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  There is, of course, the corollary: A sufficiently advanced system of Magic is indistinguishable from science.




  A note regarding the Imperial Calendar:




  The Imperial year consists of thirteen lunar months of twenty-eight days each: First through Third Springmoon, First through Third Summermoon, Harvestmoon, First through Third Autumnmoon, and First through Third Wintermoon.  Each month is divided into two fortnights, Waxing and Waning and each fortnight is divided into fourteen named days: Firstday through Fourteenthday.




  The length of years does not vary; all years are exactly three hundred and sixty-four days.




  The accounting of years is entirely arbitrary, varying with location and political and social circumstances, and although the Imperial system is generally accepted, there is no single universal standard.  




  However, the following are in common use throughout the world:




  Thirdday of every fortnight is the holy day of all Gods.




  No day in the month of Harvestmoon is a holy day.




  Eighthday is the end of the merchant fiscal cycle.




   




   




   




   




  PROLOGUE




  Thirteenthday, Waxing, Third Wintermoon, the year 1643 After the Founding of the Empire




   




  Mar lurched forward with another desperate stroke, then gasped as his knee struck something beneath the water.  The force and the pain of the collision broke the rhythm of his strokes and he flailed in exhausted panic and began to sink.  Frigid water filled his mouth, but a frantic kick brought his head back above the surface.  Choking, he sucked air hoarsely as the current pushed him along.  His arms were leaden, his legs and feet numb.  Blearily, he searched through the dark ahead.  He could not tell where the bank was, could not guess how much farther he had to go.




  Only the great bridge downstream, lit with the torches of the searchers, was certain.  He was nearer it by half since his last look.  Too weary for an overhand stroke, he sculled his arms in a steady crawl.  He had no strength left but the cold river offered no rest.




  Within but a few armlengths, he began to fight the water, splashing more than swimming and swallowing more water than air.  He lost forward momentum again, realized his legs were unresponsive, and felt the water closing over him.




  It came as something of a shock when his feet settled into the sandy mud of the river bottom.  He fell forward into a crouch and struggled further into the shallows.  He began to shake, gasped as exhaustion tremors seized his body, and buried his hands in the mud to hold himself upright.  The spasms continued for an unknown length of time but finally subsided to an occasional vagrant shake.




  When he could raise his head, he looked downriver.  The Red Ice Bridge was only a little more than a hundred armlengths distant.  Too close for his liking but not close enough to reveal him to the Imperials guarding it.




  The water of the perennially cool Ice River was flush with snowmelt from the uplands and its numbing effect was almost seductive, a balm that vanquished pain in unfeeling.  The swirls and spirals of the current pushed and tugged at his limbs as it coursed around him, threatening to pull him back into its deadly embrace, and that danger goaded him to action.  He gasped once more, a ragged, rasping breath, and then stood, weaving to find his footing on the fluid mud as streams of water cascaded from his body.




  He stood there for a single relieved moment, swaying weakly, and then waded forward through the thigh‑deep water.  Instantly, the wind passing with the current bit at his flesh, sending shivers racing across his naked skin, and he clenched his teeth to silence a spastic chatter.  Though only the night and the river saw it, this forced grin was hideous, stretching the weary lines of his face to reveal all the panic that ate at his heart.




  Pausing once more, he stared intently at the black, irregular bank rising before him.  The light scattering from the bridge was more of a hindrance than an aid, but fortunately the bank on this side of the Ice was much lower than that from which he had come.  Nothing moved in the deep shadows up and down the rubble scattered clay bank, nor above it on the top of the low brick‑faced levee.  Beyond the Lower City was only a gray silhouette against the night sky.




  With what stealth he could muster from his wracked muscles, he waded the last few steps to the bank and started to climb up through the riprap and reeds.  The broken masonry and building stone scraped his knees and hands, but he managed to avoid most of the sharp-edged rushes.  When he was beyond the raw bank, he lowered himself to his belly and slithered up the sloping brick.  Hiding his torso below the crown of the embankment, he raised his head to peer along the street beyond.




  Underneath the few sputtering oil lamps left alight by the Imperials, the bleached wooden stalls of Khalar's infamous fish market were empty and quiet.  Likewise, the faded brick fronts of the shop buildings across the way.  Shouts carry­ing faintly from across the river lent unexpected strength to his wavering legs, and he rose to his feet, wincing as cramps began to attack his legs and shoulders.  Crossing over the levee and down to the street, he began a steady trot north.  He had no plan; his choice was by default.  North led away from his pursuers.




   




  *************




   




  The alley smelled of rotting fish, butcher’s offal, and things much worse.  It was also as dark as a moonless, overcast night could make it, which well suited Waleck’s purpose.  He stood still, perhaps unnaturally so.  The horses and mules behind him were equally still, not an ear flicking or a tail swishing.  They were well-trained, but they were only this still when Waleck needed them to be.  A mere feeling had brought him here to wait.  It had been hours; he had not bothered to count them.




  With interest, he watched the young man – hardly grown, really, and still just a youth by some measures – slink from the river.  The greater part of an hour had passed since Waleck had heard the first alarm.  He considered the fugitive’s appearance here somewhat noteworthy.




  His best guess was that the alarm had gone up from near the Viceroy’s New Palace, considering the route that the frantically screeching drill pipes had taken as they relayed “Alert All Stations” across the city.  That meant that the youth had needed to cross half a league of treach­erous rooftops, leap from a ten-manheight bluff, and swim more than a thousand armlengths through bitterly cold water.  Truth to be told, the deed was, on the face of it, nigh impossible.




  Or, at least, the boy's pursuers were of such a mind.  The Imperials appeared to be concentrat­ing their search in the Old City.  Their torches and lanterns danced in crazy profusion even now above the bluffs of the distant shore.  As yet, the Imperials had not extended their patrols to the Lower City, but it could not be long before the Viceroy’s Personal Guard would suspect that this quarry had escaped them.




  One of the ponies behind him shifted its hooves, its iron shoes making a star­tling clacking sound on the cobbles of the alley, and raised its head to tug on the lead rope resting loosely in Waleck's hand.




  "So you think so, too, hmmm, Rhovma?”  Waleck murmured to his mount without turning.  "Time to be going?"




  In sudden decision, Waleck strode forward.  A firm tug on the lead rope brought Rhovma and the other pony, and then the mules in succession, plodding noisily after him.  The line emerged so abruptly from the utter blackness of the alley that the boy, moving silently along the center of the street, almost collided with Waleck.




  As both took a wary step back, a thin‑bladed knife gleamed suddenly between them.  From whence it had come was an utter mystery, as the boy was naked but for a simple wrapping about his midsection.  Even though shivers vibrated the skin of his forearm, the boy gripped the hilt unwavering.




  "You want a job?"  Waleck asked without preamble or explana­tion.  The first was inefficient and the second would come if necessary.




   




  *************




   




  Mar showed no surprise at this development.  If asked, and if moved by some vagrant whim to answer, he would have said that, at that moment, nothing could surprise him.  A man with no expectations whatsoever cannot be surprised.  He gave the horse line a calculating glance.  The ponies and mules were Waste crosses, small but tough.  There were a brace of large water casks on one of the mules and the handles of shovels poking from the packs on the others.




  "You the scrapper?" he inquired with a studied casualness, though the shiver in his breath tended to spoil the performance.  “I’d heard that there was one left.”




  Only one, a Gods cursed madman or a Gods blessed fanatic, depending on the teller of the tale.




  Waleck nodded slightly.  “I am Waleck of Gh’emhoa.”




  “Never heard of the place.”




  “Few have.”




  "How much do you pay?'




  "A tenth share."




  Mar laughed.  Even to his own ears, the sound was full of harsh and strained tones.  He chopped the laugh off cleanly and made a sharp, negative gesture with his knife.




  "A tenth of nothing is nothing!" he derided caustically.  "I prefer wages."




  The scrapper straightened himself with a half-shrug, and made as if to continue on his way.




  Mar laughed again, genuine amusement in his voice this time.  He had no options.  "A deal, Master Scrapper!  A deal!"




  Waleck pivoted on the ball of one booted foot, seemed to consider Mar for a long moment, and then grunted as if it made no difference.  He faced the younger man formally and stuck out his hand.  Business had always been done that way in the Lower City.  Scribes and factors cost money that could siphon all profit from a bargain.  For most, just a single handshake had to do.




  Mar hesitated suspiciously for a moment – it was an ingrained habit – and then tucked his knife back into his smallclothes before gripping the hard-skinned palm with his own.  The scrapper’s grip was solid and strong and his dark eyes locked with Mar’s for a brief instant.




  The scrapper had turned away and raised his boot to the stirrup of the lead pony before he spoke again.  "What are you called?"




  Mar considered the question at length before reply­ing.  What name should he give?  He had several aliases that he could play without lapse, at least two with complex and well-developed backgrounds that would withstand even the closest scrutiny.  But did it truly matter, in the midst of this current debacle, what the scrapper called him?  Eventually, not sure why he did, he gave his own true name.




  "Mar," Waleck echoed thoughtfully, the name sounding somehow more significant than its single mean syllable, oddly impressive in the quiet darkness.  “No family name?  No patrimony?  No Guild?”




  Mar grunted negatively.




  The scrapper shrugged.  "Then mount, Mar of no kin, no father, and no trade.  I would like to be to the foothills by morning."




  Mar threw a quick glance down the street to the south.  Some blocks away the glow of torchlight and the tramp of cheap Guard issue boots signaled the approach of the Imperials.




  "I couldn't agree more," he said, half under his breath, as he leapt to the saddle of the second horse.




  When his buttocks slapped the hard leather, the animal trotted complacent­ly after the scrapper's without urging, which could have been nothing less than a blessing from the Forty-Nine Gods, as Mar had never been on a horse before in his life.




   




   




   




   




  ONE




   




  The sun, a blinding flare centered in a cloudless azure sky, poured blistering heat down into the ruins.  It scorched the already white-baked earth and heated the stone rubble of the shattered build­ings to a temperature that would burn an ill-placed hand.  What little wind there had been to moderate the heat had died with the fullness of dawn, and the air hung heavy and stifling.




  Once more, Mar slid his shovel into the achingly dry sand with a practiced stomp of his boot.  In one movement, he wrestled it free and then catapulted its burden over his shoulder with a quick jerk.  Early on, he had learned that he had to be quick – else the fine‑grained material would dribble away before he finished his toss, or, worse, rain down upon him in a noxious, eye‑watering shower.




  His gaze – and his thoughts – wandered as his body took over the repetitious motions of digging.




  The fallen temple of a forgotten god formed one side of the small canyon in which he worked.  Or, at least, that was what the old man had said it was.  For his part, Mar thought it looked like a scrub covered hillock of broken stone and windblown sand identical to a thousand others that squatted here on this arid, God's cursed plain.  West of the temple and its vanished glories, across what had once been a broad avenue – but was now only a dusty track at the bottom of a rain‑carved gully – lay another tumbled building complex of great size, its purpose or purposes vanished in centuries of decay and collapse.  Here he labored, twenty slogging steps up the rock-strewn slope.  He was – of all things – digging a hole.




  He had submitted himself to many tasks to earn his meals, not the least among them occupations most would consider undignified or abhorrent, but nothing as yet that he thought as totally without merit as what he did now.  




  Not, in all honestly, that his opinion of this work would lead him to malinger.  Foolhardy he was not.  Digging earned him the food he ate each day, his share of the precious water, and the blankets he slept in at night.  For as long as he could remember, he alone had been responsible for his own wellbeing.  That independence had taught him some hard lessons.  Foremost among those was that, if food was to be had, only the proud or stupid starve, and he was neither of those.




  Regardless, he was somewhat accustomed to it all now – to the oppressive heat, the constant thirst, the blinding glare of the bleached landscape, the little varying routine of long days of back­breaking labor and short nights of restless sleep – and was, if not satisfied, then at least content with his lot.  He knew the fate that would have been his had he not taken Waleck’s service.  He had witnessed Khalarii justice often enough.




  If fortune had smiled and the magistrate had been feeling particularly merciful, Mar would have died on the Viceroy's gallows, strangling at the end of a rope.  The Patriarchs considered this a humane execution.  If fortune had turned her face away from him, the Guard would have gutted him like a fish and left him to bleed his life away in the gutter.  If both fortune and mercy had been lacking, he would have been condemned to a Fete and tortured slowly in a public festival.  Though at the time he had been utterly ignorant of the hardships he would encounter in the Waste, no thoughts of regret for his choice had ever crossed his mind.




  But beyond the utter necessity of his situation, he had come to realize that he was, though he would not have admitted it aloud, pleased with his current circumstance.  Some nights ago, as he lay awake watching the constellations pinwheel slowly above his pallet, he had finally recognized the cause of this unfamiliar sentiment.




  The Waste City fascinated him.




  For some odd reason, he had become enthralled by its desolation.  He had always known, in an offhand way, of the fabled metropolis of the Great Waste, having heard people speak of the vast ruin for all of his life.  Like the weather, the blasted city was a common option of casual conversation in Khalar.  But not until he had seen it with his own eyes had he ever wondered.




  The Waste City was an enigma, one that had perplexed the scholars and seekers of untold generations.  The much-belabored questions were legion.  Why was it sited in the middle of a dry and broken wasteland that had always been there, too many leagues from the nearest water?  Why had it died as it had in a cataclysmic doom that had blasted every structure to the ground, leaving not one line of columns or length of wall whole?  How had this destruction, whose mechanics and forces appeared so far superior to those of any natural upheaval known to modern philosophy that they could not be guessed at, come upon it?  Perhaps the most demanding question: Who had been the people who had played, bargained, loved, argued, striven, and finally – there seemed little doubt – died there?  No hint of this people, no statues or paintings, no writings or other recordings, nothing that could provide clues as to their manner of living, had ever been found.  Even the name that the city's inhabitants had known it by had been lost with them.  That which it had now had been bestowed upon it not through any conscious decision by the scrappers who had crossed the dunes to strip of its metal wealth, but through the gradual acceptance of a simple descriptive term.




  Sometimes Mar would find himself frozen in place, halted in the middle of some mind-numbing chore, his eyes fixed upon the skeletal remains of an archway, its supports smashed and broken, the building it had long ago given entrance to gone but for a few insignificant traces.  Gripped by a burst of speculation, he would try to picture what it had looked like when old men had settled within its shade to discuss the matters old men discuss.  His imagination would then shake free of its rigid confines to roam dream‑reborn streets, viewing in awe the one‑time splendor of the city, greeting its resurrected people, and speculating about the fabulous stories they would tell if only they could.  Frequently, when he thought Waleck's attention elsewhere, he would stare for a few stolen moments at some bit of metal he had just unearthed, thinking of the hands that had held it before him.




  At such times, he would laugh derisively at himself as he stirred back to work.  Often enough back in Khalar he had been contemptuous of such activity in others; fanciful daydreams were a luxury that the denizens of the Lower City could ill afford.  He was no less contemptuous of himself now when he succumbed to the temptations of his own fancy.




  He straightened to toss a melon-sized fragment of masonry down the broken hillside behind him.  It skipped and rolled in spiraling arcs to the bottom, adding itself to the considerable collection of similar detritus already there.  Pausing distractedly to watch it, he rubbed the aching muscles of his mid‑back.  Trying to ease the soreness that grew there with every swing of the pick had become a daily ritual.  Already this morning he had performed the rite with much greater frequency than was his custom.




  When he had first gazed upon the crumbling hillside, he had known that it would not be easy to dig into the unstable talus.  But it had proven vastly more difficult than he had anticipated, with every spade of sand or block removed triggering a slide that swiftly erased any progress previously made.




  Mar had protested fiercely when Waleck had directed him to this spot for the day's work.  Nevertheless, the old man had remained adamant that this was where Mar would dig today, and no amount of argument had been able to dissuade him from that certainty.  At length, Mar had yielded to Waleck's decision.  Once the Wasteminer's mind was made up, nothing short of an act of the eternally bickering Forty-Nine Gods in concert would change it.  For Mar, the most galling aspect of the entire episode was that the old man's judgment had, yet again, been vindicated.  After digging but for the scant space of an hour, Mar had found a door.




  In this city of ancient destruction, the door, set tightly in the buried remnant of a quarried granite wall, was an almost unbelievable find.  Its rarity lay not solely in the fact that it existed, but in that it remained intact, where it should have been sundered into fragments as had been nearly every other large metal object in the Waste City.  Doubly rare was the metal of which it had been cast.  Bronze fetched a high price from the Khalarii smiths.  The sounding metal, prized for use in the wind chimes that graced every merchant's villa, was in great demand, but perennially in short supply because of the scarcity of the component metal tin.  Calamine was easy to come by and so yellow brass common, but, so far as Mar knew, tin had never been plentiful in Khalar or anywhere in the northern highlands.  The numerous mines in the high mountain range that sheltered Khalar and the upland valleys from the Waste produced none.  What tin there was available in the Imperial City came only in small quantities up the long wagon route that paralleled the Ice from the far off seaport of Mhajhkaei and thence only the Forty-Nine Gods knew from where.  In times of scarcity, the usual condition, tin traded near par with silver.




  It struck Mar as extremely curious that this door existed at all.  According to Waleck, decades of mining had shown that bronze was just as uncommon in the Waste City as it was in Khalar.  That such a great cost had been paid to construct this plain panel made no sense at all.  There were no decorations or superfluous marks, as there should have been had the intent been the flaunting of the owner's wealth to passersby.  If it had only been that its builders had desired greater strength than that of wood, steel would have served much better and required the expenditure of much less gold.




  There was no sense to the door – unless it identified some privileged dwelling or noteworthy merchant's shop.  The Tavern of the Bronze Door, or possibly The Bronze Door Metal Traders, or even The Treasury of the Bronze Door?  Such things were done in Khalar.  Perhaps it simply indicated that the owner held some title or office – The Palace of the Grand Prince of This Whatever Place.




  Mar shrugged.  This was but one more strange and unanswerable question to add to a great long list of such.




  He had dug several test holes farther up the hill after he had uncovered the door, and those seemed to indicate that a chamber of some sort survived unbreached behind it.  The door itself was a near priceless find, bound to bring a healthy sum from the smiths of Khalar and their wealthy clients.  But if this were actually The Treasury of the Bronze Door, and a miser's hoard concealed behind it, then Waleck's talent would be proven true to Mar's satisfaction once and for all.




  The old man’s talent., the uncanny ability to peruse a field of rock and sand and then without reservation state whether metal lay buried beneath it, continued to amaze Mar.  After what seemed no more than a casual inspection, Waleck would blithely indicate a spot that to Mar's eyes was no different from any other.  This outrageously haphazard procedure had drawn very vocal skepticism from him at first, but this reaction had faded rapidly as the old man had been proven right time and again.  Even his silent disbelief had become frayed as the store of their finds grew: piles of battered bits of copper cooking pots, collections of twisted and sheared sword blades pitted but not eaten away beneath the parched sand, sacks of bits of metal, brass and alloys, too mangled to name for a specific purpose.




  Yet, for all of this, Mar was only half‑convinced.  There was not the merest shred of inclination in him to accept anything that he could not examine with his eyes or hold in his hands, anything that could not be defined or explained with hard, impersonal facts.  Any parts of his character that might have longed to believe in fanciful possibilities had perished in the cold realities of an orphan's childhood.  Even so, he was wise enough to keep his doubts to himself, and he put them firmly away while he worked.




  Without Waleck's talent, Mar knew – if it was truly a talent, and not just the skill won by a lifetime of experience – they would in all likelihood have found nothing at all.  The Waste City had been the goal of salvage expeditions from Khalar for near as long as that latter city had existed, and the days were vanished a century or more when wagons were strained across the Waste to gather the metal that lay scattered about like pebbles in a stream bed.  Pits and tunnels of all sorts scarred every mound and ravine of the City.  Some of the low hills had been displaced entirely, stone by stone and bucket of earth by bucket of earth.  What little scrap remained was widely scattered, in smaller pieces, and often deeply buried; a normal day's effort seldom produced more than a few thay worth of metal.  Waleck, by his own word, was the very last of the independent miners who had struggled to glean a living from the ruins.  The great companies that had been organized to exploit the City were all dead and bankrupt decades before Mar was born, and independent scrappers such as Waleck were now known to most only in the proud boasts of grandfather's tales.




  Mar skimmed a stream of sweat from his forehead with the edge of his hand and flicked the drops of moisture into the dust.  He took a moment to adjust the white cloth tied about his head as a sunshade, lifting the broad tail to allow a bit of air to waft across his neck, and stooped to retrieve his shovel.  He had already removed most of the large blocks of masonry that had tumbled from the wall above the door in the long ago wreck of the building, and the balance of the work now appeared less daunting.




  With a large section of undamaged wall around the door free, he now had only to fight subsidence from the two sides of the excavation, and he began to make headway against the persistent sand.  By the time the sun had climbed to within a fingerbreadth of noon, he was scraping the last of the gravel and detritus from the flagged pavement that abutted the door.




  He stood back and sagged on the handle of his shovel.  While he was half‑heartedly wondering if he should go look for Waleck, the wasteminer’s shout drew him to the gully.




  Almost from their first meeting, Mar had thought of Waleck as old.  This perception derived not from any blatant physical evidence, for Waleck's lean, compact body displayed none of the common signs of great age.  His dusty‑black hair, worn unfashionably long, and his stiff brush of a mustache were flecked with gray, but not overly so.  No lines marked his broad face aside from the deep indentations that accented his almost purple eyes, and these but what one might earn from a life filled with laughter.  He was spare of body, but the spareness was not the wasted thinness of an exhausted life.  His firm, purposeful stride as he climbed the hill was proof enough that the scrapper possessed the robust vitality of a man little advanced of Mar's own age.




  Rather, the scrapper's words betrayed the broad span of his years.  When he talked of something other than the digging, which was not often – usually far into the evening when Mar had already retired to his pallet and the old man seemed mainly to be speaking to himself – he rambled of events long since passed – history, from Mar's point of view.  His phrases were strewn with the names of men who Mar knew, in the case of those of patrician birth, only from the inscriptions of civil monuments or, in the case of those of common origin, not at all.  Waleck often punctuated his comments with references to the reigns of Viceroys generations removed from the present ruler of Khalar.  These thoughts were related as mere commentary on contemporary happenings, or simple recollections of the news of a previous season.  When he spoke thus, in quiet moods of reminiscence, a weariness would invariably creep into the jovial tone he affected.  A weariness that spoke of a life so long that everything of import, major and minor, had been seen or heard or done.  A weariness that suggested that all that remained was a ponderous wait for the inevitable end.




  The scrapper raised his left hand to wave.  In his other, he carried a parcel.  It looked to be a small sack, but from this distance, Mar could not be sure.  Waleck had mentioned an intention to examine the two other sites he had marked on the previous day and the thought occurred to Mar that perhaps Waleck had chanced upon something of more than normal value.  No more than curious, however, he started down to meet the old man.  Predictably, Waleck brought only Mar’s lunch and his own curiosity as to the younger man's progress.




  As Waleck caught sight of the door, his eyes widened in keen interest.  He stepped closer to examine the panel.  “Bronze of the best grade.  I think this side is cast.”  The old man tapped the door with the butt of his belt knife.  “Hollow, but even if the other side is some other material, this side has to be at least twenty or thirty weights.  That might be forty thal if the price is up.”




  The old man turned his head and grinned gleefully.  “You have done well, Mar!  This will add nicely to our profits this season.”




  Mar, sitting in the meager shade provided by the side of the excavation to eat his simple meal – a half loaf of meal bread, a thick slice of pungent cheese, and a corked bottle filled with his noon ration of water – shrugged.  Forty thal was a lot of money, but his share would only be four silver if the old man remained true to his bargain.  Four thal might keep him going for a fortnight or so, even as much as a month if he stretched it.  It was no pittance, but it certainly would not change his life.




  “Perhaps" the old man suggested, a quirky smile springing to his lips, "we will find our treasure behind this extraordinary door.  What do you think, Mar?"




  Mar only grunted, without even the courtesy of a shrug, concentrating on chewing the tough, grainy bread.  It would not do to encourage Waleck.  On many dark evenings the old man had enthused of a mythical once‑in‑a‑lifetime strike, a hidden cache of tremendous wealth rumored almost from the discovery of the city to lie somewhere beneath its scorched sands.  Mar, unrepentantly, had often been guilty of abetting the old man’s flights of fancy, responding to the inevitable “What will you do with your share?” with irresponsible prattle of villas, sumptuous households, exquisite food, and fine clothes.




  But in the broad light of day, he found he had little desire to play accomplice to the old man’s profitless speculation.  The violent street life of Khalar had proved to him early and often that to hope for anything from life but a hard, unending struggle simply to survive was one certain way to insure a quick and painful end to that life.




  Only in tavern tales did riches miraculously fall into the hands of the lowly inhabitant of the slums.




  Only in tavern tales did the people on the bottom of life find justice.  




  Only in tavern tales did thieves open the secret panel to find the miraculous hidden trove.




  Not, as it were, that Mar would fail to be pleased if they found something of value behind this door of bronze, but he never allowed himself the luxury of disappointment.




  Waleck slipped a small spade-shaped tool from a belt sheath and squatted to pick carefully at an encrusted plate on the left side of the door.




  "The handle is missing.  Twisted off, it appears," Waleck commented after a moment of effort.  He braced his shoulder against the bronze panel experimentally.  It did not budge.




  "The lock and hinges are likely seized after all this time, in any event.  We shall be forced to break it down."  The old scrapper got to his feet.




  "We will need the long bars and the big hammer," he continued, eyeing the stone casing thoughtfully.  He waved his hands as Mar made to rise.  "No, Mar, finish your lunch and rest a bit.  You have already done a full day's work this morning.  I will return to the camp and fetch what tools we require."




  Mar nodded, then popped the last bit of cheese into his mouth, as Waleck ascended the lip of the excavation and dropped out of sight.  He did not argue with Waleck when it came to the division of their labor; the old man drove him tirelessly, but was scrupulously fair.  Waleck never ordered Mar to do more in one day than the scrapper set for himself.  This did not mean that Mar felt any compulsion to volunteer for more than his appointed share.  He performed his tasks ably enough and with steady determination, but he had no enthusiasm for them.  With no shame, he made careful use of every chance for rest.




  Even so, he did not remain sitting for long after the old scrapper had gone.  He quickly finished the scraps of his lunch, took a long pull from his water bottle, and got to his feet.




  As a thief, Mar found the challenge of this unknown locked door impossible to resist.




   




   




   




   




  TWO




   




  Mar crossed to the door and knelt to examine the lock plate.  He drew his knife (his only true possession – the clothes and boots he wore were Waleck's castoffs) from the sheath he had sewn into the inseam of his right boot and dug at the verdigris-fused sand that fouled the keyhole.




  Mar was a thief.  Not a cutpurse – or, at least, not often – but a true outlaw denizen of the rooftops.  He stole from the rich, and often from the not so rich, and even from the poor if he was hungry enough.  Although he labored now in Waleck’s service and had likewise done labor of many sorts in the past, in his soul and in his mind he remained nothing more nor nothing less than a thief.




  One of his earliest memories was of a days-empty belly and the choice between putrid garbage and an apple from a vendor's cart to fill it.  Mar had snatched the fruit and fled as fast as his short legs would carry him, biting and gulping even as he ran.  He had gotten away, but maybe the vendor had not tried too very hard to catch him.  It was just possible that the hard-faced man had had a trace of pity in his heart for a fair-haired boy with the tracks of tears like permanent brands on his grimed cheeks.




  From that initiation, Mar had studied his chosen trade with all the dedication he could muster.  He had had the best of teachers – beatings, knife wounds, the lash, chases so long and hard that his chest had burned till he cried and caused him to spit blood for days.  The near loss of a hand had inspired him to depend more upon the sharpness of his wits than upon the swiftness of his feet, and from thence onward, he had experienced prosperity of a sort.  He had eaten more often than not, and had always had somewhere to sleep, if it was only the wind-sheltered nook of a tavern's roof.  With perfect humility, he knew that he had achieved the highest level of success possible in his craft, the only one that actually mattered at all – he was still alive.




  Mar could pick any lock used in Khalar, new or old, simple or complex.  As a boy, he had ransacked locksmiths’ shops in the dead of night, stealing heavy padlocks, tiny jewelry box latches, and intricate door bolts for no other purpose than to learn how to open them without keys.  In recent years, he had had little opportunity to utilize his skill, having developed a preference for bypassing locks altogether.  High windows and roof hatches were safer and easier entry points for his purposes.  The former because these were located in little used and seldom watched spaces and the latter because most Khalarii’n citizens were under the mistaken impression that anything more than two manheight above the ground was inaccessible and therefore did not bother to lock them in the first place.  Still, he had dutifully mastered each new mechanism and had conscientiously eased the occasional lock for no other reason than to hone his ability.  If the bronze door's lock would function at all, he was fully confident that he could persuade it to open.




  The point of his blade broke through the veneer of corrosion, and presently he had cleared the keyhole, which was a simple, if unexpectedly large, rectangular opening.  He held his blade between the fingers and thumb of his right hand and gently inserted the ground-down tip into the hole.  The blade penetrated almost a half fingerlength before it bumped an obstruction.  Carefully, he explored the mechanism of the lock through this sightless connection.  After a moment, he leaned back and grinned.




  The lock was ridiculously, almost outrageously, simple, and reflected either an utterly honest populace or a deplorable drought of competent locksmiths.  There were no wards to block access to the three vertical pins that held the bolt in the locked position, and no intricate series of levers, cams, and latches to impede improper operation.  Drop the pins and the bolt would be free to slip back; there seemed to be no more to it than that.  Even in the absence of the specialized tools that he had lost in the Blue Ice River it should be no problem.  Once again, he inserted the tip of his knife into the keyhole.




  The first pin slipped with surprising ease, falling complacently back into its groove, as did the second, but the last flexed the length of his blade without a perceptible sign of movement.




  Undaunted, he struck the lock plate several times with the edge of his hand and tried again.  Still, the last pin refused to move.  Rising, he drew back and flat kicked the door for all he was worth, making dust jump from the inset stone casing and sending a stinging jar up his leg.  This time the pin jumped half its length, lodged with a protesting squeal, and finally gave when he bore down on his knife, bowing the blade till it threatened to snap.  The bolt yielded to his prying grudgingly, almost as if it resented being forced to surrender its age long duty.  When he stood to attempt to push the door open, the rustle of sliding gravel warned him of Waleck's return, and he went to assist the old man up the hill with his burden of tools.  




  "We may not have to break the door down, after all.”  Mar informed Waleck matter-of-factly as he relieved him of a large sledge and settled it upon his own shoulder.  "I managed to slide the bolt free with my knife."




  Waleck nodded, displaying no surprise.  Mar suspected that his trade was no secret to the old scrapper and this seemed another minor bit of confirmation.




  Waleck gestured.”  Have at it then.”




  As Mar moved to the door Waleck warned in afterthought, "Be ready to flee.  Such sealed rooms as this are said to hold dead air, and tales are told of overly eager men who perished when they rushed in too quickly.  Stand away after you have broken the seal and let fresh air purge the foul."




  Nodding absently and working to suppress his own childish eagerness, Mar placed his hands above the lock and applied pressure tentatively.  The door did not budge.  Bunching his shoulders, he pushed more strongly.  Again, it refused to move.  Bracing his feet, he applied all of his weight to the recalcitrant panel, but still without effect.




  Wordlessly, Waleck handed him a long iron bar.  Mar jammed the pointed end of the bar into the thin crack between the door and its casing, worked it back and forth till he had a third of a fingerlength of the bar wedged into the crack, and then pulled back against it.




  For several long breaths, it appeared that this tactic would prove equally fruitless, but then with cruel slowness the crack began to widen.  The glue of centuries of disuse fought Mar's efforts as the door crept inward, but the strain of his back and shoulders proved stronger.  Without warning, all resistance failed and the door slammed inward, throwing Mar over backward and pitching the heavy bar into the side of a cracked keystone.  As a sudden rush of rotten air boiled outward from the dark opening, Waleck snatched him to his feet and dragged him bodily away.  They waited at some distance along the side of the hill until Waleck judged it safe to return, and then edged cautiously forward to peer inside.  




  The shaft of sunlight admitted by the doorway illuminated the room within poorly, and it took several moments for Mar's eyes to adjust to the gloom.  Once they had, however, there was little to see.  The room was small, no more than ten paces to a side, and the walls were devoid of other openings.  The room was a barrel vault, with a high ceiling formed by heavy arches that rose from the granite cap beam atop walls to a tight central peak.  This construction explained the survival of the room; the inherent strength of the design had allowed the room to support the many thousandweights of rubble that rested upon it, despite the settling and ground movements of centuries.




  However, that strength had been utterly wasted, for there was no treasure, or anything else for that matter, within the room.  Only mortared cracks stared back at them from the walls, and the floor supported naught but a thick layer of fine, powdery dust.




  Waleck gave a broad, unconcerned shrug and turned his attention to the door once more.  He swung it back to examine the rear face.  “All bronze,” he mused.  “At least the exterior is.  I am certain that this prize will yield fifty weights or better.  I might have to hold some of it back to get a good price.  Sell it a few weights at a time.”




  Mar made no comment, knowing the old man expected none.  He turned back to the room.  He was habitually suspicious and tended to reject the apparent.  He allowed his eyes to roam repeatedly from one side of the dim vault to the other.  Thievery had taught him that a first glance always missed something.




  "I think there’s something there, Waleck," he said quietly, trying to determine the nature of the small dark blot low against the floor in the far corner.




  Waleck, bending down to pick up the sledge, glanced curiously back to the doorway.  "Well, fetch it, so that we may see what it is," he encouraged, straightening.




  Mar ducked his head and entered, leaving deep, fragile tracks in the dust as he crossed the room.  Though the air sighing through the doorway was furnace-hot, the interior retained a welcome chill, and he paused after a few steps to enjoy the refreshing respite.  His eyes adapted fully as he did so, and it became immediately apparent that his discovery was a small box or chest of some kind.  He quickly crossed the room and knelt before it.  Fearful that it would crumble at his first touch, he gingerly placed his hands upon it.  The wood was smooth and rough textured, but dry to his hands.  It proved also hard and firm as he applied pressure to cradle it in his arms.  It was no bigger than half an armlength to a side, and light – much too light, he realized with a mental shrug, to contain anything of any significance.  




  As Mar exited the vault, Waleck’s face brightened.  Almost reverently, Mar carried the chest into the open and set it down on the approximately level surface of a stone block embedded in the side of the excavation.  Waleck joined him, his quick eyes studying the find.  




  Made of unfinished planks, now blackened with age, some ancient had nailed the chest in the form of a simple box.  No joiner had made it; a skilled craftsman would have accomplished a tighter fit.  Hand hammered brass strips the color of river bottom mud had been tacked on, almost haphazardly, to reinforce the corners and served as the sole ornamentation.  There was no latch or lock visible.




  “The dryness has preserved it,” the old man commented almost in awe.  “I have never seen its like here or even heard of anyone finding such before.  A pity that it is not better made.  We might have sold it as a curiosity were it of better quality.”




  Waleck grinned.  “Still, what might it contain?  Open it, Mar.  Let us see what treasure you have discovered.”




  Calmly, Mar reached down, caught the protruding lip with his fingers, and tipped the lid back.




  "Ha!  Nothing!"  Waleck exclaimed with a chuckle.  He sobered abruptly, as if struck by a thought.  "But there was this chest – there may be something more that we have overlooked.  It might pay to examine the room more closely."




  Mar moved to accompany him.




  Waleck waved him back.  "No, there is no need to waste your time as well.  I will have a look.  You study how we might get the door down and cut into pieces.  I would like to have it down by sunset."




  Mar settled back without bothering to acknowledge the order as the old man disappeared into the dark opening, but he did not immediately turn to comply with the old man’s instructions.  Instead, he let his eyes fall back upon the chest, pondering.




  It did seem more than passing strange that this one worthless item should he left in a room built to withstand even the ravages of time.  The room and this chest had survived the terrible catastrophe that had ended the city's life so completely, and it was easy to fantasize that someone had prepared the vault for just such an eventually.  After all, in the dramas there was always some wise individual with the foresight to escape disaster, preferably with his wealth (but not, necessarily, his kin) intact.  Why could not such be the case now?




  Because the dramas, Mar’s rational self replied, had nothing to do with reality.  It was clear that someone had removed whatever valuables had resided in the strongroom in the far distant past and had left the chest simply because it was not worth carrying off.




  But still...




  Mar leaned over the chest and allowed his eyes to catalogue every seam and splinter, every knothole and highlight, every raised grain and irregular cut of the interior space.  He had trained his eye to seek out hidden compartments – the rich attempted to secure things in the most obvious of places – but he still felt a quick surge of delight when he recognized the discrepancy.




  The interior depth did not match the exterior dimension, lacking a fourth more than a full fingerlength, and he knew from carrying it that the bottom was not recessed.  A false bottom was a common, if somewhat foolish, method of hiding valuables in Khalar; it was a wonder that the tactic had not gone out of fashion, so often had he himself profited from such.  




  Now, how to open it?  He ran his fingers across the top lip, then down inside.  Midway down the front, he detected a tiny, rectangular protrusion that gave slightly when his hands passed over it.  He pushed this, heard a barely audible metallic CLICK!, and saw the bottom jump fractionally.  He pried the thin panel up with his fingernails and lifted it out.  Thin slats of wood segregated the revealed space into compartments of various sizes, but all were empty save the largest.  This contained a cylinder of brilliantly untarnished brass about two and a half fingerlengths long and one wide.  He picked it up.




  The cylinder was smooth and unmarked, the burnished brass apparently unsullied by time.  So keen was the workmanship, that Mar could not detect a seam along its length, nor hammer or roller marks anywhere upon it.  One end was closed and also seamless, but a plain overlapping cap tightly sealed the other.  He had his hand upon his knife, with his mind set upon opening the thing, when Waleck abruptly returned.




  "I found nothing more ‑‑” the old man began, stopping when his eyes caught sight of the cylinder.  "What have you found?" he questioned eagerly.




  Mar handed Waleck the cylinder.  "Only this.  It was hidden beneath a false bottom in the chest.  What do you think it is?"  




  Waleck took the cylinder and turned it slowly in his hands.  "Something once valuable, surely, to have been concealed in such a manner, but not necessarily of any value now.  It is too light to hold coin."  He held it out and indicated the knife in Mar's hand.  "Open it and we shall see."




  Mar braced the closed end of the cylinder against his thigh and levered at the cap with the point of the knife.  With a slight popping sound, it sprung from the cylinder and skipped across the ground.  Instantly, pale green smoke began to crawl in lazy tendrils from the opened end.




  With a lightning swift movement, Waleck struck the cylinder from Mar's hands and pulled him away, rescuing him from an unsure danger for the second time that afternoon.  The smoke, however, dissipated quickly, leaving no odor, and appeared to have been as harmless as had the earlier effluence.  




  Somewhat irked by the unsolicited and unneeded aid, Mar retrieved the cylinder without waiting for the old scrapper's approval.




  It proved to contain a tightly packed roll of paper.  Mar slid the crisp, pristine roll from the cylinder, and, battling the curl of the pages, spread it wide.  Waleck looked on from a pace away, his eyes burning with a bright intensity.  




  "There's writing on it,” Mar told the old man.




  “Hmmm.  What script – can you tell?”




  “Well, it looks like Old Formal, but it’s different.  The angle of the capitals is stronger and some of the letters have odd embellishments.  Some of them even look as if they are written backwards.  I can recognize most of the words, but the spelling is off.”




  Waleck eyed him uncertainly.  "You can read?"




  Mar accepted the question without offense.  What little Waleck knew of him would not indicate a scholarly bent.  Formal education was a prerogative of the Patriarchs and the wealthy, but Mar had had an occasional tutor when he was much younger, a scholar or a sot depending upon the time of day.  Later he had consumed every book he had managed to steal.  In answer, he flattened the thick sheaf and began to read aloud the lines scrawled in a sloppy, barely legible hand.  




   




  "Here be the first,




  Be it enough to excite your Thirst?




  This is one of thirteen,




  And there is much more to be Gleaned.




  Say it be so,




  That more, of all things Magical, you must Know.




  Then find the keys.




  Seek ye foremost the Mother of the Seas.




  OYRAEBOS




   




  It was not a poem, just a sloppy bit of rhyme without reason.  Mar had some difficulty pronouncing the name printed exactingly at the bottom of the page, but Waleck, displaying an impatience that was unlike him, corrected his garbled syllables with a surety born of familiarity.




  "What else?"  the old man demanded with a strange edge to his voice.




  Mar slipped the sheet aside and scanned the next.  It was clearly distinct from the cryptic note, being made of a finer bond of paper.  The ragged left edge and archaic block printing that covered it testified that it had once been a portion of a larger work, a bound book most like, apparently ripped out in some haste.  His eyes traced the print down the page.  The style was different, perhaps a much older version of the script of the note.




  "READ IT!”  Waleck urged stridently.




  Mar licked suddenly dry lips once and began, stumbling over unfamiliar words.  "Magic:  A guidebook to Theory and Techniques – there's a dark blot where something, has been marked out – Chapter One:  General Introduction – The Foundation Discipline, ENCHANTMENT..."




  An inarticulate outburst from Waleck halted Mar.  Turning questioning eyes to the old man, he was astonished to discover the other's normally subdued expression twisted by an agonized look that was an incredible combination of anger and … fear.  




  With a savage yell, Waleck sprang forward with a speed that Mar would have thought impossible of him and clawed the cylinder and its contents from his grasp.  Before Mar could utter a word of protest, the old scrapper spun about, vaulted the edge of the hole, and leapt down the hill, sending a growing wave of soil and stones ahead of him as he skidded on the loose material of the slope.  Waleck paid no head to Mar's belated shouts – gave no sign, in fact, that he even heard them – and broke into a run when he reached the track.




  Confounded, Mar stared at the old man's retreating back.  His immediate impulse was to chase Waleck, but he hesitated, unsure, and by the time he had finally made up his mind to do so, the old scrapper was already out of sight.  Mar decided, after a moment of bemused thought, that it was probably wiser to remain where he was.  If the old man wanted the cylinder that badly, let him keep it.  




  Yet, as he stood there staring pointlessly down the gully, he could not help wondering why Waleck had reacted as he had.  




  It was not long before it occurred to him that the wasteminer, astonishingly, had gone insane.




   




   




   




   




  THREE




  Eighthday, Waning, Second Autumnmoon, 1642 After the Founding of the Empire




   




  Four days after burying her grandmother, Telriy walked down out of the hills, trudging through the dust of the late autumn.  The trail was no more than a goat-track; few of the people thereabouts had need of wagons.  She reached the town of Gh’emhoa an hour before dusk.




  The town, surrounding a sheltered cove, was not large but it squatted on the coastal road and so there was an inn.  A pair of potted ferns blocked open the tall double doors of the common room.  Telriy stepped through and paused to allow her eyes to adjust to the dim light.




  “Gods blessing on your day!” the voice was pleasant, matronly.  The same description could be applied to the large woman who offered the greeting.  “You can lean your staff in the corner, if you like.”




  Telriy’s grip tightened slightly on the browned hickory.  “I should hold on to it.”




  The woman shrugged.  “You’ll be wanting something to eat?”




  Telriy swept a swift glance through the room before answering.  Gran had beaten care into her.  There were six large tables and a head high fireplace with a banked fire.  A matched pair of rocking chairs book-ended the fireplace.  Doors at the back led into the kitchen and a narrow stairway at left presumably gave access to the rooms.  Three men – farmers and not sailors by their dress and speech – chatted over cups at one table.  A family of a husband, wife, and three small quiet children were occupied with a meal.  Nothing struck Telriy as obviously dangerous.




  “Yes,” Telriy answered.  “How much is it?”




  The woman smiled a professional welcoming smile.  “It’s a brass tuppence for the squash and cabbage.  Beans and bread are a penny extra.  A portion of baked fish goes for ten pence.  Water is free and wild grape wine is twenty pence a glass.  If all you’ve got is iron pennies, double all the prices.  What can I get you?”




  “Cabbage and squash and water, please.”




  The woman smiled patiently.




  Telriy took her small purse from her belt pouch.  She opened it and fished out a small brass coin.  “This do?”




  The woman took the coin and eyeballed it.  “Haven’t seen one of these in a while.  It’s one of those old Aehrfhaen coins, isn’t it?”




  “Yes.”




  “Well, I know an old coot who’ll pay a silver for it.  Tell you what, you can have anything on the menu, within reason, a room with a door that locks from the inside, and breakfast in the morning.  That’s worth most of a silver.  What do you say?”




  Telriy nodded.  The woman’s honesty, though welcome, surprised her.  She had planned to sleep in a field as she had the last two nights.  She had had no idea what her coins would buy and knew that she had to make her small purse last as long as possible.  She could not guess how long her journey would be.  




  The woman smiled again.  Smiles came easy to the innkeeper’s face, but seemed genuine.  “Good!  Welcome to the Seaside Inn.  I’m Syhle.  My children and I run the place.  Find a seat and I’ll fetch your supper.”




  When Syhle returned, she brought two heaping plates and was accompanied by a grown daughter bearing two glasses, assorted silverware, a tray with bread, and a pitcher of water.




  Telriy had taken a seat at one of the empty tables nearest to the fireplace and farthest from the other patrons.  Syhle adroitly placed one plate before Telriy, landed the other on the opposite side of the table, and then sat down on the bench on that side.  With no wasted motion, the daughter set the remainder of the table and departed.




  “Not had my supper, yet,” Syhle explained.  The innkeeper dug into her own plate with marked gusto and somewhat surprised Telriy by not speaking again until the girl had finished eating.




  “Where are you from, child?”




  Telriy edged backwards slightly from the table.  “What do you mean?”  Her hand slid down to where her staff leaned against the table.




  “Well, you’re not from the town.  I know everybody and half of them are kin of one sort or other.”  She gestured at Telriy’s attire.  




  “Even if I didn’t know everyone here abouts, I don’t often see women or girls in walking boots and trousers.  That alone’d tell me you’ve come from somewhere else.  Travelers on the coast road come by coach or horse and one of my grandsons watches for potential customers.  I’d have known ahead of time it you had come by the road.” 




  Without rising, Syhle began tidying the table.  She raked the scraps, what little there was, onto one plate, slid it onto the other, and then stacked the silverware on top.  She pulled a soiled cloth from a pocket of her apron and wiped the tabletop.  It was clear that she was not pressing the question.




  Telriy named a village five leagues from her home.  “Orhel.”




  The kindly woman’s eyes widened slightly.  “Eh.  That’s a good walk.  You running to a man or from one?”




  “Neither.”




  Syhle shrugged.  “None of my business.  But I’ll say this – the world’s a lot rougher place than you might be used to.  A young woman alone is a target, now that’s just the plain truth.  Whatever problems you have back home won’t be nothing compared to those you’re likely to find.  I’d suggest you head back to your family.”
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