center of the hole. It was a rich green hue. 

Instantly the unearthly device pulsed with new activity. Glass components extruded toward the hole at a pace too quick to follow. Steel and copper supports sprang forward as well. The tunneling rods tore the green spot open and the living, alchemical artifice called Exodus began to inject itself into another world. 

On the walls of the mechanical cavern the Overlords whirred and buzzed impatiently. Above the proceedings the Prime Overlord simply waited, lurking in a swirling fluid of light and mist and unholy alchemy. 

[image: image131.wmf]


After five quick parries Kumar felt Narah's foot hammer into his stomach. He collapsed backwards against the stiff glass components of Exodus. The echoing ring of sword against sword vanished in the cacophony of the Overlords' burgeoning Exodus. 

His cry was strident. "Narah, stop! Fight for control!" Her bulging eyes told him that she was fighting, though, but that the battle was hopeless. 

"It's the thralling potion!" shouted Darhim. "It steals her mind! Cut the center pipe!" 

Though her will was not her own, Narah's skills were brutally intact. Kumar used his forearms to deflect three swirling kicks, then jumped over a sweep of her sword. He threaded his blade through the crook of her elbow and attempted to disarm her on the return stroke. She clamped onto his wrist, leapt over his arm with legs wheeling and then pirouetted. When she faced him again, she had two blades and he had none. Before he could dodge she stabbed one of them into his leg. He stumbled backwards, dancing atop glass and metal beams. 

"Kumar, take this!" Darhim tossed his own sword end-over-end. In one motion Kumar plucked the weapon from the air and slashed at the center pipe that pushed into Narah's heart. It cracked in two and spilled a putrid ooze. He took aim at the remaining four tubes. 

The old priest called out, "Leave those! They keep her alive!" 

"She's not flushed with gratitude here!" Kumar clashed away her deadly swipes and ducked through the maze of Exodus. 

"I put the antidote to the thralling potion on my blade. Stab her, Kumar, while there's still time to save her!" 

To himself he whispered, "Great Mother, find me another way." But he pressed back at Narah, thrusting and slashing with furious skill. She parried using wide, arching strokes, twirling and dodging with characteristic grace. 

Again she stabbed his leg. He felt it nearly buckle. At that moment he knew there was no way to stop her, except with killing moves. When the thought came, his stomach knotted and his limbs fell cold. 

She charged him, flinging blades in a relentless attack. Kumar parried and ducked, unwilling to strike back. His head pounded hot with anguish. 

Narah's wide eyes passed through a band of dazzling light. They seemed to read his mind. They seemed to beg him. 

Kumar howled and vaulted past her, lunging with his outstretched sword. It was his slowest killing attack. Narah avoided it, despite herself. 

Then she threw two quick slashes and spun. At the end of her clockwise turn she thrust at him again. 

It was the attack Turlogan had warned her about. Her right flank was wide open. Her large eyes stared directly into his. 

Kumar pushed the tip of his blade into her abdomen. When her face twisted with agony his own features mirrored hers. He shoved the short sword deep inside her body, wedging between bones and hard muscle. Still he had to duck underneath her strike. He left his weapon within her as he pulled back, then lurched forward again when she crumpled. Gently he guided her to the ground. Her expression revealed unimaginable torment. He forced himself to look until his eyesight blurred with tears. 
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Darhim stood before an unfolding cataclysm. 

In a column of vertical glass Exodus extruded itself through the black wound in the air. The entire cavern throbbed with the raw flow of power. The old priest knew nothing about the bizarre tunnel through oblivion, but he did know alchemy. He deduced the nature of the potions that mixed in self-regulating permutations within of glassworks of Exodus. Their power was unprecedented. 

Exodus required impossible amounts of energy. The citadel possessed no generators on that scale. Not even a dedicated Core Siphon could quench the device's thirst. When Darhim pondered what fuel Exodus might use, his face pinched with horror. 

"What are you harvesting for power?" he shouted at the unmoving Prime Overlord. He cringed at the answer. 

<<Exodus transforms this world into fuel,>> said the clacking, fiery mouthpiece, still perched at the entrance to the cavern. <<The sum of this land's base materials provides the energy for the move into the young world. Once begun, the conversion cannot be reversed. As I have said, this place will soon be depleted.>> 

"You're burning the Juka to fuel your escape!" 

<<The analogy maps well. Console yourself. Logic identifies this outcome as a victory for your revolt. It is the end of your slavery.>> 

Darhim cursed the mechanical jaws as they spouted a series of hisses and clacks. It sounded unnervingly like laughter. 
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Kumar did not hear the pandemonium of Exodus and Overlords. He knelt over Narah's bloody form. Her agony had subsided and her face calmed as if asleep. When her eyes fluttered abruptly open, they looked hot as cinders. Kumar held his breath and tensed. 

Her voice was cracked. "Get this Overlord out of my body," she growled, then clutched the pipes jammed into her chest. Roughly she yanked them out. Amber fluid splashed around them amid a sharp, tangy scent. The pipes carried some form of healing draught, which had kept her alive. The wounds from the pipes bled red and amber and sealed themselves quickly. She cried out when Kumar pulled the sword from her flank, but that wound, too, seeped with the healing potion that had coursed through her veins. The puncture squeezed shut and faded. 

"I'm not dressed for immortality, anyway," she muttered, trying to sit up. "Posterity would be shocked by these rags." 

Kumar's heart soared. With an eruption of energy he scooped her up, lifted her to her feet and then threw his arms in the air. "Darhim!" he bellowed, "we're leaving!" 

"We can't!" barked the priest. "Kumar, look at it!" 

The hole in the air was spread wide now. On the other side was a place more green than Kumar had ever imagined. The landscape beyond the tunnel was a bizarre, unreal place, yet somehow familiar. The earth was entirely emerald green, swathed in a lush blanket of what looked like plants, but for their abundance and luxurious hue. The sky was crystalline blue, populated by tranquil, milky-white clouds. A blazing gold light warmed the land with color. 

It was a world out of myth. It was a dream Kumar had hidden away since he was a child. 

It was a place no Overlord belonged. The foul presence of Exodus built itself purposefully atop that extravagant landscape. 

Kumar turned his face up to the Prime Overlord, his eyes smoldering, his tears reflecting the brilliant chaos. "You can't go there," he growled. 

<<Your protest is irrelevant,>> said the mouthpiece. <<It is done. Exodus cannot be denied.>> 

"Wrong! You won't ruin another world like you have ours!" He lifted his sword overhead and brought it down upon the glass skeleton of Exodus. 

The blade rebounded from the resilient material. The glass did not have a mark. He smashed down the sword again, with redoubled vigor, but the effect was the same. 

The jaws of the Prime Overlord exhaled flame. <<Your interference is meaningless.>> 

Kumar leapt toward the surging pillar of glass and metal and steam. Narah climbed after him. They reached the base of the pulsing shaft and searched it for handholds. 

"In this world we're powerless," said Kumar. "On the other side Exodus looks small enough for two warriors to handle. Care to join me in paradise, Narah of Vesper?" He grinned wide. 

Her eyes flashed. "With blade in hand, Kumar of Britain." 

They began to scale the column of seething, steaming glass. 

[image: image134.wmf]


In the plains surrounding Citadel Moonglow, the lava pillars of erupting Exodus cooled until their surfaces were patterned with webs of flashing blue. From the peak of each column blasted streams of orange heat. These bolts of holocaust fire carved fissures through the brittle earth. 

The desert landscape fragmented into thousands of polygonal shapes. Each shape in turn flared into a dazzling fountain of fire. Through some unthinkable, apocalyptic alchemy the pillars of Exodus sucked the flames into itself, leaving behind vast, yawning pits. The blackness within the pits was impossibly deep and strangely animate. 

The petrified Juka on the broken plains could only scream as Exodus consumed the world. 
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Kumar and Narah climbed through thirty feet of smoke and blistering heat. Above them gaped the black tunnel in the air, through which Exodus was transmitting itself. The rich darkness had a material quality, as if oblivion was a tangible medium. It quivered with ambient tension. They realized that the tunnel was unstable. Only the ten glowing rods of Exodus kept it open. 

Beyond it lay an emerald land of legend. 

Kumar flipped the lever on Darhim's short sword. The blade hummed and began to heat. In seconds it sizzled with a white glow. 

"Let's see what this thing bleeds," he muttered as he thrust the blade into the glassy works of Exodus. 

Something cracked. A cloud of sparkling steam geysered at his face. He ducked aside with inches to spare. 

Exodus howled. The wriggling, clanking hosts of Overlords screeched and thrashed over the walls of the cavern. The Prime Overlord belched a mushroom of fire from its gullet. 

<<Forward, my brethren!>> it roared. <<Seize the young world! It is yours to devour!>> 

With countless cracks the walls sloughed their mechanical denizens. In a grotesque tide the Overlords dropped to the irregular floor and oozed in a half-machine, half-organic swell up the flashing surface of Exodus, driven by swarms of pistons and gears and churning wheels. Bodiless eyes leered ahead from tubes carried in the flow. The monstrous sounds of the shapeless metallic flood drowned even the wail and thrum of Exodus itself. In seconds it would reach the tunnel. 

"Sword!" screamed Darhim at the base of the pillar. Kumar looked down at the priest, a tiny shape in the smoke and glare. The warrior saw the old man's terror carved in the lines of his face. Yet Darhim reached up two hands, one clutching vials of potion, the other grasping not for rescue, but for a weapon. 

Kumar threw down the white-hot sword. It streaked through the searing fog and impaled Exodus at Darhim's feet. Plumes of steam screeched out of broken glass. 

The priest smiled unfettered relief. Kumar sensed an onset of calm in his expression. "Go!" shouted the old Juka, then shoved the vials of potion into the blossom of steam. He pulled back a gauntlet glowing with heat. With his other hand he unslung his static scourge 

"Great Mother witness this sacrifice," he murmured, then fired a trident of electric charge into Exodus. Where the bolt met the potions of capacitance he had inserted, the network of glass tubes ignited white. The flow of steam spread the potion quickly. In a fraction of a second the entire surface of the giant device lit up and shattered, consuming Darhim and the horrible flood of Overlords that surged toward escape. 

Overhead the Prime Overlord thrashed inside its translucent tube. 
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Kumar and Narah clung onto copper struts to resist the violent quaking of Exodus. The ten rods holding open the tunnel bucked and twisted and finally dislodged. Several of them tumbled away into the lush, green world beyond the blackness. The unbalanced tunnel shivered and began to collapse. 

Exodus screamed. Scarcely a few cubic yards of the device had formed on the luxuriant landscape. As the tunnel folded, glass and metal spars severed, spewing plumes of colored, bitter steam. Yet the scent that wafted to Kumar's nose was sweet and clean and satiny. It was the glorious fragrance of a world out of myth. 

He had time, before the portal closed, to leap through. 

When he glanced back at Narah she had lost her grip. A holocaust wave of flame and fury rose toward her. Kumar did not hesitate. He lashed out a hand and grabbed Narah's wrist, lifting her farther into the black tunnel. 

The portal to the green world folded, and was gone. The tunnel itself began to collapse. The uncontrolled power of Exodus flew at them like a wall of unbound hell. 

Narah clutched Kumar's shoulder and murmured, "Surely this isn't the victory we wanted." 
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Something happened to the luxuriant blackness. A cleft formed upon it and quickly parted open. A pure light streamed from it. 

Then a warrior appeared in the light. He was a slender man, clapped in armor of bizarre, fanciful design. His face was misshapen, pointed and angular. His smooth-skinned brow bore no horns. His demeanor was undeniably regal. 

On his chest was an emblem depicting a silver serpent. 

The warrior reached out a hand to them. Kumar turned a heavy glance to Narah, then took it. 

They felt an avalanche of fire as the power of Exodus smashed into them. 

In a symphony of flame and glass and metal and stone, the world shattered to fiery pieces and toppled away into the void. Time lost meaning like a shadow stripped of light. Oblivion took its place. 

Eternity ceased to be. 
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Kumar awakened on a bedroll under a cloth awning. His ears rang with the echoes of something cataclysmic. It sounded as if he were underwater. 

His body throbbed with pain. He knew what that meant. His wounds were not serious enough to merit a healing draught. It was sparse consolation. 

Turning on his side, he gazed out from the hilltop encampment. The plains were a ruin of paving stones and scorched earth. Citadel Moonglow remained in the sky, though its glittering lights had died. Scattered fires marked the survivors from two armies. 

The storm clouds were rent apart. A fresh rain was cool and silky. 

"Welcome to the new world," said a familiar voice. Wrapped in a rainproof cloak, Narah stepped out of the downpour and knelt beside him. "Things look a whole lot like they did before, but that's the way of beginnings." 

Kumar chewed his lip. "Was it a dream?" 

"Not unless you and I and a hundred thousand others had the same dream. No, it was more like ... a very nasty earthquake." 

He sat up, clutched his pounding head. "How did we survive?" 

"I'm not really sure. It felt like we were sucked into a whirlpool. Everything was on fire. We were thrown out the catacombs, found a gyrofoil and here we are, by the mercy of the Great Mother and a fortunate mound of loose dirt to land in. That's where you got the knock on the head." 

He touched a sore lump on his skull. "You were piloting, weren't you?" 

She shoved him, grinning faintly. 

"Darhim?" 

She shook her head. 

"Obden? Turlogan?" 

Narah sighed. "Gone. In grand fashion, but I would expect no less. They were grand allies." 

"Carve those words into stone." For long moments he stared at the tattered, rain swept plains. "The citadel is dark." 

"After what we saw, I'm surprised it's still afloat." 

"What did we see, Narah?" 

She nudged closer and eased his head back into her lap. "I saw you turn away from paradise." 

He closed his eyes. "I couldn't bear the thought of it without your scowl to keep me company." 

"In paradise, you have to make your own scowls." She chuckled and softly stroked his horned temples. "You know, I got my Sanguination wish. So far, anyway." 

Kumar furrowed his brow, then winced at an ache. "I thought you wanted to die before the rest of us?" 

"That was a lie. What I really wished was to outlive you." 

"All of us? Then you're one slit throat from achieving your goal." 

"Not the Hand of Honor. Just you. Kumar, I'm going to watch you get old, wither away and die an old man in his bed, surrounded by glory and grandchildren." 

He sat up a bit. "Narah of Vesper, that sounded like a preamble to courtship." 

"I told you I'd get back at you for lying to me." She brushed an easy kiss over his lips. "Speaking of which, you still owe me. What did you pray for at Sanguination? You promised you'd talk." 

Enveloped by Narah and a chorus of rainsong, Kumar cast his eyes to the sky above the citadel. Something was strange about the perpetual cloud cover. It grew darker in places. Less angry. 

Then he recognized what he was seeing. It was a break in the clouds. A velvet blackness shone through, pure and unmuddied. Twinkling in that swath of night sky were a thousand tiny, luminous bodies. They flickered in a wild, heavenly dance. 

Kumar blinked wet eyes and answered, "I prayed for an end to the war. Just a childish little request." 

The rainstorm swelled again, drawing a veil of clouds over the glimmering stars. Kumar closed his eyes and settled into a deep rest. 
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History records several months of continued fighting after the Cataclysm. When scouts eventually reported how drastically the world had changed, the rebels abandoned their siege. The crippled Citadel Moonglow presided over their departure. Its skyborne defenses were never seriously compromised. 

The last stronghold of the Overlords had become nothing more than a phantom of the past haunting a barren desert, tended by a smattering of loyalists. The Juka had no more cause to fear it. A new world awaited them, strewn with the ruins of the old, inhabited by peoples they could not have imagined. 

The Juka had survived the end of eternity. They welcomed the next challenge.

BRITANNIA SERIAL 


PART FOUR – CATACLYSM


An icicle wind creased the midnight clouds. Shrouded in a deep hood, Lord Blackthorn watched from the peak of a tower as his armies battled among themselves. Inhuman voices snarled and snapped. Iron clanged against iron. Sharp echoes danced atop the dreary black crags surrounding them. 

The dusky valley paled with moonlight sown over a tumbling snowscape. Campfires made constellations across the ghostly scene. The dark tower rose alone in the center. At its base rallied a troop of grotesque, tusked orcs, wielding axes and spears against a smaller group of goblins. The orcs taunted their diminutive cousins. The goblins answered with swinging blades. Around them all stood a circle of human Chaos Guards, goading the skirmish with laughs and jeers and volleys of copper coins. 

Blackthorn regarded the conflict with stoic eyes. His gloved fists curled over the stone bulwark. 

A shadowy figure appeared from behind the gold light of a brazier. Exedur crossed his arms against the chill of the winter evening. In his gentle voice he said, "Lady Gavrielle summons you, my lord." 

The nobleman motioned to the conflict below. "Behold the army I'm taking into battle." 

The assassin glanced over the tower's edge. Bestial curses leapt up from below. "They're warriors. It's their nature to fight." 

"They hate each other. They've only come together because of me. But internal strife will ruin us." 

"Leave them to it. They're animals. They're evil." 

Blackthorn's gaze turned to ice. "No. They're men. They need to be reminded of their dignity." 

He raised a hand and rasped the words of a spell. The low midwinter clouds cracked open and spat a fork of lightning into the midst of the squabbling troops. The smoky blast scattered orcs and goblins. The Chaos Guard fell silent. 

Blackthorn watched as the combatants dispersed. "Honor must be tended like a garden. It nourishes civilization." 

Exedur made no reply, except to motion toward the doorway of the tall, coarsely hewn tower. 
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The nobleman knelt before Lady Gavrielle, who cradled his head in her palms. The bare stone room glowed and pulsed. Fronds of white power leapt from the sorceress' hands and splashed over Blackthorn's weakened body. His pale, naked skin drank energy from her spell through a webwork of cracks and wrinkles. His limbs quivered with strain. He wept as she forced healing magic inside him. 

When she finished, he clung to her voluminous skirts and gasped for breath. Her familiar scents were succor to his ravaged lungs. She draped a black cloak over him, stroking his short, white hair. "Just a few more of these," she murmured, "and you'll be something close to healthy again." 

Blackthorn blinked tears from his blood-darkened eyes. "This was the last one. Our time is used up. We must act." 

Gavrielle flinched. "So soon?" 

"It's been three days since I escaped. British and Nystul could have reached any place in Britannia. By now they know I'm free, and I doubt they'll delay the Binding on my account." 

"I know. But…" Her voice drifted into silence, then she crouched beside Blackthorn and took his hands. The room filled with the rustle of her gown. "I'm not ready yet. Please." 

He caressed her with a trembling palm. "I understand. But the time has come." 

"Nytsul's still my grandfather. Don't take Shadowghast with you, Blackthorn." 

"I have to." He placed a small kiss among her golden curls. "I need it to stop the spell." 

Gavrielle pulled back, far enough to meet his gaze. "That's not true. You only carry that horrible sword because it gives you another edge against British. It's nothing but extra ammunition." 

He indulged a lengthy sigh. "Perhaps. Perhaps not. I can't afford to fail, Gavrielle. I am profoundly sorry." 

Her frown hardened. "Why are you so cruel to me?" 

"I make sacrifices when I have to. If that means I'm a cruel man, I accept the burden." 

"Stop casting yourself as a villain. You're not evil, Blackthorn." 

He shook his head. Deep shadows pooled across his craggy features. "The people of Britannia think I am. Look outside that window. I'm leading an army of orcs and Chaos Guards against Lord British. History won't remember me with fondness." 

"The orcs serve you because you champion them against persecution. That's not evil. And frankly I've always hated the term 'Chaos.' I think you only use it to get a rise out of British." 

He almost smiled as he looked away. "You know me well, but think about it. My life's work has been nothing but destruction. British codified the Virtues and all I've done is try to tear them down. British wants to unify Sosaria and my only answer is to attack him for it. What is 'evil,' if not the destruction of good things?" 

"I won't listen to this! I wouldn't be here if I didn't believe in you." 

"Then you're going to help me attack British?" 

She squinted. "I am helping. But you know my limits. Don't push them." 

"I'm not here to test you. I have a job to do. Please be strong for me." 

"If I was weak, you'd've broken me a long time ago. But there is such a thing as good and evil, my lord, and you know where I draw the line." She cupped his cheek with her hand, then stood. "Please don't force me to show you how strong I can be." 

Her voice ebbed on the last few words. She turned away from him and swept out of the room, her luxuriant dress stirring a sweet breeze. 

Blackthorn rose to one knee, the cloak draped like a half-shadow over his ghostly flesh. "By the twin moons, with the Codex itself I couldn't conjure a more amazing creature than that. Don't you agree, Exedur?" 

A silhouette resolved in the dark corner. "You knew I was here?" 

"I'm never without you now, am I? You're my own shadow." 

"I'm looking after you, my lord. You still haven't recovered." 

"My assassin is now my protector, eh? These are backward days. Well, my champion, fetch me some clothes and my best weapons. We've got a rendezvous with another lady, one far more dangerous than Gavrielle will ever be." 

Exedur glanced at the door through which the noble girl had exited. "If you say so, my lord." 
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The great hall shook with the roar of twenty daemon lords. The filthy creatures threw open their vast wings and lunged at the collection of humans in their midst. They were answered by a spray of searing white light that blasted through their otherworldly flesh. Prongs of raw energy like silver tree trunks cut gory swaths through the rampaging daemons. Then glittering blades flashed and stroked. Missiles punctured hellish bodies. Still the monsters pressed their attack. 

Standing tallest among the humans, Lord British swatted away a giant claw with his serpent-blazoned kite shield. "Nystul, cast me a circle! Iolo, Gwenno, cover him! Geoffrey and Shamino, get behind these brutes and drive them towards me! I'll lure them in." 

Fully armored, the monarch stood between Nystul and the charging daemons. Each stroke of his glowing longsword cleaved a gushing wound across a monster's torso, into which relentless streams of missiles poured from the crossbows of the grizzled Master Iolo and his regal Lady Gwenno. Giant corpses piled like a barricade. Then Sir Geoffrey and the ranger Shamino attacked the daemon horde from the opposite side. Shamino's speartip blazed with magical flame. The knight's platinum blade screeched through the air like a bird of prey and pierced enemies as a hawk pierces clouds. In moments the monsters retreated toward the other humans. 

Then Lord British fell to the swipe of a daemon's barbed tail. Gwenno screamed and rushed to his side, just as the rest of Hell's lords converged. The two disappeared under a mountain of wings and talons and putrid, growling bodies. 

Nystul threw up his hands and shouted an incantation. A ring of light encircled the daemons. With a collective howl they whirled around and smashed against the invisible walls that now trapped them. Quickly Lord British leapt free, holding the limp Gwenno in his arms. 

"Handily done," he panted, nodding to Nystul. At his side appeared Iolo, snatching his wife from the monarch's grasp. 

Gwenno stirred and looked up at the bearded archer. "Smile, you old codger," she grinned. "You'll never be rid of me." 

Iolo laughed. The lady climbed to her feet and tended to Shamino, who was laid out by injuries. 

Sir Geoffrey sorted through the dead. With an approving smile he shouted, "Sire, Stonegate is ours!" 

Lord British held up his sword triumphantly. Then he sheathed it and murmured to Nystul, "Dispose of the daemons as quick as you can. Let's not wait to get started." 

The old wizard frowned. "We should not be hasty. I would think that's obvious." 

"Listen to me, my friend. Blackthorn's out there somewhere. He's got an army. If he finds us he'll make these daemons look like mongbats by comparison." 

Nystul scowled. "He won't find us, my lord. No one can track us through my cloaking spells. " 

"I trust your sorcery, but I won't underestimate Blackthorn again. We start the Binding as soon as this room is cleared." He moved toward the exit. "I'll be back when Sir Geoffrey has the Virtue Guards in position." 

Bitterly the wizard mumbled, "My lord, the next time I meet that blackguard I'll get rid of him permanently. He degrades Britannia with his presence." Only the daemons could hear him, though, and in their rage they appeared somewhat less than interested. 
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In a bleak room of the tower in the valley, Blackthorn stood before an empty chair. The moon outside the window flung a rectangle of shining silver across its carved wood. No other light touched the chamber. 

The nobleman wore plate armor and a coat displaying his bladed cross emblem. In one hand rested Shadowghast exposed, its crimson blade subtly clouded. Blackthorn's voice was grave. "Lady Gavrielle is occupied?" 

"She's taking inventory of your reagents." Exedur lurked in the corner: eyes in the gloom. "We have some time." 

"Good. Let's start. Remember, don't get distracted by conversation. We're after one thing only. And keep your senses sharp." 

Blackthorn worked the gestures of a spell with his off hand. After he murmured a cryptic verse his fingers spewed a shower of bright flares that leapt through the room and revolved around the empty chair. As the flares diminished to wisps of smoke, he sucked in a deep breath and held it. 

A shape now rested in the chair. Blackthorn made out the long curves of a silver serpent, slithering with a gentle, sensuous whisper. But the silver was only moonlight, baring the languid outline of a woman's flesh. Her naked legs were drawn up into the seat, furtively sheltering the rest of her body. Immodest strips of dark clothing seemed to vanish in the deep shadows. Her black hair glistened like a feline's coat. Every movement of her skin against itself was magnified into a constant, tantalizing sigh that breathed from the very stone of the tower. 

One finger touched the lush contours of her lips. She gazed at the nobleman with labyrinthine eyes. "Why, Lord Blackthorn, you accepted my invitation. And here I thought I'd been spurned." 

The witch-queen Minax, ravager of Sosaria, opened up a mysterious smile that sent a tickle through Blackthorn's flesh. 

He returned a blizzard stare. "No games! You know what I want." 

"Of course. You want me to tell you where the fortress of Stonegate is, so you can march your little army to it. You're in luck. I have that information." She leaned forward in the chair, metallic light spilling across her shoulders. "Make me an offer for it." 

Blackthorn grinned darkly. "Don't waste my time. We both know what's at stake. If British succeeds, all your work will be for nothing. Your kingdom will vanish. You can't afford not to tell me." 

"Which is why you've got to let me fight beside you. Honestly, Blackthorn. You couldn't stop me from conquering a single facet of a single shard. How can I trust you to keep this spell from destroying all of the shards at once?" 

"Your trust means nothing to me. I'm the only chance you've got to survive. You're going to tell me where Stonegate is, because I'm holding all the cards. You have no power here, Minax." 

Her large eyes sparkled. Her head cocked to the side. "And yet you've got Shadowghast unsheathed." 

"I can't take chances now. Time is short." He tightened his grip on the sword, its hilt embedded with the knucklebones of an ancient sorcerer, one with whom Minax had been intimately acquainted. 

She pulled her bare toes underneath her and reached out a hand. "You flatter me, my lord. May I see it? I have such fond memories of that finger." 

"Where is Stonegate, Minax?" 

"Don't get upset. I'll tell you. You're correct, of course; you've got me over a barrel. But if I'm going to salvage your insurrection, you can at least be so kind as to answer one question. I know you have a plan to stop British and Nystul. What happens after that, Lord Blackthorn? You can't win without bringing British to his knees. Will you take over his throne? Wear his crown? The land must have a king, you know." 

The nobleman grimaced. "That's none of your concern." 

"Isn't it? Soon you'll be a ruler on equal footing with me, at least in the herald's registry. That makes us associates. Personally I think you and I can work together. My presence right now proves it." 

"No bargains, Minax!" 

"Very well, let me tell you what's going to happen. You'll kill British, take over his throne, tear down the shrines and recreate the kingdom to your own liking. Am I correct so far? And then, because you're an honorable man, you're going to recompense me for my help today." 

In the corner, Exedur choked on a breath. Blackthorn glanced at him. 

"My lord..." 

"Don't listen to her," warned the sorcerer. 

"I've just seen it. What she said. You will be king." 

"Be quiet, Exedur." 

"And..." The assassin looked up at Blackthorn. "And you will repay her." 

"With the Vortex Lens." Minax reclined and smiled. She draped one arm over her shoulder and across the back of the chair. "I like your pet, Blackthorn. I could have a lot of fun with him." 

"She's deceiving you, Exedur. It's an illusion." 

"No, my lord! I know my own senses. It's real." 

The witch trailed her fingertips lazily across her throat. "Look again, little prophet. See how well I'll treat you when your master is king of Britannia and you are my personal pet." 

The young assassin blurted out a groan and fell to his knees. His arms clutched his own torso. Breath eluded him as his limbs began to shake. Drawn like water downhill, his clouded eyes fastened on her languorous body. 

Blackthorn sneered. "Leave us, Exedur. Now!" His arm whirled and Shadowghast slammed the stone floor in front of the assassin. A blossom of sparks erupted. Exedur flinched out of his trance and staggered backwards. Without a word he dashed from the room, banging shut the door behind him. 

Minax laughed, like discordant bells. "He'll never trust his visions again, you know. Well, as you say, trust is meaningless." 

Blackthorn growled, "I'm getting tired of you, lady. Let's finish this." 

"Don't be sour. I think we're going to be seeing a lot more of each other. Until then, you'd better start deciding. What will your kingdom look like?" She smirked. "What cause do you serve, Blackthorn?" 

"Not your cause, you diseased child. I don't serve evil." 

A heavy moment passed, during which a smile built like storm clouds on the witch's face. Then she burst into musical laughter, a symphony of unbridled mockery. "My goodness, Blackthorn, but I do look forward to your reign! Compared to British you're as lively as a jester. Here is what you seek. You're now in my debt, black prince." 

In a painful glare a runestone appeared on the floor between them. 

Blackthorn did not look at her again. He shook his head, blew out a heavy breath and exclaimed, "By the mustering stars, power has made you tedious, woman! Begone from here!" With a stroke of his hand he summoned back the ring of sparkling flares, whirling around the chair. 

As she faded from view, Minax the witch-queen blew him a kiss. "Watch for me soon, my newest pet." 

When she was gone Blackthorn knelt and picked up the rune. It tickled his palm like a sensuous tongue. Cursing he hurled Shadowghast at the empty chair, which split in half with a noise like a snapping whip. The ghostly blade stuck in the hard floor. Coils of smoke snaked up its length. 

"Damned temptress," he hissed, twirling the rune in his gloved fingers. 
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He found Exedur crouched like a gargoyle on the summit of the tower. The moon was lurking behind a crag, throwing a shadow over half the valley. Blackthorn winced at the high, icy breeze. His wrinkled face pulled into sharp lines. 

"It was just a spell," he said. "She was toying with you." 

The assassin did not move. "I used to work in the name of destiny, but how can I rely on my visions anymore? She's stolen that from me. Now there's nothing left to serve." He turned a dark glance onto the nobleman. "Except you, my lord." 

Blackthorn kept his gaze. "Then I'll teach you how to shape the future, instead of just watching it. But Exedur," he pointed a finger, "don't act so ingenuous. I know you haven't stood by me out of loyalty or altruism. It's time for you to confess. Why did you seek me out in the first place? What have you foreseen?" 

The young man blinked and offered a slight smile. But as he opened his mouth to speak, another voice cut through the wintry air. 

"Blackthorn! You did it!" 

They followed the voice to the rooftop doorway. In it stood Lady Gavrielle, uncloaked and stern-faced. 

"Answer me!" she shouted. "You summoned the witch, didn't you?" 

His lungs felt cold as he sighed. "I have the rune now. We're ready to march." 

Her flesh darkened red. Tears painted her cheeks. "Then you clearly don't need me anymore." She turned her back to him and started down the steps. 

Blackthorn strode after her. "Gavrielle, don't --" 

"No more!" She spun and jutted her hands at him. A torrent of magic bolts barraged him. Blackthorn toppled backwards, his chest screaming fire in a dozen places. Lying atop the tower, he struggled to sit up as his own magic gently healed him. 

Gavrielle's angelic features seethed with anger and seasoned fatigue. "You knew my limit, yet you made a deal with her anyway. I won't abide that. Not ever, your lordship. Good bye." 

She vanished down the tower steps. Blackthorn watched her go. 

The moon sank below the jagged mountaintops. His face dissolved into the dark. His voice was as thin as a shadow. "She was the only thing waiting for me on the other side of tonight. She's all I had left." 

Exedur helped him to his feet. "Would you have done anything different, if you could?" 

Blackthorn leaned for a moment against the coarse stone of the tower. Then he rose to a proud stance and ground his teeth. His eyes were a raptor's. "Get the troops ready," he snarled, "and don't ask me that question again. By my blood, I'm sick of doubt! Now we move out. It's time to fight." 
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Inside the ancient fortress of Stonegate, the blackened ceiling of the great hall loomed eighty feet above the floor. The rafters were a latticework of titanic wooden beams. They might have been mistaken for iron, so hard and dark were they from countless ages of torch fires and hearth smoke. From above they seemed to cage the giant chamber beneath unbreakable bars. 

Fresh flames now danced in the great hall. Nystul was lighting a wide ring of braziers in the center of the floor. Inside was a smaller ring of candles atop tall, thin stands, ornately wrought by a master's hands. In the center of this circle was a small podium. Upon it lay a disk of blue crystal, in which glimpses of a black place shifted and twirled. 

Lord British stood in front of the podium and gazed at the fabled Vortex Lens. He still wore his weapons and shining armor, wiped clean of the blood from the earlier battle. His helmet lay on the floor beside him. His brow glittered with sweat. 

The old wizard Nystul lit the final candle and clasped his hands together. "My lord, we're ready to begin." 

The monarch exhaled a tremulous breath. It fogged the chilly air. His large eyes reflected the color of the lens. "Nystul, are we doing the right thing? Can we really succeed?" 

"As I've told you, we can most assuredly cast this spell." He tugged at his full, white beard. "As to whether it's the best course of action, my own conscience is at ease. But my lord, only you can make the final decision. The fate of Britannia is your burden, as it has always been." 

British traced the edge of the lens with a steel-sheathed finger. "We're putting things right again. We're finally undoing the evil of Mondain. We owe this to the people of Sosaria." 

Nystul nodded. "As you say, my lord. Let us start. Hesitation is the death of good deeds." 

With a grave sigh British stepped back from the podium. "I'm ready. Let's rewrite this world." 

In unison they began to chant. 
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The armies of Lord Blackthorn growled like a horde of wild beasts. In the blackness of the predawn they waited at the base of the tower, a swarm of steel helmets and black cloaks and battle-pocked shields. The tips of spears and halberds danced over the crowd like anxious stallions. A thousand swords, meticulously sharp, captured the light of endless torches and bit the darkness with their glowing fangs. The troops barked and shouted in a rising, blood-hungry frenzy. 

From the peak of the tower Blackthorn inspected them with stern eyes. The mounted Chaos Guards were herding the others into marching formation. When he judged that all was ready, he threw up his hands and flung from each a giant, forking bolt of lightning. The flash and thunderclap drew all eyes to him. 

"Warriors of Sosaria!" he bellowed in a voice that hammered the walls of the valley. "Hold tight to your weapons and listen to me! Tonight we go to face a legend. Awaiting us are the best soldiers and sorcerers Lord British can field. This will be unlike any battle you have ever known. But look around you! Never has history seen an army like ours. Never before has man and orc and goblin and ettin stood together for a single cause. When British's soldiers set eyes upon you, they will learn a new kind of fear! They will understand what it means to wake the god named Chaos!" 

A booming cheer soared from the ranks of firelit warriors. Even the horses joined in the clamor, until Blackthorn lifted his hands again. "Tonight I face Lord British himself. I fight in the name of life and freedom. I fight for every being across Sosaria, even for those who stand against us, even for those who sneer at our anger and mock our cause! Tonight I stand against Lord British, and with these hands I shall take back our world! That is my grave duty. And my last allies, my most loyal companions, your duty tonight is simply this: Let no man or god stand in my way!" 

The dark troops roared with bloodlust. Blackthorn unsheathed Shadowghast and held it overhead, as if its crimson blade could suck yet more fury from the masses of soldiers. Then he stepped away from the edge of the tower and glanced to his side. 

Exedur stood close by. The assassin wore the same shadowy clothes as he had the night Blackthorn first captured him, on the way to murder Lord British. The young prophet handed the nobleman a small pouch. From inside Blackthorn withdrew the witch's rune. He clenched it in a gloved fist. 

Exedur leaned close to him, speaking in his gentle voice. "You're sure you can do this? You don't want to overtax yourself before we even get there." 

Blackthorn's grin was unrestrained. "Tonight I have no limits. Stand back." 

He lifted the runestone in the air and began to chant the lyrics of a spell. As his resonant voice strengthened in volume the magic symbol began to shine, until a shaft of white light thrust up into the sky. On the lowering clouds the rune traced itself in bright, undulating lines. Blackthorn's sorcery called down the cloud cover until the glowing symbol hovered above the army. Its magical light washed away the dark of the snowy valley. 

The air split open. A vertical cleft the height of the tower sputtered fire and wind as it parted, groaning like a giant wooden gate. Soon it was wide enough to admit the marching column into the inky portal. The Chaos Guards shouted commands. The black army heaved forward into the darkness beyond. 

Exedur murmured to Blackthorn, "Now you must confess, my lord. You've got the top room of this tower filled with magical reagents. How do you intend to use them on the other side of that gate?" 

The sorcerer shook his head. "Never overlook the obvious." He crossed his wrists and barked another verse; and the stones of the tower shook. Exedur crouched to keep his balance as granite blocks cracked and rumbled. The roof pitched. In an instant they were rising into the air, sorcerer and assassin and rooftop together. Exedur peered over the edge to find that the top floor of the tower had dislodged itself from the rest of the structure. They were floating on a squat cylinder of coarse black stone. Broken granite dribbled from the jagged lower edge of the circular wall. High above the chaos army they glided, soundlessly closer to the violent cleft in the air. 

Blackthorn moved his open hands as if the action controlled the hovering platform. His face pulled into furrows of concentration. "I'm taking the reagents with me, Exedur. Simple as that. But dammit, my eyes are still tender. All this light and dark is blinding me." He closed his eyelids, whispered to the ether, then opened them again. A bright red glow pulsed from his sockets, as if his soul was volcanic. 

"That feels better. Now show me the way to Lord British, Exedur, and I'll deliver you a miracle." 

Looming overhead, his broad cloak roiling behind him like a thundercloud, Blackthorn led his black troops forward to the waiting fortress of Stonegate. 
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When Sir Geoffrey burst into the great hall, he felt Nystul's stern voice bellow in his head: Halt! Do not interrupt us! 

The knight looked to the center of the room. Encircled by slithering flames, Nystul and Lord British sang peculiar chants that manifested as a wafting, tinted mist. Intricate aurora patterns shimmered in the air under the tall, dark ceiling, painting the chamber with a multicolored glaze. Geoffrey gaped at the crisscrossing patterns of light. He squeezed shut his eyes when he realized the old wizard had been shouting into his skull for many moments. 

Quickly, Sir Geoffrey, what news? 

The paladin was familiar with the mental communication. It's Lord Blackthorn! His army is attacking! 

And Sir Dupre? What of his forces? 

Blackthorn opened a gate large enough to march his troops through. He bypassed the ambush set by Shamino and Dupre. There's no sign of the Serpent Knights. 

I predicted as much. You know what to do, then. Prepare yourself as I instructed you. 

It will not be easy for me, sir. 

I know, Geoffrey. But yours is the most important charge of all. You must not fail. 

I understand, Nystul. Good luck to you. The knight made little sound as he exited. 

Within the circle of light and fire, Nystul peered into the powerful, undulating imagery of the Vortex Lens. Under a frosty beard he indulged in a smile. 
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Wedged in a spine of foreboding mountains, the fortress of Stonegate from a distance resembled several castles stacked atop each other. Turrets and towers of grey stone leapt toward the sky in a chaotic dance. The granite walls were high and heavy. The fortress had a dour aspect, like a golem squatting among the sharp cliffs, waiting for an unknown master. 

As the impending dawn stole stars from the sky, Stonegate emitted a ghoulish shimmer from a crust of midwinter ice. A single bridge spanned the chasm separating it from the mountain roads. Icicles dagged the bridge's underside like the fangs of a predator's skull. Clusters of bright flame lit both ends. 

An army in shining mail arrayed itself to defend the bridge. The Virtue Guard formed a dauntless line at the edge of the silent chasm. Their shields glistened with five hundred silver serpents. 

Facing them was a force of black-swathed soldiers emerging from a bright fissure in the air. The invaders did not display the austere dignity of the Virtue Guards; rather they roared and howled and bellowed in voices that were not always human. Siege engines crawled along in their midst. Overhead floated the nightmarish vision of their master, Lord Blackthorn, a dark apparition with blazing red eyes perched on a platform of ragged stone. 

For a moment the two forces gazed at one another across a space of crisp, dark air. Then Blackthorn called down a talon of lightning from the clouds. It struck the ground between the armies, damaging only the coarse earth; but the stroke blasted away the chill of the battlefield. The two sides lurched forward with rampant war cries. They clashed to the staccato percussion of weapons upon shields. 

Among the armed soldiers fought wizards of all disciplines. Flashes and sparkles erupted from the melee. Explosions rocked the battleground. The sullen crags of the mountain range lit up with the brilliance of sorcery. Most devastating of all were the spells of Lord Blackthorn, hurled down from his hovering stage in thunderous, ravaging volleys. The fearsome power of the nobleman seemed to weaken the resolve of the Virtue Guards. The army of Chaos pressed their assault. Soon siege engines were throwing new bridges across the chasm. Dozens of orcs fell into the abyss, victims of clouds of arrows, yet dozens more reached the walls of Stonegate with scaling ladders. The Chaos Guards followed close behind. 

Grim-faced, the wizards of Lord British turned their attention to Blackthorn himself. They launched cascades of elemental power at the dark lord on his flying platform. In response he swatted away the attacks with magic wards and ghostly Shadowghast, and rained down upon them a stream of booming, derisive laughter. 

The first amber bolts of dawn revealed a battle turned against the Virtue Guards. But the sun warmed their courage. They pushed back with renewed spirit. Shouts of furious defiance suggested the day was only beginning. 
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In a stone corridor dotted with torches, three figures waited before a tall wooden door. Sir Geoffrey gazed down the hallway, his hand propped on the hilt of his platinum sword. His eyes were sharp as daggers. 

Next to him stood the archers Iolo and Gwenno. They were singing a soft tune from ages past. Their low voices braided lyrics that spoke of the sorrow of an ancient, dying king. 

They stopped when Geoffrey raised a mailed hand. He pointed down the corridor. From the gloomy distance a figure appeared, moving closer with long strides. 

"Blackthorn," muttered the knight, hefting his tower shield into place. "I'll be damned. Nystul was right." 

"Load up," said Iolo, though his wife's crossbow was already cocked. 

Blackthorn spread out his hands as he approached. "Gentlemen! My lady! Shouldn't you be outside right now? Your troops aren't faring well." 

The knight donned his helm, though his faceplate was lifted. "Master Nystul predicted you'd make an illusion of yourself as a decoy in the battle. It's only a matter of time before our mages deduce that. The tide will turn when they do." 

Blackthorn blinked slowly from under his gaping hood. "Quite likely. No matter. The battle has served my needs already. There's only three of you standing between me and the spell chamber, instead of an army of guards." 

Sir Geoffrey lifted his chin. "We three are sufficient, my lord. Your magic is useless in this corridor. Master Nystul has arranged it." He slid his gleaming sword from its scabbard. It made a sound like a rush of wind. "It's the blade for you, Lord Blackthorn, if you're going to get past us." 

"Ah, the famous White Falcon. I've always admired that sword, Sir Geoffrey. Care to meet mine?" When it emerged, Shadowghast was as quiet as a crypt. 

Master Iolo grimaced. His long, wiry beard exaggerated the expression. "A weapon not even a daemon would forge. You've truly embraced the dark this time, haven't you?" His crossbow lifted. Gwenno's aim matched his. "Drop it, if you please." 

Blackthorn stroked his chin with a glove of ebon chainmail. "Death serves in my camp. I have no desire to live beyond my deeds today. That's why I'm going to win." He glowered at the archer. "Fire on me, Iolo." 

"I'll write you a proper dirge, my lord," said the archer, then squeezed the firing lever. 

Blackthorn swept Shadowghast in the path of the quarrel. The sword pulled true to the missile's trajectory. Iolo's bolt shattered into brilliant sparks as the crimson blade cleaved its steel tip. 

Lady Gwenno fired a simultaneous shot, though it flew astray. She yelped and stumbled forward. A man in black crouched behind her, pulling a short sword from her back. Master Iolo abandoned his crossbow and in an instant two rapiers were flashing in his hands. His twin blades engaged Exedur's double short swords in a dazzling cyclone of clanging metal. Cuts appeared on each combatant. Neither seemed overmatched. 

Blackthorn and Sir Geoffrey locked eyes. Their weapons streaked at one another, crashing together in mid-arc. When struck, the platinum White Falcon let out a screech like a hunting hawk. A burst of white light exploded from the impact. 

"Nice," said Blackthorn. "Try me once more." 

They hurled together. In rapid beats their blades smashed again and again. Sometimes the impact expelled flashes of white with a falcon's cry. Other times it glittered the color of blood. The warriors circled. When a blow deflected from the knight's tall shield Blackthorn noted aloud, "You came prepared, Geoffrey! Your shield doesn't crumble at Shadowghast's sting." 

"Nystul enchanted it. I learned from his experience fighting you." 

"Indeed?" The pale-skinned nobleman carved out a series of strokes in the shape of his favorite rune, then ducked low, pirouetted and thrust Shadowghast directly at the shield. The crimson blade pierced steel and wood with a loud crack. Its point lost momentum inches from Sir Geoffrey's gut. The knight clipped short his breath. 

"Don't take tactical advice from a scholar," offered Blackthorn, wrinkling his nose. 

Iolo and Exedur charged into their duel with a quick, deafening rhythm. When it seemed as if youthful endurance might prevail, Lady Gwenno reappeared, healed and angry, sword and dagger in hand. Unable to engage both attackers, the assassin ducked aside. The couple pursued him in practiced tandem. 

The magic swords banged together with flashes decreasingly red. White Falcon's blade whirred through the air to the sound of beating wings. Lord Blackthorn bled from several shallow cuts. 

Sir Geoffrey pressed him back from the wooden door. "You can't beat me, my lord! Abandon this madness." 

The nobleman's response was an unexpected, vehement slash down the center of the knight's tall shield. It split in half and fell to the floor. They exchanged a few more ripostes and then Shadowghast cracked the side of the knight's full helm. The steel dissolved to grey dust and spilled off of Sir Geoffrey's head and shoulders. 

Blackthorn squinted his bloodshot eyes. "We're all mad here. And I will win." 

A second figure lunged at him. Lady Gwenno had suddenly switched targets. Blackthorn dodged a rapier thrust to his low quarters. He answered with a swipe at her shoulder. She parried it with ease, though her weapon turned to soot and burst into a cloud. By reflex he shoved the point of his sword at her lightly armored chest. 

Sir Geoffrey snarled, "Not her!" and dove forward to interpose White Falcon. The platinum blade found its mark. Shadowghast clanged away. Yet the knight was off-balance and Blackthorn's instincts served him. A second later his crimson blade rested against Geoffrey's uncovered throat. 

The knight gulped for breath. "Don't bother bluffing, my lord. Kill me or leave. I won't surrender my post." 

"You die for a noble cause," murmured Blackthorn as he slashed open Sir Geoffrey's neck. The vile magic of the red metal fountained through the soldier's body. With an expression of agonized shock, the knight stared down as his body transformed to an ashy grey. Like a delicate eggshell he fell apart under his own weight. Blackthorn shut his eyes for an instant and spat a sorrowful hiss. 

Iolo cried out and rushed him. The warrior's dual rapiers struck like snakes. Blackthorn felt Shadowghast wrested from his grip. It clattered a few yards away as Iolo's sword tip punctured his side. The wound buzzed with pain. 

Like a whirlwind Exedur fell upon Master Iolo. Distracted by Blackthorn, the archer was unprepared. The assassin buried both short swords into Iolo's sides, then twirled and held his blade against the chest of the unarmed Gwenno as she scrambled to reach her crossbow. She froze and glowered. 

The young assassin motioned to his master. "Shall we finish them before Iolo recovers?" 

Blackthorn snatched Shadowghast from the ground. "No. My lady, take this." From a pouch he withdrew a small runestone. "Spells don't work here, but a rune should. This one will transport you back to Britain. There may still be time to save both of them." 

The archer scowled but grabbed the rune. As she knelt beside the ashes of Sir Geoffrey and the still body of her husband, her expression revealed a blend of fury and pity. "What length does your evil go?" she muttered. Then the rune cast a glow about her and she vanished with her fallen comrades. 

Exedur sheathed his gory blades. "You lied to her. There's no hope for the knight." 

"But Iolo can be helped. And now they're both safe and far away from us." 

The assassin frowned as he quaffed a healing potion. "There's another presence here, my lord. A feminine one." 

"I know. Minax must be up to something. Monitor your senses, but be wary of her tricks." 

The young man swallowed hard. "I'm afraid to look at the future, my lord." 

Blackthorn inhaled deeply. "So am I, lad. So am I." 

Shadowghast carved a black gash in the huge door. The two men kicked it open and stepped inside. 

[image: image149.wmf]


When he entered the great hall of Stonegate, Exedur screamed and collapsed to the floor. In wild torment he pawed at his head and face. Blackthorn knelt beside him and whispered, "Your senses got us this far. But I was afraid they'd turn against you like this when we're so close to a dimensional nexus. Be strong, prophet. I go alone from here." 

He rose and walked toward the center of the room, where a kaleidoscope of sorcery swirled in giant, concentric columns. Inside British and Nystul chanted their parts of the Spell of Binding. The azure Vortex Lens rested before them on a pedestal. 

The air seethed with strange qualities that the nobleman struggled to identify. He had the odd sensation that the world he knew was a crystallization of abstract elements, and that here in the spell chamber the concrete world was unfocusing, slipping in subtle ways back toward the abstract. The feeling was distractive, intriguing. He blocked it out by tightening his fists and curling back his lips. 

"British!" he shouted, stalking the perimeter of the ring of braziers. "I've come! Check mate!" 

The monarch stood in a whirlpool of light and color that whipped his hair and livery. "Don't interfere! This is not a game, Blackthorn." 

"Don't patronize me! I gave up everything to come here. I have nothing left now but to stop you. I'll die to do it." 

The white-haired Nystul continued his chants as he watched the two men. He sheltered private thoughts behind narrowed eyes. 

Lord British looked into Blackthorn's pale, ravaged face and smiled. "Give me ten more seconds, my friend, then do what you must." He stretched out his arms to each side. His hands he flattened like blades. Then he punctured the air itself, and with each hand opened up a hole. Beyond each rupture in space was another room; another great hall pulsing with magic; and another Lord British casting a spell with outstretched hands. 

Blackthorn widened his eyes and peered closer. The scene was astonishing. Through two holes in the air he saw two other Britishes. Beyond each of them was another cleft in space, through which another Lord British was visible. As Blackthorn made out more and more detail, he realized that the chain stretched in both directions farther than he could hope to discern. 

British and Nystul had opened gates to other shards. Their counterparts on those other shards had done likewise. Blackthorn realized the truth of the assertion that lawful order might indeed bind them all together. 

Yet he also recognized that he was correct, as well, for each Lord British in another world was distinctive in his own way. They were not identical men; they were men with a common past. Individuality had asserted itself since the Gem of Immortality was rent into shards. After the Binding, what would be lost from these alternate Britishes? What treasury of adventure and insight would be sacrificed by erasing the parallel timelines? 

Then the nobleman witnessed something that shook his entire body. Scantly visible through the rips in the air, lurking in those mirror Stonegates, were glimpses of other Blackthorns. He saw himself in an infinite chain, each image his reflection after a different set of life experiences. He saw what he might have been, what he might still be. 

They were parts of himself that were missing. In a mad, magical sense, they were his brothers. 

He formed his mouth around each word: "British, I won't let you kill them." 

He swept his blade from its scabbard and lunged into the kaleidoscopic colors of Nystul's protective wards, erected to contain the force of the Binding. 

The old wizard stopped chanting and barked out a new spell. Blackthorn saw the bolt of magic streaking towards him. With Shadowghast he smashed it from the air, only to be hammered by a dozen or more similar attacks. From the floor the nobleman growled his own incantation and launched a swarm of flaming stones at Nystul. The protective wards repelled the fireballs. Backthorn cursed. 

Nystul motioned to the Vortex Lens. "You have no hope against the Codex. Cease this undignified assault." 

Blackthorn glared back. "Stop me." 

"With extreme pleasure." 

An abrupt swell of glittering wind enveloped Blackthorn. He felt himself rise from the floor. Shadowghast seemed suddenly heavy, until he realized why. He could not move. The paralysis extended to his mouth and tongue, preventing him from casting a defensive enchantment. 

His sword flew from his strengthless grip and clanked into a distant corner. Nystul opened up a grin that chilled the nobleman. "Let's settle this right now, Blackthorn." 

"No!" Lord British looked away from the Spell of Binding long enough to shoot the wizard a stern look. "He's harmless now. Leave him be to watch." 

Nystul grumbled, "As you wish, my lord," and returned to his chanting. 

Lord British smiled at Blackthorn, suspended in a glimmering cyclone. "My friend, I'm glad you're here. Of all people I want you to see this." Consulting the Codex he called out another verse of the spell, to which he added, "The Virtues have guided our shards toward a common destiny. Let the Virtues now partition our worlds, so that component by component we may bind them all together. The Principles shall be our meter - Courage, Love and Truth. Let now the shards be likewise divided." 

His every word was echoed by the Britishes beyond the rifts. 

"Bring us first the lands to the east! I call to myself Moonglow, the city of Honesty, and everything that surrounds it." 

An unusual calm seized the room. Blackthorn was not sure what was going to happen next, but his mind raced for a means to stop it. 
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The battle clamored outside the walls of Stonegate. The Virtue Guards were joined now by many Britannian Rangers, who had secured the fortress from its prior monstrous inhabitants. Though their captain, Lord Shamino, had accompanied Sire Dupre and his knights many miles away, still the ferocious rangers punched holes in the offensive formations. The sun had barely crested the mountaintops, yet the momentum of the conflict had nearly reversed. 

Then a rumbling sound stilled the melee for an instant. It rolled across the rocky crags from somewhere to the east. The thunder was followed by a strange apparition in the eastern sky. Obscured by the waking sun, a long, thin shape like an impossibly large ribbon seemed to be rising into the sky. It arched across the heavens and began to descend towards the battlefield. 

Both factions feared some new, terrible sorcery; but the ribbon did not strike the troops. Rather it punctured the roof of Stonegate itself. At close range, the soldiers could make out what they were seeing. 

It was a titanic stream of swirling blue liquid, oceans of it, leaping high into the sky from very far away and pouring inside Stonegate. The roar of the flow rattled stones and scabbards. 

After a few moments the battle resumed, though its fury was diminished. 

[image: image151.wmf]


The giant stream of blue fluid smashed through the ceiling of the great hall. When it struck Lord British it condensed beyond all reason into a sphere in his left hand. 

Blackthorn strained against hope to break his paralysis. The sensation heightened that he was witnessing some raw, elemental form of substance, something more fundamental than the ordinary scope of matter. The notion fascinated him, though he knew it was only the hypnosis of the Codex. 

Lord British continued to chant: "Bring us next the lands to the south and west! I call to myself Jhelom, the city of Valor, and everything that surrounds it." 
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The wracked Exedur still squirmed on the floor, just by the door to the huge chamber. Unnoticed, a small figure appeared beside him. A soft hand laid on his soaking brow. A stray golden curl drizzled over his shoulder. Then a white glow streamed from the woman's fingers into the assassin's skin. He stopped writhing. His eyes opened, glazed for a moment, and then by degrees regained the glint of lucidity. 

Exedur looked up and offered a hint of a smile. "My lady, you are divine." 

Gavrielle pressed a finger to her lips and scrutinized the proceedings from the shadow of the broken, wooden door. Her eyes darted with immediate, anxious purpose. 
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An enormous column of red liquid blasted through the ceiling of the chamber and condensed to a sphere in British's right hand. Identical events were transpiring beyond the rifts in the air. Blackthorn marveled at the sheer volume of both fluids. He strained to discern some clue about the nature of the substances. When he did, his body fell cold. 

The liquids were some elemental phase of matter. Yet Blackthorn detected ghosts of what the matter had been before reverting to this fundamental state. He sensed mineral objects, like rocks and houses and buildings. He sensed living things, like plants and livestock and wild animals. And he sensed people. Confused people. Terrified people. 

Blackthorn, what can I do? 

The voice in his head sounded like a miracle. Gavrielle, can you free me? 

I don't have a tenth of the power to break through those wards! 

Then forget about me. There's one rune left in my pouch. Try to get it. 

The girl cast a quiet spell. A small stone nudged itself out of his belt pouch and leapt into the glittering whirlwind. 

I have it. What does it do? 

Just activate it, before he kills anyone else! 

Lord British seemed oblivious to Lady Gavrielle. "And last comes Britain, the city of Compassion. I call to myself my adopted home. To this world I offer the gift of unity. Never again let a Britannian's soul endure the pain of incompleteness." 

The storms of fluid ceased. Blackthorn looked at the spheres in British's hands and saw death and horror and ruin. His stomach wrenched at the sight. 

British now reached through the fissures in the air. He was preparing to take his counterparts' hands, forming a human chain that draped sideways across time. When the ground shook again, Blackthorn knew the end was closing. In moments all of Sosaria would flow into a yellow sphere, British would link hands with his mirror selves and the Gem of Immortality would fuse together into a whole. Or perhaps be destroyed in the attempt. 

Hidden in the shadows, Gavrielle remotely activated the rune. A bright beam of white light burst from its face, spinning wildly as the runestone tumbled in the cyclone. Nystul and British startled. 

The light congealed into a thick glare, from which a slender figure emerged. She held a blue crystal staff in one hand and wore a grin like a thousand hungry sharks. 

Minax the witch-queen threw out her arms and said, "Blackthorn, you did call! And I thought you didn't respect me." 

Lord British paused, his face taut with concentration. Across the room, Lady Gavrielle shrieked. 

Nystul's face purpled with rage. "Devil! To the flames with you!" He flung his arms into intricate gestures, generating an aura of pulsing energy. 

Minax laughed. "Ahhh, this is delicious! Toss your little magicks at me. I'm feeling hungry this morning!" 

The flood of violet flames that roared over the witch illuminated the great hall beyond even the colors of the wards. Minax toppled to the ground and screamed. When the assault was over she looked up with astonishment. 

Nystul's eyes burned. "Now I am mightier than you. My wrath is your doom." 

The witch snorted. "You flaccid old octopus! You should know better. I can't abide false arrogance!" With two fingers she hurled a shower of blackness at the podium in the center of the room. The spell streaked around the Vortex Lens for a moment before swallowing it. In an instant the blue crystal disk was gone. 

Nystul howled and plunged his hands into the blackness. The spell dissipated around his fingers. "No! Where did you send it?!" 

Minax climbed to her feet. "Somewhere safe. Now let's see who's mightier!" With a twirl of her crystal staff she whacked the sorcerer onto his back. Then her eyes shot forth twin columns of purple fire identical to Nystul's spell. The old wizard choked and writhed in the relentless inferno. 

"Stop it!" Gavrielle charged forward, hurling bolts of magic at Minax. The attacks dispersed harmlessly when they struck Nystul's wards. 

Gavrielle, stay back! 

When the witch-queen's spell ceased, Nystul lay still on the smoking floor. His granddaughter lunged through the wards and rushed to his side. 

"Now," grinned Minax, "let's do something about this spell of yours, shall we, O King of Britannia?" She thrust out an open palm, from which pumped spheres of light. Where they impacted the vortex of swirling colors the wards cracked and shuddered. Then she turned her assault onto Lord British. Several glowing missiles slammed into his abdomen. 

Straining to maintain the Spell of Binding, unable to defend himself, Lord British cried out in anguish. 

The scenes beyond the rifts revolved away. The red and blue spheres were plucked from the monarch's hands and vanished into the hungry blackness of the ether. Wild images shot past. British pulled his arms to safety, then doubled over from the pain of Minax's attack. 

The walls of Stonegate began to shake. Granite stones were blurring and dislodging and transforming into an elemental golden fluid. Blackthorn knew the spell was flying off course. His mind strained against his paralysis. Watching British reel under the witch's spells, he sensed a tide of raw fury rising inside him, a red, scorching blaze that felt as if it would consume him from within. 

He nurtured it to its peak. 

Minax turned to face him, delight curling her lips into a smile. "Such rage, Lord Blackthorn! I could bask like a lizard in the heat you generate. Is it for me? I'm flattered." 

That's not all I have for you he said in his mind, though only Gavrielle could hear it. 

The witch-queen walked toward him, her long, graceful legs cleaving through layers of colored light. As she reached out to him she opened her mouth to speak. No words emerged. Instead she coughed and flared her eyes in shock. 

Behind her crouched Exedur at the extension of a skillful lunge. The crimson sword Shadowghast punctured the flesh between the witch's shoulder blades. 

Her skin, as smooth as a river stone, began to grey. To the ceiling she turned her face and cried, "Mondain, not me! Why? I was faithful to you!" 

Shadowghast made no answer, except to penetrate her with its scarlet sorcery. Minax fell to her knees, screeched in agony, and collapsed on the ground. From the impact rose a cloud of powdery dust -- the only remains she left behind. 

Hurry, Gavrielle! Heal Nystul! We have to stop the spell! 

The girl unleashed a healing spell. A flash of white lit the room. A bloody Nystul toiled to his feet, leaning on Gavrielle's shoulder. With a grunt he swirled his arms. Blackthorn stumbled forward, free to move again. The old wizard looked invigorated after dispelling the paralysis. He began a haunting chant and the damaged wards began to repair. 

Blackthorn doubted they would be restored quickly enough, though he had no time to reflect on the consequences. He rushed to the injured Lord British. 

The king stared now into one of the rifts with a look of amazement. 

Figures appeared on the other side. They were not human, nor any race known to Sosaria, yet Blackthorn recognized them at once. He had seen them in Exedur's prophecies. He had conjured them in visions from the Codex. They were warrior inhabitants of a nightmare world of smoke and iron, of fumes and oil, of brickwork and smokestacks and pipelines and other lifeless, stirring things. Two of them crouched inside the rift. The female's lush hair was the color of molten lava. Her inhuman face was proud and strong. The male wore an expression that reflected British's own -- confused, capable, regal and courageous. Their clothes and strange armor were in tatters. Bloody wounds striped their flesh. 

Behind them a holocaust rushed upon their heels. Lord British reached out his hand to help them. 

Nystul lunged forward. "No, my lord! We don't know --" 

This time Blackthorn intervened. "Follow his judgment! It's all we have now." 

The wizard shot him a disdainful glare. "What a waste your life was, Blackthorn." 

Lord British took the hand of the male being in the rift. An inferno flooded into the room. 

When the holocaust overtook them Blackthorn covered his face. He knew Nystul's wards were designed to protect against any sudden eruption of power; so he squirmed with surprise when the heat began to singe his flesh. The others cried out as well. Through the flames Blackthorn saw Nystul pushing towards the rift. Glowing barriers appeared at the wizard's command, but the inferno pulverized new wards as quickly as he could erect them. 

At last the aged sorcerer shrieked inside the mouth of the flames. In the deafening howl of torrential fire Blackthorn watched Nystul wither like a wax doll. Then the flames ceased and the old man was gone. 

Lady Gavrielle wailed, "Grandfather!" Her large eyes, once innocent, now turned on Blackthorn. They were fierce with hatred. Behind her the hall was vanishing in a great surge of golden light. 

Lord British reached his other hand in the opposite rift. Tears traced the monarch's face. 

Beyond the second rift was another enigmatic person. She seemed to be a young girl in a leather tunic, draped with a brightly patterned mantle. Yet she was not human. Spotted fur covered her exposed flesh. She had an animal's ears. Around her was a crystal city more glorious than anything Britannia had ever known. 

Lord British's movements grew more frantic as the golden light devoured Stonegate. After a pause, the furred girl placed her small hand into his. With a thunderclap her world rushed upon him. A flood of raw, complex energies deluged British. Shouting a spell he seized control of the flow, and like the red fluid before he gathered it into a shifting, rotating sphere. When a huge bolt of power slammed him from the opposite rift, he collected it in the palm of his other hand. 

So stood Lord British with a world in each hand and a third collapsing around him. 

Then something black and foul and nebulous leapt upon him from the beautiful city of crystal. British shouted in pain. 

The catlike girl targeted a mysterious rune at him. Blackthorn staggered backwards from the sheer volume of mana that poured over Lord British. Even so the foul, malevolent presence continued to envelope his body. When the monarch was no longer visible, Blackthorn reached out his hand. Exedur tossed the crimson blade into it. 

He drew back Shadowghast and prepared to strike. "May history forgive the folly of great men. British, brace yourself!" 

He slashed the black malevolence with his fearsome sword. The shapeless, putrescent entity lashed tendrils at him. 

In that instant the two rifts in space exploded, flooding the air with heat and sound. Outside the ring of braziers the world condensed to a titanic bolt of golden light. All else was pure ether, black within black. The golden light streaked high above them. The two spheres British had collected from the rifts soared into the air, smearing out into streams of sorcerous energy. Three fountains of power blasted out in three different directions. 

The malevolence from the rift snapped itself around Blackthorn. He reeled from the grotesque, agonizing intrusion. As he sensed his body corrupted and breaking, he realized that the foul entity was no longer attacking British. The reason was clear -- it had already consumed him. 

Lord British was gone. Not even a corpse remained. 

Death rushed over Blackthorn in agonizing waves, yet the torment of his body and soul was meaningless to him now. He had nothing left to grieve with; every piece of himself was spent. Only a shell remained, haunted by the ghost of a man who might have been a hero. Now the shell became food for scavengers. 

His last act before oblivion swallowed him was something he had never tried before. It gave him a small, but horrific measure of peace. 

Blackthorn despaired. Then he was gone. 
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The room was stark white. Its appointments were simple -- two chairs and a table between them. A calm, heavy silence thickened the warm air. 

Dressed in a simple white gown, Lord British sat in one of the chairs. Across from him was a mysterious woman, wearing the colorful layers of a gypsy's clothes. 

"Welcome back," she said in a relaxed voice. 

"Where am I?" 

"Where you came from." 

British creased his brow. "Earth?" 

The gypsy woman chuckled. "No. Earth was your home for awhile, but you didn't begin there. Of the majority of worlds you've traveled you have no memory." 

"I don't understand. Who are you?" 

"A watcher and an accomplice," answered a masculine voice. The gypsy was gone. British now addressed a figure in a hooded robe of midnight blue. Deep shadow concealed the man's face. "I observe the tides of change in the cosmos and sweep up what flotsam they leave behind." 

"I know you. The Time Lord. Why did you bring me here?" 

"I didn't. You initiated a cataclysm unlike anything I've ever seen. Your own spell cast you here." 

"The Ritual of Binding! I lost control over it! Blackthorn interfered and Nystul... perished." He thumped his fist on the table. "Tell me what happened! Did we succeed at all? Was everything lost? Please, I have to know if that's why I'm here!" 

"All was not lost. Britannia remains, though changed." 

He raked his fingers like a claw through his blonde hair. "But the spell was a failure. The shards didn't rejoin." 

"Indeed they didn't. But you did rescue two worlds from oblivion." 

"The strange beings in the rifts?" 

"They are Sosaria's distant past and far future. Left alone both races would have vanished through their own misfortunes. Only your courage and compassion kept them from that fate." 

"How? All I remember is taking their hands." 

"You pulled fragments of their worlds into yours. Though none of them are yet aware, Sosaria now shelters three races of men. Three continents, each from a different part of history. Only time will reveal the consequences of the juxtaposition." 

"Then send me back! I can forge bonds with these new people." 

The enigmatic figure did not reply. 

"You won't send me back?" 

The Time Lord paused, as if considering his words. "You can't go back, Lord British." 

"What? I have to! There's --" 

"Your time there is over. New worlds await your arrival." 

"I refuse to accept that! I have work to do!" 

"Their memory of you is all that remains. That isn't cause for regret. All that Britannia is, you have given it." 

British leaned forward on his elbows. "You're saying I died in the cataclysm." 

The gypsy's voice answered him. Her smile was almost mischievous. "So it appears to those you left behind. But you don't die. You travel on. Britannia was never your ultimate destination." 

He gazed into the empty air. "I can't... believe it's over." 

"It isn't over. Your footprints will never fade from Britannia. You shaped a world of rich treasures and virtuous character. Children who idolized you have grown into men and women who seek to walk your path. That's your legacy, Lord British. It's a marvelous thing." She took his hands across the table. "You're the grain of sand in the oyster's shell. See what beauty you made." 

British let out a soft, sad laugh. "And now I'm to travel to a different world and start my work over again." 

"It's a challenge best suited to your talents, don't you think? You don't remember, but you've done it countless times in the past. Someday I'll tell you the stories." 

He shook his head slowly. "Not now. I just want to know one thing. What happened to my friend?" 

"Blackthorn? He hasn't perished, though death is close. All that's left is a single ember in the ruins of a man. If there's no one to fan it, he will die." 

British rubbed his eyes. His rested his face in his hand. "Blackthorn, we're a pair of headstrong fools. Remember me for my friendship. I'll do the same for you." 

"No one in Britannia will forget you, British. Rest easy on that. Now, would you like to see your next home?" 

He looked up into the gypsy's face. "No. Just show me where the road starts. I'll find my own way." 

The Time Lord grinned. "Naturally. That's what you always do." 

They rose from the table and walked out, leaving the white room with the echo of fading footsteps. 
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In a burst of sparkling light a small group appeared on the turret of a high castle. The chaotic roofs of the city of Britain cascaded across the lands to the south. To the north a tremendous ball of fire seared the morning sky. 

Three people huddled atop the central tower of Castle Blackthorn. Exedur stooped over Lady Gavrielle, who was kneeling on the ground. Laid out before them was the blackened, desiccated creature that once had been Lord Blackthorn. From the ruins of his face stared two wide eyes. No conscious mind was discernable in their tangles of swollen veins. 

"It worked, my lady!" said Exedur. "You got us out in time. Can you stabilize him? We can't stay here long." 

"Don't speak!" snarled Gavrielle. "There's something still inside of him." 

The assassin snapped back, "Save him! Please, my lady!" He tugged the black mask from his youthful face. "We haven't got much time. Word of our attack is bound to reach the city soon. Castle Blackthorn might be razed to the ground by this time tomorrow." 

The sorceress ignored him. With a careful touch she stroked the nobleman's wasted cheek. "You'll never recover from this one, Blackthorn. You're dying. But dammit, I can't let you. Despite all you've done, good and bad, I can't bear the weight of it." She gazed into his bulging eyes. "Take this from me, my lord, as testimony to my forgiveness." 

She laid her hands on his bloody brow. A gentle glimmer sparkled over his body. Then Gavrielle's face tightened with pain. In a violent spasm she wrenched backwards onto the wooden roof of the tower. A black, putrescent shadow rocketed from Blackthorn's brow and plunged into her chest. 

Exedur crouched over her, though he had no answer to her peril. Helpless he watched while the amorphous malevolence spread over her body, in seconds shriveling her flesh atop small bones, her eyes swelling into veiny white screams in the mummified horror of her face. Then the black, thrashing entity devoured her, skeleton and all, and bubbled away like the shadow of vanishing smoke. 

The assassin staggered back and clutched his heaving stomach. 

For a long moment he chewed on his lip and tasted the tears that rolled onto it. Then he caught his breath and turned to examine Blackthorn. His face lit up. "My lord! You're with me! Hold on, we're getting out of here. I'm going to find help for you. I'll see you through this if we have to travel the length of Sosaria. I'll find the answer!" 

Quickly he wrapped the lord in the softness of an ornate rug. Only Blackthorn's face remained exposed. Almost lost in the wastes of blood and dried flesh was the track of a single tear, arcing down from his blood-heavy eyes. 

A sound fluttered out of his ruined lips. It was too faint for anyone to hear. 

Exedur lifted the nobleman in his arms and hurried to the rooftop entrance of Castle Blackthorn. After a final glance over the city, he stepped inside and slammed shut the door. 

The cold morning stillness that followed was heavy and slow moving. It hid memories of a troubled past, and silent dread of the future. 

It portended the days and years ahead, a time in which the souls of the land would be tried like never before. It announced the origin of a new world. The stillness, however, was not destined to last. 

A cataclysm, of course, is always a beginning.

GLOSSARY OF TERMS


The Glossary of Terms includes the descriptions of People, Places, Cultures, and Things found in both the Fiction of these Prequel Stories, as well as information that will be found in the game world of Ultima Worlds Online: ORIGIN. All information found in this Glossary is a Copyright 2000 of Origin Stratics (http://origin.stratics.com).

MEER

A feline-like race of humanoids inhabiting the world of Sosaria. It is unclear at this point where or when in Sosaria they exist. They are covered in spotted fur similar to a leopard's, with varying hues from light to dark. Their ears are also feline in appearance and one of their most expressive features. The Meer are a magical race, using the forces of nature as their source of energy. 

People: 

Kaji Sayarukan (KAH-jee sah-YAH-roo-khan) - A young female 16 year old Meer, apprenticed to Sayaru at a very early age to study the ways of the Mages. At the behest of Sayaru, sent to Anjur to infiltrate the Lore Masters Caste. In love with Teyloth. Apprenticed to Master Mithrazel in the art of sorcery. 

Sayaru (sah-YAH-roo) - Matriarch of the Mystic Caste. Very old in appearance despite the use of several longevity spells. Referred to as the Venerable Mother by those in her caste. The term "Dame" also used to refer to her. 

Teyloth (TAY-loth) - A young male Meer, member of the Warrior Caste. In love with Kaji of the Mystic Caste. Nicknamed "Tey" by Kaji. 

Master Mithrazel (MYTH-rah-zehl) - Recent graduate of the mage apprenticeship in Anjur to Lore Master Adranath. Initial Master to Kaji in the art of sorcery. 

Captain Dasha (DAH-sha) - Leader of the Shadow Hunters and Enemy of the Necromancers. 

Lore Master Adranath (AH-drah-noth) - The head of the Lore Council in Anjur. Very old - "Within the disk, the silver-furred Lore Master shot him an irritated glare." (See our Screenshots section for a photo of a Todd McFarlane rendering). 

Master Hathniel (HOTH-nee-el) - Sorcerer killed during a magical summoning being done by the Lore Council of Anjur, becoming undead and then finally killed by Kaji. 

Creatures: 

Madrogai (MA-dro-guy) - Giant monster found in the Wilds of Dashan. Reptilian in appearance, stands on 2 legs, has a beak rather than mouth, and has claws for hands. Carnivorous, intelligent, very fast & strong, with excellent vision. 

Ostard- Domestic beast used for transportation by the Meer, similar to the horses used by humans. 2-legged, similar in appearance to a miniature dinosaur. 

Durka (DUHR-kah) - Enormous, domesticated lizards that serve as Meer livestock, similar to the cattle of Humans. 

Living Whip- A weapon of the Warrior Caste. Half whip, half serpentine arthropod with a venomous bite, and the length of a full-size meer when uncurled. Some believe that the creatures are bonded at the time they hatch to their masters even to the point of telepathy. 

Stinger- Also called a Living Dart Thrower. A beetle-like creature that flings needle-thin missiles with a segmented tail. Venomous, though only one volley of needles is not deadly. 

Scavenger Vines- Thorn-toothed, flesh-eaters. 

Places: 

Wilds of Dashan (DAH-shawn) - Untamed jungles filled with all sorts of wild creatures and beautiful fauna. Very few Meer inhabit this area. 

Anjur (AHN-joor) - Home of the Lore Masters, nicknamed the crystal city. Filled with glassy spires, the towers sparkle clear and distinct, even from several miles away. 

Sirocco (sih-RAHK-oh) - Little is known of this place other than it seems to be famous for assassins - "The man wore clothes painted to resemble the dappled shadows of the nighttime forest. His fur was dyed black, with stripes of bright red paint on the neck and limbs." In general terms, the word is used to describe any hot, oppressive wind. 

Avenosh (AH-veh-nosh) - Within the time period that Origin takes place in, this is considered to be the ancient Meer land. 

Culture: 

SHADOW HUNTERS - Warriors dedicated to the eradication of Necromancy. Captain Dasha is their leader. 

NECROMANCERS - Followers of the immense dark power of the Malevolance. Led by Adranath, the Lord of the Undead. 

CASTES- The social structure of the Meer is broken up into castes. The varying caste members are not allowed to intermingle. At this time we know of three different castes:

MYSTIC CASTE - Masters of Magic and Nature. Balance is their mantra.
WARRIOR CASTE - The Protectors of the Land
WORKER'S CASTE - Those that support the other castes, including Farmers and Merchants

Things: 

Lore Masters- Those that have mastered the power of nature above all other mages in the Mystic Caste. Dubbed Sorcerers, it is feared that they may have perfected the goodness of magic so much that the balance may have been disrupted and that doom may be on the horizon. Based out of Anjur. The leaders are called the Lore Council. 

Matriarch- Title given to the leader of the Mystic Caste. Currently Sayaru. 

Lore Council- Leaders of the Lore Masters. Based out of the city of Anjur. 

Crystal- Item used by the Mystic Caste to help create their spells. 

Circle of Elements- Terminology used to describe the various spells used by Mages. 

Villages of the Meer- By all accounts, the Meer seem to live off the ground, with their homes built in the trees of large cypress and yew trees. The buildings are made of pulpy rough-hewn wood with thatched roofs. 

Magework- Magic of the Mystic Caste with the keys being Balance, Tradition, and Rituals. 

Anjuric Sorcery- Requires a lifetime of discipline and responsibility for a Meer to perfect the art. Stripping away the Traditions and Rituals of the Mystic Caste, the Lore Masters have perfected the art of magic by boiling each spell down to its Essence. By doing this, they believe that they have mastered nature itself. But the leaders of the Mystic Caste believe they have lost their understanding of balance and sacrifice as a result. Essentially, Sorcery can be viewed as a magic surrounded by Order, while the traditions of the Mystics are surrounded in the Chaos of nature. 

Matrix of Enchantments- Used to create the magic of the Anjuric Sorcerers. It is supposed to be designed to elminate randomness from nature, but in fact (by Kaji's view) may only be spreading that randomness out over a larger area. 

Mana- Created by nature through the energy of life (living earth and the living elements), this is the basic force used by Mages and Sorcerers to craft their magic. 

Glyphs- Symbols used in Anjuric Magic to create spells. Known so far are Flam (Passion), Irem (Statis), Than (Undeath), Por (Movement), Xen (Creature), Tym (Time). 

Chitin Armor- A warrior's armor, usually engraved with a family's symbols. Made in round plates out of the outer covering of a large insect or crustacean (at this point it is unclear what creature this might be). 

Heartstone- Magical stones (found in pairs) that allow the heat surrounding one stone to be emitted from the other. In the Meer Lore, the stones are used by Kaji and Teyloth "so we can always hold hands, no matter how no matter how far apart we are" (as in, they could feel the heat from each others palms through the stones). After being given a sorcerous enchantment, the stones can also be used as a form of communication between each other. 

The Parting of the Veils- A spell designed to replicate Creation itself, which is the ultimate source of power. Creation, which gives the ability to fashion life out of emptiness. And with it, most importantly, the ability to create mana independently. Disturbingly similar to the Spell of Rejoining that Lord British is also working on in another place and time. 

Troth of Anjur - A collection of 700 total glyphs. The Meer's ultimate bond with the universe. Used in the Parting of the Veils. 

Ether - Crystalline and impossibly dark. Almost animated in appearance. 

Primogenitor (pri-muh-jen-ih-tuhr) - The term used to describe the ultimate power that comes from Creation. 

A Nexus- One who, by the whim of fate, is able to channel mana without limits. It's extremely rare. 

Hookah (HOOK-uh) - A pipe-like device with a long, flexible tube so arranged that it draws the smoke through water in a vase or bowl and cools it. Used to smoke tobacco with.

JUKAN

A hardened people, the Juka are described as a forged race, a designed race, and ultimately a slave race. They are strong, proud, long faced, hard skilled, and stoutly framed. They are tireless workers and tireless soldiers. Tattoos and ritual scarring are used to differentiate their various lots in life. From all description, they seem to exist in a future world of Britannia, one that has become industrialized to the point that nature is all but extinct. 

People: 

Kumar (KOO-mahr) - Of Shire Athul, under Citadel Britain. A warrior representing his region in the Juka rebellion against the Overlords. Has a past with the Janissars, but at this time it is unclear what happened. The lead character of the Jukan Prequel Lore. 

Narah (NAH-rah)- Of Shire Kubaron, under Citadel Vesper. A warrior representing her region in the Juka rebellion against the Overlords. Red hair. 

Obden (OB-den)- Of Shire Fusil, under Citadel Yew. She organized the smiths to capture the roving foundry the would be the meeting place of the first Juka Revolutionary Summit. 

Rabak (rah-BAHK)- Of Shire Galvan, under Citadel Moonglow. A healer representing his region in the Juka rebellion against the Overlords. Nearly killed during the Revolutionary Summit by loyalist guards. 

Turlogan (ter-LOW-gen)- Of Shire Cetyl, under Citadel Trinsic. Called a champion pit fighter, though it is unclear what or where the "pits" are. 

Darhim (DAHR-heem)- Of Shire Crucivar, under Citadel Jhelom. A priest of legendary proportions. Also an Alchemist. 

Warlord Kabur (kah-BOOR)- The Noble Leader of the Jukan Clans, based out of the free city of Garron. One of their mightiest warriors. 

Captain Jamark (jah-MARK)- A Janissar, Kumar's former commander, and secretly involved in the reballion. 

General Tallan (TAL-un)- A Janissar leader. Bald, hard-boned, solid as stone. 

Great Mother- Seems to be a god that the rebel Jukans worship. "To you we owe the blessings of life and glory...It is in your name we fight." 

Overlords- Rulers over the Jukay, very little is known of who OR what the Overlords are. Some myths even point to the idea that they may just be machines pretending to be alive. But most believe they are living beings of flesh and bone. They are mysterious, unseen, and incalculably powerful. They are also masters of technology and alchemical magic. Later we find out from first-hand experience with the rebels that The Overlords and their mechanical dens are indistinguishable from each other. They are sentient catacombs; entombed gods. 

Prime Overlord- Leader of the Overlords. Located in Citadel Moonglow. It's mouthpiece is described as: "The thing suggested a misshapen globe or ovoid of armor plates. Its circumference was half split by a horizontal cleft, which opened and shut like some grotesque mouth...On the back of the thing were two large flapping extensions, though he could not discern whether they were leathery bellows or undersized wings." Of the Prime Overlord itself, it is described as "The organic creature this once had been was bloated and oversized, twice that of any Juka, though Kumar guessed the thing had never breathed with Jukan lungs. It was a monstrosity from an elder race." 

Exodus- Little is known about its involvement in Juka Lore, but this entity was the prime enemy in Ultima 3 (the series). It is known though that it is a machine and not a living being. As described upon Kumar's first encounter with it, "The device was huge. It nearly filled the breadth of the vast floor and continued down to unknown depths. Most of it appeared to be a massive, tangled network of thick glass pipes and globes, supported by a coppery scaffold; though its fleeting, inscrutable internal movements suggested unguessed layers of complexity. It flashed and glowed in a thousand places, in the cadence of a distant thunderstorm. Darkness trickled throughout its workings. Its countenance was furtive, mysterious." 

Creatures: 

Ridgebacks- Very little information is given about these creatures, but they seem to be ridable animals, similar to the horses of humans. 

Gargoyles- Apparantly the race used to engineer the Jukas from. 

Juggernaut- These creatures appear to be almost like miniature tanks - "All Juggernauts had Jukan faces, locked in a dour, unresponsive expression. Most of them had arms, or metal appendages approximating arms. A few even had proper legs, though these were rare. More often they moved on wheels or propellers or hydraulic insect legs; or perhaps they interchanged mechanisms. Little was truly known about the Juggernauts, except that they obeyed the Overlords with animal loyalty and that, on the battlefield, they were the equal of entire platoons." 

Dreadnoughts- From the sounds of it, flying machines of war. "Dozens of Dreadnoughts soared above the melee, raking it with static bursts and torrents of missile fire." 

Maintenance Drones- "Attending the Juggernauts were swarms of maintenance drones, smaller counterparts to the half-living war machines, conscripted into the defense of the citadel." 

Behemoth- "Above them all towered the largest and most terrifying of the Overlords' mechanized slaves. Only five Behemoths walked the burning plains. It was enough to harry rebel formations. They strode through enemy forces on steel legs hundreds of feet high, crushing troops and equipment under inconceivable weight. Each titan walked on four legs attached to a comparatively small body, with a fifth reared high in the air. Or perhaps it was better deemed a neck, for at its tip was a giant, spade-shaped weapon resembling a long, jagged muzzle. When a Behemoth struck, tons of steel bellowed in the motion." 

Places: 

Shires- Not much is known at this point what these are, but so far there are Shires:
Fusil (FEW-sil) of Yew
Kubaron (KOO-bahr-on) of Vesper
Athul (ah-THOOL) of Britain
Cetyl (SE-til) of Trinsic
Galvan (GAL-ven) of Moonglow
Crucivar (CREW-sih-vahr) of Jhelom 

Citadels- These appear to be the power centers of the Overlords. Thus far we know of Yew, Britain, Vesper, Trinsic, Jhelom, and Moonglow. Several are overthrown by the Jukan Rebels, first Britain, then Yew, Trinsic, Jhelom and Vesper, with Moonglow being the location of the final battle. 

Citadel Britain- A floating city, home to some of the Overlords, that is conquered by the Jukan Rebels and brought down to earth, forcing the Overlords to evacuate - "The fall of Citadel Britain marked the turning point of the Jukan Revolution. Collected rebel forces from Britain and Yew took control of the city and began to unlock its secrets." 

Citadel Moonglow- Home of the Prime Overlord. Location of the final confrontation between the Juan Rebels and the Overlords. "Veiled by a writhing thunderstorm, the glimmering shadow of the citadel stretched over the sky like a canopy of smoldering embers. Thousands of lamps twinkled across its hovering bulk. Anchored in a dozen places by tall, thin pillars, the city swayed uneasily in the embrace of angry winds." 

Logosia (low-GO-sheah) - Within the time period that Origin takes place in, this is considered to be the future Technocrat land of the Juka. 

Jukaran (JEW-kah-ron) - The term used by the free Juka of Garron to describe their homeland (as opposed to Logosia). 

Garron (GAHR-on) - Within the time period that Origin takes place in, this is a city found in the Jukan lands of Logosia. 

Britannia Desert - "Talons of lightning struck the parched ground, churning up stones and debris. The air was an opaque veil of sand. The crimson dust stung all it touched, gnawing the landscape into blurs of scarlet-grey amid the endless, erosive squall." 

Culture: 

TECHNOCRATS - Led by the Techno-Prophet, Blackthorn. Instigators of war against both Britannia and the Meer Lands. Based out of Logos. 

LOYALISTS- Those Juka that are loyal to protecting and supporting the Overlords and Technocrats. 

JANISSAR (JAN-e-sahr)- The most elite of the Loyalists to the Overlords and Technocrats. Differentiated from other Juka's by elaborate tattoos on their arms. They also seem to be leaders in the loyalist military. 

THE REBELS - Founders of the free city of Garron. Those that fought against the oppression of the Overlords, the original Rebels include Kumar and Narah. Within the current timeframe, the champion Warlord Kabur is their leader. 

THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE WAY (The Jukan Warrior Code) - The Juka refer to their code of conduct as The Way. It encompasses their martial philosophy as well as their ideals for an ordered society. The biggest misconception surrounding the Juka is that they are savage and uncultured. Nothing could be further from the truth. Though undeniably proud and aggressive, the Juka have developed a sophisticated culture dominated by ritual and an appreciation of beauty. Honor is the motivating force behind much of Jukan society. If every Jukan warrior had a life goal, it would be the quest for personal honor and the honor of their clan. Everything else is secondary to this goal. The exact path to honor differs slightly from clan to clan; however, certain basic principles apply to all Juka who embrace The Way. 

Juka admire strength. Not simply brute strength (any animal can possess this) but strength that is refined and disciplined. There is no honor in testing one's strength against a weaker opponent - it is commonplace if you win and disgraceful if you lose.

Strength comes in many forms (strength of character, strength of will, etc.) and it incorporates skill as well. Therefore your skill with a craft is considered your 'strength.' Because of this, any display of great skill will earn the admiration of Juka.

Different clans will value some forms of strength over others. Some will ally with powerful military factions, prizing martial strength or strength in numbers. Others may follow heroic figures renowned for their valorous deeds or their great wisdom (another form of strength). Any faction that promises the Juka honor through combat will undoubtedly draw the favorable attention of Juka clans. 

Juka admire beauty. Beauty is the expression of great skill and discipline. For this reason, the Juka often wear a minimum of clothing, choosing to display their powerful forms as evidence of their hard work and dedication. This admiration is not reserved for Juka alone. The beauty, symmetry, and grace of any form are deeply appreciated by these warriors. 

The Juka also prize objects of great beauty. Finely crafted weapons and armor are especially valuable, but so is jewelry, statuary, tapestries, paintings, or any other object of art. These objects are often given as gifts to family and friends, but can also be given as a show of respect to an enemy. 

The Juka do not hate their enemy - that emotion is reserved for cowards, traitors, and the slovenly. Indeed, the honor of the clan is dependent on the strength and skill of their opponents. The greater the enemy, the greater the honor gained in defeating him. Demonstrating respect for an enemy's strength serves to honor both parties. It is this belief that allows the Juka to coexist with the Technocrats on the same island continent. 

This admiration of beauty extends to the makers of such beauty as well. Juka warriors have been known to defend poets, artists, and musicians. Not only is honor to be gained by defending the weak from the strong, it's also gained when the person being defended is a creator of beauty. The preservation of beauty is always a noble goal. 

Juka only kill when the act will bring them honor. These people do not consider death trivial. Senseless slaughter is never glorious. When a life is taken, it should be for the greater good of the clan. If an honorable opponent asks for quarter, it will be granted. 

There is no honor in slaying an enemy who has acknowledged your superiority. Better to let them live to spread the tales of your deeds and by so doing boost the reputation of your clan. In times of war, however, the rules change. Juka will not compromise the security of their clan. It is better to kill an enemy, even one asking for quarter, than to risk that enemy endangering your brothers. 

Juka treat others with the respect they themselves expect in return. One of the most striking features of these hardy warriors, or at least the ones who claim to embrace The Way, is their politeness. Juka don't boast or brag. However, they do delight in singing war songs that incorporate the valorous deeds of their clan. In their way of thinking, this is not boasting. Rather it's more like a poetic expression of history. The truth, however, is never stretched or distorted. To do so would be considered boasting and thus distasteful.

Since Juka find no honor in defeating weaker opponents, they dislike bullies. Rude or obnoxious behavior is a sign of weakness - only those who lack strength or discipline find a need to offend or bully others. The true warrior is confident, and a smooth, amiable demeanor best displays confidence. Bitterness and jealousy breed rudeness, and true warriors reject these traits. Not to say that Juka are quiet or stoic; they love singing, dancing, and laughter. However, they are careful to temper their revelry with restraint. To do otherwise would indicate a character flaw.

THE MACHINE (The Technocrat Code) - 

Followers of this philosophy are called Technocrats, although this title is also used to refer to the members of the three Orders. Each Order is considered a sect within the Technocrat belief system (like the Franciscans or the Jesuits within the Roman Catholic Faith). Blackthorn is the Techno-Prophet, the undisputed leader of the Technocrats, equal in power and influence to the medieval Catholic popes. 

This philosophy holds to the belief that the Universe is in a constant state of war. The laws that govern the Universe struggle endlessly against the force known as Entropy. The agent of Entropy is Chaos, just as the agent of Universal Law is Order. Life is the result of Order imposing structure on Chaos, so without Order there would be no life. Man, by reason of his organized intellect, is an agent of Order. Technology is man's expression of Order. Only by embracing technology can man do his part to bring Order to the Universe. That is the ultimate goal of The Machine. 

Entropy's constant interference results in faulty designs. It is therefore logical for man to use technology to improve those designs. Biological parts are delicate and invariably suffer from breakdown. Mechanical parts, on the other hand, are not only easier to maintain but can be upgraded as well. Reason states that the fragile designs should be replaced with more efficient, hardier designs. This process must be applied to every aspect of life. Better living through machines is the inevitable result of any person who embraces logic. 

As with any philosophy, there are degrees to the practitioners' faith. Some are fanatical zealots, convinced that all life should be converted over to the ordered beauty of the mechanical. Others are more reasonable, understanding that machines have their place and utility, but that they cannot possibly replace all things biological (especially since biological systems are also machines, simply organic ones). On a scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being the fanatical zealots), the Orders of Technocrats would rank as follows in their adherence to The Machine: Engineers 10, Mathematicians 9, and Theorists 8. As a basis of comparison, the Amish would rank 1, and late 20th Century Americans would rank 5 or 6. 

Not everyone in Logos is a Technocrat, just as not all Technocrats live in Logos. A citizen of Logos who does not embrace The Machine is simply called a Logosian, and they can be Jukan, Human, or Meer. Likewise, you could have a citizen of New Britain, Ishpur, or Garron who believed in the ways of The Machine, and they could accurately be called a Technocrat.

Things: 

'The Hand of Honor'- Name given to the revolt leaders by the rebels of Citadel Britain. 

Trident- A pneumatic weapon, meaning that it has devices attached to it that work with the use of air and gases. Considered a polearm, this weapon has the ability to suddenly extend an additional 2 feet, allowing for excellent piercing. 

Pendulum Hammer- A multi-use weapon. In all appearances a regular hammer, except that when in need, an additional second hammer head attached to the tip by a spring-mounted rod can be used. It functions similar to a flail when active. Very long, to the point that it is considered a polearm rather than a mace weapon. 

Blunderbuss - A weapon shaped like a wide-mouthed horn. Shoots out a ferocious blast that sprays knife-sharp fragments. 

Spring Sap- A strange contraption consisting of coils and gears. Used to dig holes in walls with its beaklike jaws. 

Gauntlets- Used as weapons by having long spikes festooning across the knuckles. 

Trebuchet (treb-yoo-shet) - Another pneumatic weapon. An engine of war used for hurling large stones. 

Short Sword- Not your usual sword. These are double bladed, curved, and very toothy. 

Roving Foundry- A mobile factory built on enormous tracks. Its purpose is to forge repairs along its route, where needed. 

Airships- Flying machines of great mass. From all description, they seem to have the appearance of a regular boat with windmill sails, but aside from the sails they are made of armored plates. 

Core Siphon- A giant stiletto jabbed through the shell of the earth. Used to convert molten lava into an energy source, the remnants of which cause pollution throughout the Britannia Desert. 

Bolt Thrower- Spring-loaded weapons used to launch an attack with spears. 

Flying Skiff- A mode of transportation for small groups. Resembles the cabin of a large carriage, borne in the grip of a gigantic wooden insect. Riveted tanks of fluid levitant hold it aloft. 

Healing Draught- An alchemic potion used to heal wounds. 

Flame Belcher- An Overlord-designed artillery weapon. Little detail is given in the Prequel Lore, but the weapon is mentioned as one that will carry over into the game itself. 

Gas Thrower- Mentioned as an Overlord-designed artillery weapon, but little other information is given. 

Spark Stones- Apparently missile weapons. "Missiles and spark stones rained down from the citadel." 

Kinetic Maul- Weapon used by Turlogan. Not a lot of detail on what it does yet. 

Static Greatsword- Weapon of choice for Kumar. Powers not known. 

Static Scourge- A whip-like mechanical weapon with a hand crank and a spark chamber. 

Angular Swords- Ability to wield two at once, as Narah does in an attack on a Behemoth. Powers not known. 

Gyrofoils- "Juka-manned pods, held aloft by levitant tanks and propelled by large, vertical wheels that stroked the air as a paddle strokes water...They buzzed the rebel hosts and raked them at short range with bolts of static charge." Used in conjunction with Behemoths. 

Spark Lantern- "Turlogan struck the lantern's ignition. A pale glow leapt from the bright, buzzing arc." 

Sanguination- Ritual used to pray to the Great Mother. Involves a blood oath. "They say prayers at Sanguination always come true." 

Potion of Capacitance- A potion, when coated on a weapon, capable of burning through solid iron. 

Thralling Potion- Controls the mind of the person ingesting this potion. 

Levitant- Fuel used to run several types of machines, including airships. 

Levitant Ore- When refined, can be used to create Levitant. 

Pneumatic Armor - Gives protection twice than that of ordinary mail and also gives the wearer extra Strength.

BRITANNIA

As the traditional People of Britannia, the Humans are a race that need little introduction. This lore focuses on those that helped influence Lord British's realm and played a major factor in making the Britannia of Origin what it is. 

People: 

Lord British- The ruler of all Britannia. Also hinted at as being the one to cause the Cataclysm that creates the devastated world that Ultima Online 2 takes place in. 

Lord Blackthorn- Friend of Lord British (at least for now), but also the *thorn* in his side. Blackthorn does not believe in plans that British has set in motion in hopes of bringing all shards back together again. Because of that, he is doing everything he can to prevent it. Further, foreshadowing from Todd McFarlane's toys hint at the fact that somethign terrible will happen to him, as he appears to be almost half human/half monster. An image from the Codex of Ultimate Wisdom also hints at this fate. 

Nystul (NIGH-stul) - Adviser to Lord British and conspirator with his Lord to attempt the joining of the shards. Also the courts' Master Mage, perhaps the greatest in all the land. 

Lady Gavrielle (gah-vree-EL) - Nystul's granddaughter and Lord Blackthorn's lover. 

Exedur (EXE-duhr) - An Assassin that is haunted with images of destiny. A prophet that sees the destruction that Lord British will ultimately cause. Because of this, he becomes a confidant of Blackthorn's in trying to prevent it from occurring. 

The Time Lord- Little is known about this entity other than the fact that Lord British has consulted with him in the hopes of bringing the shadow world shards of Sosaria back together with the one true world. 

The Stranger- The one to shatter the Gem of Immortality, which caused the world to breaks into millions of different shards. In the timeline of Ultima Prime, he is referred to as "The Avatar" and is the savior of Britannia on multiple occassions. In the shadow shards, he doesn't seem to appear again after the Gem shatters (at least to our knowledge). 

Creatures: 

Daemon- Used for protection purposes by powerful mages. They are bound to a specific location. Twice the height of a human, weighing more than three horses, with razor-sharp claws, wings, fangs, and a stench so putrid that it can almost not be believed. 

Places: 

Castle Britannia- The home of Lord British and the center and heart of the kingdom of Britannia. 

Great Stygian Abyss (stihj-ee-uhn uh-biss) - The location of the Codex of Ultimate Wisdom. At this time, the exact location is not known. 

Stonegate- The place out of myth that Lord British and Nystul plan to cast the Spell of Rejoining. 

Culture: 

THE HOUSE OF THE GRIFFIN - Founded by the Companion Mariah, this Britannian Noble House was dedicated to the Principle of Truth. It has also been dubbed the House of Mages. The current Great Lady, Moriah (named in honor of Mariah), also happens to be the current Regent of Britannia. A picture of the Griffen Crest can also be seen on a warrior's shield in this shot:


THE HOUSE OF THE LION - Founded by Sir Dupre, who was named Regent of Britannia following the Cataclysm, this Britannian Noble House was dedicated to the Principle of Courage. It has come to be known as the House of Warriors and is the home to the prestigious Silver Serpent Order of Knighthood. Lord Cromwell is the current leader of the Lions. 

THE HOUSE OF THE DOVE - Founded by Lord Erethian, an influential minister in the court of Lord British, this Britannian Noble House was dedicated to the Principle of Love. It has come to be known as the House of Statesmen. Lord Justin is the current leader of the Doves. 

THE ORDER OF THE SHEPHERD - Founded by Lady Katrina, a respected healer in Lord British's court, this order dedicated itself to the Virtue of Humility. The monks and nuns of the order concentrate on charity and the healing arts. Abbess Nicolette is the current leader of the Shepherds. 

THE ROYAL SENATE - Founded by Lord Erethian and Lord Dupre, this governmental body shares power with the regency. It's composed of elected representatives from each Britannian city, as well as the leaders of the Britannian Noble Houses and the leader of the Order of the Shepherd. 

Things: 

Codex of Ultimate Wisdom- The most powerful tome in existence. Viewable through a blue lens in Nystul's rooms, it is actually located in the Great Stygian Abyss. The script itself defies shape and oozes over the browning parchment in complex, delicate patterns. Filled with forbidden knowledge that is rumored to give the reader the ability to even change the world. 

The Eight Virtues- These represent the highest ideals of Britannian society, as set forth by Lord British himself. 

HONESTY - The pursuit of truthfulness, with respect to oneself and with respect to other beings. 

COMPASSION - The quality of empathy, of recognizing and sharing the feelings of others.

VALOR - The courage to uphold virtue, even in the face of a physical or psychological threat.

JUSTICE - The wisdom that perceives what is right and wrong in human action. 

SACRIFICE - The placing of the interests of others and the ends of virtue over one's own well-being.

HONOR - The courage to stand for truth regardless of the circumstances. 

SPIRITUALITY - The concern for one's own inner being, and awareness of the love that unites one's own inner being to those around one.

HUMILITY - The recognition of the worthiness of all beings, and the perceptions of one's own place among them, regardless of one's own personal accomplishments or mistakes in the world. 

Spell of Rejoining- Based on information that Lord British has gained from the Codex of Ultimate Wisdom, this is the spell that British and Nystul are working on in hopes of rejoining the shadow worlds back together with the one true Sosaria. 

Shadowghast- Lord Blackthorn's sword. Forged of red moonlight, the hilt contains a length of clear crystal banded by iron which holds a finger of Mondain. In Nystul's words, a "vile artifact". Once someone is killed by this blade, they cannot be ressurected. 

Binding Circle- Magical force used to prevent someone, usually a demon, from using mana. Used against Blackthorn by Lord British after he shows his intentions of stopping the king.
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