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EMPIRE: METROPOLIS PROLOGUE – Jobe
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I am not possessed. The wizard is mad. Jobe clung to those thoughts as he followed Lysander through a tangle of streets in the predawn gloom. The wizard was wrong. He had to be wrong. Except... His explanation made sense in a mad sort of way. A higher power propelling him between worlds was more plausible than random chance or an ancient spell. A higher power’s meddling also explained the altruistic impulses he felt from time to time. But possession? Ridiculous. 

Jobes's internal debate distracted him so much that he almost walked into the wizard, who’d halted at the confluence of four narrow lanes.

“I thought you knew this city.” Jobe motioned at the tenements and featureless warehouses. 

Lysander eyed a knot of women in ragged clothes. “I know the streets along the waterfront, but this area confounds me.”  

A cart piled high with vegetables rumbled past the pair. Jobe’s stomach rumbled. There are no markets or inns! Where do these people eat?

“Then choose a street and walk. Standing here won’t get us there.”  A thought occurred to Jobe. “Where is ‘there’ anyhow?”

The wizard peered into another street half blocked by a cart. “The Urban Cathedral of Saint Andrew. My friend Enrick works there.” He picked a path past the wagon.

Jobe darted after the wizard. “Are you trying to commit suicide? The church seeks your head!”

Lysander looked at Jobe. “The Order of Saint Andrew opposed my condemnation, as did others. With their assistance, I may win acquittal.”

“If you say so.” 

They rounded a corner. The narrow lane bifurcated into three narrower lanes winding between heaps of ash-covered rubble. Jobe surveyed the possible routes. Scavengers poked through trash piles along one alleyway. A line of huge carts filled another. “This doesn’t appear promising.”

“On the contrary. A fire recently devastated Saint Andrew’s vicinity. This must be its remnant.”  Lysander frowned. “The cathedral's dome should be visible.”  

“There.” Jobe pointed at a barely discernable curved shape along the third alleyway. 

“Ah, I knew we were close,” said the wizard in a satisfied tone. He walked towards the dome. 

High walls obstructed the sun’s radiance. Shapes skittered in the darkness. Beggars, whores, addicts, sneak thieves, and madmen dwell here. At least last night’s rain washed away the stench. 

A large figure in a brown robe stepped from the shadows and blocked the alleyway. Footpad, thought Jobe, as his hand reached for the knife. He frowned. The man’s garment bulged in the wrong places. He’s got something hidden beneath the cloth. Weapons? 

“Good day, sir.” Lysander waved a hand in greeting. “We go to Saint Andrew's for morning services. Would you care to join us?”

The figure didn’t move. Shadows concealed the person’s face. Jobe’s skin crawled. He drew close to the wizard. “This isn’t right.”

Lysander’s head turned towards Jobe. “I know”-

The figure moved towards Jobe so fast it blurred. Lysander flew backward. Charred timbers snapped as he landed on a rubbish pile. 

Jobe gaped and grasped for his gun. Nothing is that fast. At least nothing human. A horrid certainty settled into his gut. He turned. Lysander was on his side with the cloaked figure looming over him. The hood had come loose, exposing a tanned aristocratic face topped by tight-packed black curls. The hair looked unnatural. Realization struck Jobe. It’s a cherub. His heart rate increased.

“Lysander of Equitant,” said the statue in a perfect tone devoid of inflection. “You stand lawfully accused of black magic and blasphemy. The usual penalty is death by immolation, but an exception is in order.”

The wizard gasped something. Jobe caught the words ‘citizenship’ and ‘tribunal.’ That thing won’t listen to his lawyering.

“As I said, exceptions are in order,” said the statue. “You have transgressed more than mere mortal laws.”  

I could leave. I don’t owe the wizard anything. His limbs refused to budge. ‘Betty was mean, but I helped her anyway.’  Echo’s words from Lysander’s story. Jobe reached a decision. He cleared his throat. “Get away from him.”

The sculptured head rotated as though it were part of a mechanical device. Painted eyes regarded Jobe. No wonder it wears a robe. “You do not belong to this world.” Its mouth didn’t move.

Jobe stepped forward and took a breath. His heart pounded. Wizard, you’d best be right. Feeling foolish, he said, “I invoke the Compact.” He took another step towards the statue. 

“You lack the authority to invoke the Compact.” The cherub regarded Jobe. “You possess nothing capable of impeding me.”

Wizard help me. Jobe took another step, heart pounding like a drum. Inside his jacket, the bard’s fingers closed around the gun. No. Useless. 

Lysander rolled to a seated position and began muttering. No, he’s casting a spell. The wizard’s incantation finished with a complex whistle. 

The statue's head rotated to face the mage. “So, you learned one of our Names. But not my Name.” Jobe was certain the creature would have smiled if it could. 

I’m missing something. Jobe went over Echo’s confrontation with the cherub step by step. Of course. He pulled a knife from his jacket and rushed towards the Servant. 

The statue's painted eyes stared at the knife. “That cannot harm me.”

Jobe placed himself over Lysander’s body. “I know.” The knife flashed, cutting into Jobe’s palm. Blood magic is the strongest. That bit of lore held true between worlds. He grabbed the cherub's exposed wrist with his bloody hand. 

Jobe’s vision blurred. The cherub's perfect face swam in and out of focus. His body tingled. A vast pressure built in his skull. White light engulfed him. And then Jobe wasn’t in control. The wizard was right. I am possessed.

“Leave,” said Jobe, though the words originated elsewhere. “I invoke the Compact.”

“You cannot.” The perfect voice sounded far away. “With Three-In-One’s dissolution, the Compact does not apply to this point of space-time.” Locked inside his skull, Jobe remembered Lysander’s words. ‘Time and space matter little to spirits.’

“Reconsider,” said the entity using Jobe’s mouth. “Events on this sphere are in flux. Rash decisions are perilous.”

The cherub became inanimate. It wobbled and almost fell. Then it straightened. “Events are in flux,” it agreed at length. “Therefore, as a courtesy, I will leave the individual known as Lysander of Equitant to mortal justice.”

“Accepted,” said Jobe’s possessor. The blinding light receded as did the pressure in his skull. He collapsed against the alley wall, blinking, and clenching his head. 

The rising sun cast a thin ray of gold along the lane’s course, illuminating charred wood and ash-covered stones. Saint Andrew's dome gleamed just a short distance away. The statue was gone. On the ground, Lysander tried to pull himself to his feet with one hand clenching his chest. Blood dripped from the corner of the wizard’s mouth. 

Jobe grabbed the mage by his robe and helped him stand. His vision refused to focus. I’m leaving this world. “Goodbye, Lysander.”

“Perhaps we’ll meet again.” The wizard’s hand didn’t leave his chest. His breath came in ragged gasps. But his eyes didn’t leave Jobe. 

“Maybe.” A million years would be too soon.

Jobe’s world turned white.
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EMPIRE: METROPOLIS I – Peter
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Sir Peter Cortez took a deep breath – and regretted it instantly as harsh smoke burned his throat raw, and the sickly-sweet aroma of trash and sewage assaulted his nostrils. The breath became a cough that sent a blob of yellow phlegm from his mouth. The knight glowered at the columns of black smoke vomited skyward by Aldus Street’s multitude of smithies and glassblowers to a dense, dark haze that obscured the summits of the taller tenements. 

“Damn this wretched city.” Peter rubbed his nose with a tan shirtsleeve. When he first arrived here, the garment was white. Corber Port had stained it, just like it stained everything else. 

Aldus Street: Three carts wide, and two-thirds filled by endless progressions of drays rumbling in opposite directions between structures with steeply peaked roofs, painted in brown, gray, and smoky black. Those colors also dominated the skin and clothing of the denizens, a sullen bunch prone to furtive glances and quick, jerky movements. 

“Hello, handsome.”

Peter glanced at the speaker, an auburn-haired woman dressed in faded green, yellow, and red robes. Rebecca: Gypsy. Minstrel. Petty thief. Gossip. And one-time maid to Tia. 

Tia Samos of Equitant was kidnapped by a demon and brought to Corber Port. Finding and rescuing Tia was Peter’s whole reason for being here today. 

“You said you found something.” 

“I did.” Rebecca slithered around so she was in front of the knight. “But are you sure of this? Silam is no trivial foe.”

“Don’t speak that name.” Peter’s fingers curled about the grip of Sunpoint, the bronze knife on his belt, a weapon sanctified by Saint Mithras. If any blade could kill a demon, it was that one.

Silam. Peter’s fingers released the dagger and made a fist. Silam, the demon who’d masqueraded as a mortal. Silam, the hell-spawned bastard who’d slaughtered hundreds in an obscene ritual and almost murdered the Solarian Emperor. Once, he thought Silam dead and returned to the pit. But no, Silam was too canny for such a fate. And now he’d taken Tia.

No, that wasn’t right. Tia chose to accompany Silam’s strange companion, the short skinny Chou sorcerer. Li-Pang or Chou-Cheng or Russo or whatever he called himself these days. Why she’d made that choice mystified Peter. But no matter. He’d find her if it meant tearing apart half the city.

“But he has magic.”

“And I have a plan.” Peter didn’t elaborate. “Are you sure you found Tia?”

“Pretty sure. Sort of sure.” Rebecca threw up her arms. “Hey, I don’t know. There’s like, a million people in this city. It’s the best lead I have found in weeks. A cute blond woman, a big man from Bestia, and a Chou fellow opening a fabric shop in the Burn District. The woman stays put; the big guy has a reputation as a bully. Could be them.”

Peter gave the gypsy another glance. Rebecca had been Tia’s confidant, not his. She was unreliable. Wanton. A wanderer. But she did care for Tia. Unlike Peter, Rebecca had the skills to navigate Corber Port’s teeming streets. 

“Here you are.” The voice originated from above Peter’s head. 

“Decided to join us, Kyle?” Peter craned his neck at the big man’s face as he spoke. 

“Academies closed today. Saint Marks Day.” Saint Mark – patron of clerks, scribes, scholars, and students. That closure was also why Peter wasn’t at the School of Practical Law. Kyle nodded his huge round head, unattractive even without the scar that bisected his left eye and cheek. A hideous yellow and orange shirt strained to cover his gut. “Here.” He handed Peter a tiny golden bottle. “Throat salve.”

“Glad you could make it.” Peter uncorked the vial and let a drop of the sweet elixir coat his throat, dulling the inferno. 

Rebecca planted her small frame against Kyle’s massive one. “Got some of that stuff for me, big guy?”

“Yeah, sure.” Kyle handed the gypsy a second bottle but kept his gaze focused on Peter. “I got a spell that’ll free Barry.” He didn’t sound confident. “You got a plan?”

Kyle didn’t give a damn about Tia. Instead, the oafish magician thought he could rescue his equally oafish nephew, now Silam’s host. Like that was going to happen. 

“I do.” Peter kept his voice clipped, impassive. But his mind roiled with turmoil. The plan was a bastard and a bitch. It could get him arrested or expelled from the school even if Silam didn’t kill him. He’d tangled with the bastard thrice before – and twice the demon mage had handed Peter his ass. He’d survived solely because of Tia’s interventions with the demon. Tackling Silam was something for Inquisitors and Templars – not a hedge knight. But those worthies weren’t doing their jobs, so what choice was there? He’d thought Palo Rubinus, Tia’s employer and friend of the family would join the search – but he wasn’t even in the city and his underlings turned their noses up at him. Peter motioned at Rebecca. “Lead on.”

Rebecca eyed the knight. The gypsy had a knack for reading people. No doubt she knew he wasn’t being entirely forthright. 

An omnibus – an absurdly elongated carriage pulled by a six-horse team - rumbled to a halt near the intersection. 

“The gent said the shops at the end of Aldus, on the corner with Cletus. The best way there is by omnibus.”  Rebecca started for the parked vehicle.

“No.” Peter put a hand on Rebecca’s shoulder. Being packed cheek by jowl with sweating, stinking plebes held no appeal for the knight. Besides, it interfered with his plan. “We walk.” 

Kyle sighed in relief. Understandable, since getting his mammoth frame through an omnibus’s undersized door presented a challenge. 

“Ok.” Rebecca set off into the mob, and Peter followed, Kyle belatedly plodding along in their wake.

Three bicycles wove between the lines of carts. Peter caught Kyle eying the contraptions. The big man pedaled the machines clear across the empire during the war. They were far faster than men afoot – and sometimes men on horseback. But not always. Kyle kicked a stone. “I gotta fix mine. Needs a tire.”

To their right, a long wall of blackened brick dominated Aldus Street – a massive manufactory of uncertain nature. Ahead, a wain piled high with crates lurched from a cavernous maw and into the traffic, prompting curses all around. A dozen filthy, sweaty laborers unloaded two more wagons parked right next to the structure. Across the way, women in drab dresses congregated before a baker's shop set at an intersection.

Short green figures in brown rags dragged handcarts laden with brooms and shovels from an alleyway. Peter curled his lips. Goblins. He’d grown to loathe the creatures during the Traag War. Good friends had fallen to their wretched ambushes and traps. Supposedly, Corber Port’s goblin populace was different, tamer, and more obedient. Peter didn’t believe those platitudes. He wasn’t alone. Rumors blamed the goblins for the spate of deaths amongst the rabble.

The nimbler goblins ducked into the street, sweeping dung to the edge, where more muscular specimens shoveled the gathered turds into their carts.

“Away from my wain, you are thieving greenskin!” The skinny fellow punctuated the statement with a lash to a sweeper.

The goblin flung himself sideways to avoid the blow, only to collide with a second horse that stomped in its traces, attracting the laborer's attention.

A burly brown-haired man in a tattered black cloak hefted a jagged plank. “Damn greenskin’s, always making trouble.” He took a step towards the goblin as his companions also grabbed impromptu weapons. A fight seemed imminent.

“This could turn into a riot,” said Kyle.

“There was a dustup here just last week. That place got torched.” Rebecca pointed at a charred heap of rubble past the next intersection. 

Peter’s gut clenched. He didn’t need a riot. Not yet anyhow.

“Bully Boys!” Rebecca pointed at a clutch of men in steel helms and red cloaks just past the bakery.

Bully Boys – the brutal, corrupt vigils who patrolled the less savory districts of Corber Port, keeping order by indiscriminately clubbing everybody into submission. 

“Damnit!”

“We don’t need this!”

Anger became fear. The street emptied apart from the endless parade of carts. 

“Keep walking,” Peter told the others. His aristocratic status offered a measure of protection. 

Rebecca pressed herself against the knight. The Bully Boys were not above casual rape.

“Ho!” The nearest vigil took stock of Peter. “What brings you here?”

“Business. I have investments hereabouts.” 

“Heh.” The Bully Boy motioned at Rebecca. “Fine bit you have there.”

“She’s useful.” Peter mentally urged the men to continue. “My scribe.” Please don’t ask her to read anything. Rebecca could barely read her name, let alone anything else.

“I bet.” The vigils filed past.

Rebecca exhaled. “That was close.”

“Keep walking.”

Laborers, women, and errand runners returned to the street.

“They still haven’t fixed it.” Peter turned his head to find Kyle staring into a cross street with a deep trench running through its middle. The big man noticed Peter’s glare. “I was here last week.”

“We don’t have time for this.” Peter strode past the intersection, forcing his companions to keep pace.

The neighborhood changed for the worse. They passed several heaps of smoke-blackened rubble where shops and apartments once stood. Laborers tossed charred timbers and stones into large drays. Furtive figures flitted through the wreckage.

“We’re at the edge of the Burn.” Rebecca pointed at blackened heaps of rubble to the north and west.

The Burned Quarter, or simply the ‘Burn.’ was a ragged square mile of manufactories, warehouses, and tenements reduced to rubble when the earth shook. Streets had split apart, and structures had collapsed into the catacombs beneath the district. Then the mess caught fire and burned half the district into charred rubble. Choked streets led to food riots. Elsewhere, the quake's damage had been swiftly repaired. Not here.

Peter grunted. Kyle’s wizardry traced Tia to this scene of devastation, but something – counter-magic, dire auras from the blaze, or something else prevented him from pinpointing her location beyond that. 

Aldus Street ended in a messy ‘T’ intersection with Cletus. The western road headed into a wasteland of charred hovels and scorched shops. Teams of men in filthy rags loaded debris onto wagons. 

Rebecca led the trio east. The buildings here were in better shape. 

A large store dominated by a bright blue façade came into view, just past a building that reeked of alcohol. A banner above the entrance spelled out ‘Typhinia’s Fabrics’ in large bright red letters.

Peter glanced at Rebecca. “That it?”

“I think so.” The gypsy didn’t sound sure.

Peter took in Typhinia’s. Big. Store below, apartments above. Not far from the Fortuna Canal, where Cletus ended at Tote Road. He mentally tagged that as an escape route if necessary. Main entrance on Cletus. Alleyways to either side, no doubt feeding into a maze of narrow lanes. Back entrance? 

“Wait here.” Peter ducked between the buildings and emerged at a courtyard dominated by loading docks for both businesses. Once, a brick wall separated the courtyard from its neighbors, but now half of it was reduced to rubble. Peter scanned the area. Wagons. Teamsters. Laborers. Men in aprons. Crates piled high on both platforms.

A mob of grimy men pushed their way through the ruined barrier. Most headed for the distillery, though some headed for the fabric shop. The knight glimpsed crude tattoos of bowls on their arms. Dolemen. Lazy, villainous scum, part of Corber Port’s underclass, dependent on a daily grain ration for survival. 

Six or eight dolemen clambered onto the breweries dock and clustered around the employees. “We’re thirsty,” croaked a gap-toothed fellow with a patch over his left eye. “Give us a drink.”

“Yeah, give us a bottle. You can spare it.” The stick-thin speaker punctuated the statement by ripping a plank off a crate.

A fat man in a thick apron rapped the crate-breaker’s knuckles with a club. “Out of here, scum. Told yah before, no free samples.”

“You give, or we take,” said a third doleman, leaping to the loading dock. A jagged bit of metal flashed in his hand, and blood spurted from the laborer’s side.

Peter tore his eyes from the scene. Dolemen continued to pour into the lot behind the buildings. Most focused on the brewery, but others were poking at the carts and crates behind the fabric store. Perfect.

Tension filled Peter’s frame. Now or never. He leaped onto the fabric store's platform, stepped behind a man in a brown tunic, and pushed him into the dolemen. Then he stuck his head through the cargo door. “Thieves! We’re being robbed!”

Oaths came from the shop’s interior. Feet pounded. 

Peter stepped back and found himself nose to neck with a teamster almost Kyle’s size.

“Why’d you push Mark?” The fellow raised a ham-sized fist.

Peter slugged the man’s ample gut. Foul breath escaped in a massive ‘whoosh’ as he turned, took two steps, and fell hard into a wagon bed. By then, the knight was already back in the alley. 

“Hey, what’s going on?” An aura of command radiated from the deep voice. 

Silam? Peter hoped so. He dashed back to Cletus Street.

Rebecca raised her hand. “What’s going on back there? It sounds like a fight.”

No time for this. “Follow me.” Peter ran through the fabric shop's main entrance. Stopped. Racks of shirts, pants, tunics, gloves, hats, and scarves pressed in from all sides. Three older women blocked one aisle, carefully studying white dresses with colored dots. Past them, an older man stared uncertainly at a cream scarf. Where was Tia?

“Can I help you?”  

The feminine voice came from Peter’s right. He turned and spotted a thin blond woman standing behind a counter. “Tia?”

“Huh?” Confusion spread across the girl's features. “I’m”-

Damn. Silam must have bewitched her. “I’m here to rescue you.” Peter extended his hand and gripped the girl's arm. “We need to leave before Silam returns.”

“Unhand me, you rogue!” The girl jerked against Peter’s grip. “Barnabas, come help me!”

“Coming, dear,” bellowed the same deep voice from the loading dock. “The dolemen are making trouble out back again. They clobbered poor Culpo good.”  The voice’s owner appeared. Dark eyes set beneath short brown hair regarded Peter. Fine grey and black fabric encased the speaker's frame. “Let go of my wife.”

“Wife?”  The woman’s arm slipped through Peter’s grasp. 

“Yes, wife.” The man’s voice was hard enough to chip stone. “I’m Barnabas Till, once of Bestia.”  He motioned at the woman. “My wife, once Typhinia Coleridge of Equitant. We were married last month at Saint Andrews.”  

“I thought she was somebody else.” The words sounded weak in Peter’s ears. 

“She’s not Tia.” Kyle’s voice came from behind Peter. “He’s not Barry.”

“And this guy,” Rebecca came into Peter’s field of vision with a short, thick sallow-skinned man in a green robe – “is not Li-Pang.”

“Tia?”

“Tia Samos of Equitant,” said Peter in a voice drained of energy. “My fiancé. Kidnapped from Copiah House in Bestia by a large peasant partnered with a short chou man. We tracked them to Corber Port, but” he shrugged his shoulders.

“Tia Samos.” Typhinia nodded. “Yes, we were at Solace’s University together. I heard she’d met with misfortune.”

Barnabas exhaled. “Corber Port is the largest city in the world. I wish you luck.”

“This ledger requires your attention.” The Chou man bowed and thrust a black tome at the proprietress.

Typhinia accepted the book. “Thank you, Wong.” She returned her attention to Peter. “Well, Sir Knight, my esteemed father, Nathan Coleridge, bought this fine establishment last month and charged me with its restoration. We boast a fine selection of wool and cotton. With Master Wong’s connections,” the sallow-skinned man bowed, “I hope to add Chou silks to our inventory.”  

Peter bowed. “Sorry to trouble you, my lady. My eagerness blinded me.” I don’t need word of this debacle getting back to the school.

Rebecca nudged Peter. “Since we’re here, we’d like to browse your selection.”

What? Oh. They’re merchants. We’ll buy our way out.

A smile appeared on the proprietress's face. “I’m certain we can accommodate you.” Her gaze fell on Kyle. “That shirt is a travesty. I have a nice sturdy green one that would suit you much better.” She inspected Peter. “Your attire is a bit thread-worn.
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EMPIRE: METROPOLIS II – Tia
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Smoke billowed from the oven. “Damnit!” Tia scanned the kitchen, trying to locate the heavy leather mitten. Who knew cooking could be so complicated?

She spotted the glove next to the sink – why there? – and jammed her hand inside. Then she opened the oven.

“Burned another batch, yes?”

Tia’s heart sank. Ula. The name meant ‘little bear’ in Kheffian, and the squat hairy woman matched that appellation in more ways than one. 

“Angels help us!” Ula glared at Tia, hands on hips. “Who taught you to cook? Husband beat you ruin food.”

Tia yanked the loaves from the stove's interior - crusty brown on top, charcoal black at the base. “I told you. Servants did my cooking.”  

Ula jabbed a stubby finger in Tia’s direction. “You in husband’s house, not father's. You need to know cook, sew, and raise children.”

“Angels help her. She burnt the bread again.” Mouse stepped into the kitchen. Tia tried to ignore the purple welt on her cheek. Mouse’s husband was Kyron, whom Tia privately dubbed the ‘World’s Worst Potter.’ Every few mornings, Eric deposited a big bucket of slimy gray clay on Kyron’s doorstep. The World’s Worst Potter then transformed the viscous mass into jars, cups, and bowls riddled with lumps, cracks, and air bubbles. Half his efforts didn’t survive the kiln. Kyron then took the intact pieces and sold them to skuzzy taverns and desperate peddlers. Business wasn’t good. What profits he did make were lost to drinking or betting on football. Kyron blamed everybody but himself for his failures. He accused Eric of bringing him bad clay. He beat Mouse for not cleaning the kiln. And, of course, his customers were all cheapskates and thieves. Tia avoided him like the plague.

Ula inspected the platter. “Tops ok,” she decided. “Cut bottoms off, put in tomorrow’s gruel.” With that pronouncement, she turned and stumped from the kitchen. 

Tia found a large knife and sawed at the first biscuit. It crumbled into pieces.

“Here, let me do that.” Mouse took the knife and sliced a second cracker. She inspected the result. “Ula’s right. You must learn the wifely arts.”

“I’m trying.” Exasperation filled Tia’s voice. “But cooking, sewing, watching little ones – it’s all new to me.”

Mouse separated another loaf. “Then what did you do? Drink wine and chase pretty men?”

Pretty much. “I studied,” said Tia. “I know history, law, and numbers. I speak, read, and write five languages. I”-

“Wait.” Mouse raised her hand. “You scribe? You read?”

Tia stared at Mouse. “Well, yes.”

“Wait here. I cut bread.” Mouse skittered from the kitchen. 

Tia fretted. Months ago, she’d agreed to accompany Li-Pang and Silam in exchange for Peter's life. No opportunity to prepare, no time for farewells. Leave now or Peter died. So, she’d left her previous life of wine and fine dresses and culture and now endured this wretched commoner’s existence. Boorish men. Drab women. Unruly brats who always seemed to be sick or hurt or in trouble. 

She sighed. You’d have thought that a pair of demonic sorcerers could at least conjure a comfortable life, not accept residence in a half-burned villa with a bunch of peasants.

Mouse reappeared with a tiny scroll tube. “My brother sent this. Salazar hasn’t had time to read it to me.”  

Tia opened the tube. “Dear sister Manu” – so Mouse did have a name! “Bennis made me chief guard after I beat a robber. We celebrated with a shark dinner at Versos. Very tough. I was sick the next day. I met a woman named Alani there. She reminded me of Donya. She likes me. She has a boy of eight summers. Your brother Batool. Sent from Quartz Isle in the Archipelago.”

Tia lowered the scroll. 

Mouse’s hands were pressed against her tear-stained cheeks. She grabbed the letter and fled.

Tia returned her attention to the bread tray. Three loaves left to cut. She grabbed the knife and stabbed it. That didn’t go well. Bread wasn’t her forte. How about stew? Just boil water and toss in vegetables, right? 

A mob of ash-covered kids raced through the kitchen, leaving behind black footprints. Tia sighed and searched for the mop.

Chopped carrots dropped into the stewpot. Tia set the cover in place and leaned against the counter. The floor glistened, at least for the moment. Then Salazar entered the kitchen.

“Manu said you read her brother's letter,” he said without preamble. “Is this true? Are you literate?”

Tia regarded Salazar. The Kheffian scribe boasted a melon-sized head with stringy black hair and sketched-in facial features, precariously perched atop a body made of sticks encased in faded blue linen. 

“Yes, I’m literate. I’m from Equitant.”

“Equitant,” repeated Salazar. “Of course. Everybody can read and write in Equitant.”  A breath escaped his body. “Unlike Kheff, where literacy is reserved for priests, scribes, and highborn.” Half of Ash Manor’s denizens came from Kheff or neighboring dens of ignorance. His dark eyes pierced Tia. “Come with me.”

“I have stew”-

“Come.”

Tia followed the scribe into Ash Manor's central courtyard. Raised vegetable beds covered most of the mosaic that once dominated the space. Food shortages made the improvised garden a necessity. 

Tia spotted a listless girl of twelve pretending to weed a row of radishes. “Salah, go watch the stewpot.” 

Salah gave Tia a sullen glare but climbed from the vegetable bed and plodded towards the door. Her bare feet left brown prints atop the soot-stained stones. 

Tia eyed the narrow paths through the garden with disdain. Brown dirt and black ash coated the stones.

Salazar paid the mess no mind and took the shortest path. Tia sighed and followed him.

Salazar’s scriptorium boasted two writing desks, a tall cabinet filled with supplies, and an ‘L’ shaped scroll rack. Tia avoided staring at a locked door behind the writing tables. Rumor insisted Salazar wasn’t just a scribe, but a practitioner of the arcane arts, though she’d never seen him work any magic. The clerk plucked a paper from the rack and thrust it at Tia. “Read.”

Tia scanned the document. “It’s a legal property claim for a Master Rector. Fairly standard.”

“You understand the text?”  Salazar raised a near-nonexistent eyebrow.

“Yes.” A tiny measure of Tia’s old confidence crept into her voice. “I dealt with such missives quite frequently.”

“Not merely literate but educated.” Salazar’s eyes gleamed.

“In Equitant, we believe an educated populace an asset,” said Tia. “Preparation brings prosperity.”

“Kheff is very different,” said Salazar. “Our rulers view an educated populace as a menace. I once witnessed a man flogged and driven into the desert because he’d taught himself to read.”  

“That’s horrible,” said Tia.

“That is the world outside of places such as Equitant and Carbone.” Salazar plucked the document from Tia’s hand. “But to the matter at hand. My time is consumed with these contracts. Composition, verification, and filing papers with the civic authorities – I am expected to perform all these tasks. Often, I spend half the day riding in omnibuses or waiting in line at the Basilica. Consequently, I fall behind on my other commissions.”

“You require an assistant.” Exultation filled Tia. Scribe work was dull as dirt, but it was better than baking bread and babysitting squalling brats. “I can do that.”

Salazar’s head bobbed. “Good, I shall speak with your husband.”  

Tia found Ula and Maria in the kitchen. No sign of Salah. “Angels above! Where were you?”  Ula jabbed at Tia with a stubby digit. “Stew almost ruined because you left.”

Tia refused to let ‘little bear’ gnaw at her esteem. “Salazar offered me a job.”  

“So? You still have chores, girl. You got learn cook, sew, clean.” Ula snagged Tia’s arm and tugged her towards the stove. “Now come here.”

Tia spent the next hour enduring a painful, stilted lecture on food preparation and attentiveness. Then a brace of soot-smeared kids raced into the kitchen. 

“The men are back,” piped little Davey.

Ula glared at the mob. “So? Men come back every day.”

“Not like this,” said Gina. “They’re hurt bad.”

Maria’s hands went to her lips. “A gang? The Bully Boys?” Gangs infested the city, extorting coin from commoners. Just last week the men folk beat back an assault on the manor by the Blue Bricks. Another nearby tenement had been less fortunate: The Cyclops sacked it. Then the Bully Boys - the so-called ’city guard’ - came by and enslaved the survivors.

Davey shrugged. “Maybe. Culpo’s hurt bad. He’s in Eric’s cart.”

“God above!”  Maria turned pale. Culpo was her husband.

The women stampeded into the street.

Mark's head was wrapped in a bloody rag. He peered at the world with a dazed expression. 

Culpo the Fat lay sprawled in the back of Eric’s wagon. The former stonemason’s breath came in shallow gasps, and a giant purple welt marred his gut. 

Tia didn’t see Silam or Li-Pang. But then again, those two weren’t part of the clique.

Maria climbed into the cart and wrapped her arms around Culpo’s oversized torso. “Are you ok? Please, please, tell me, you’re not hurt badly. I’ll fix a broth.”

“What happened,” Ula demanded. “Who do this?”

The men shuffled and gazed at their feet.

Ula jabbed Eric in the gut. “Who did this? Tell now.” Eric was Ula’s husband, a pliant reed of a man in her hands.

“We were making a delivery at Typhinia’s.” Each word sounded like it had been physically pulled from Eric’s throat.

Ula snorted and poked Eric a second time. “You try take beer from booze house.”  Everybody knew Alberche’s Brewery sat right next to Typhinia’s. Not that Tia ever set foot in either place. Pity. She could stand both a decent bottle and a new dress. Make that a full cask and a new wardrobe.

“Cyclops came through the back wall.”

Angry mutters ran through the assembled women. 

“Cyclops scum do this?”  Ula’s gaze didn’t shift from Eric.

“Yes.”

“No.” Culpo the Fat heaved himself into a seated position. “Some God-cursed highborn slugged me for no reason.” The others flinched back at his mild blasphemy.

Ula shifted her attention to Culpo. “Typhinia’s for commoners. Why Highborn go there?” 

I don’t know,” said Culpo.

Ula glared at each in turn and then spat. “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” She motioned at the former villa’s interior. “Go. Eat.”

Culpo made to follow. Eric blocked the obese man’s exit. “Stay in the cart. You’re hurt bad. I’ll take you to the cathedral, get you into the hospice.”

A defiant glare appeared on Culpo’s face. 

Ula planted herself before Culpo. “Stupid man. You go hospice, get better.”  She jabbed a finger at Maria. “You go with husband.”

Culpo started to protest, then thought better of it. Nobody won arguments against Ula.

“The Angels will set things straight,” said Mark as he wobbled towards the entry.

Eric nodded. “That they will.” He climbed into the cart and flicked the reigns.

Angels. The Ash Manors populace – especially the menfolk – were obsessed with angels. Crude illustrations of winged spirits adorned walls and doors. Their regular attendance at Saint Persephone’s – whose sect revolved around angel worship – only reinforced this fixation. 

The other menfolk entered the villa. 

Tia remained on the porch, striving to ignore the unending stream of carts and carriages. A line of filthy laborers filed past the shop, trailed by a tight gaggle of women clenching bags and baskets. Grimy faces peered out of alleyways. Small forms in rags scurried across the street. Mason’s built a brick wall and carpenters swung hammers at a shop three shops from Tia’s position. It all looked so normal. 

An omnibus rumbled to a halt thirty paces from where Tia stood. By every right, she should be able to walk that short distance, give the coachman a couple of coppers, and leave this domestic hell behind her. Except she couldn’t. The Promise wouldn’t let her get past the first ten paces. She’d tried - repeatedly.

Tia lifted her wrist, exposing a fine bracelet of intertwined copper and silver engraved with complex and seemingly abstract designs. The Promise. A symbol of marriage, a common female adornment across the southern empire. Since Tia’s erstwhile ‘husband’ passed himself off as a Southerner, the bracelet went unquestioned. Indeed, the other women considered Tia fortunate to have a man willing to spend so much on her. But the Promise was no mere trinket. It was a leash. Tia’s mind flashed back.

***
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Li-Pang looked into Tia’s eyes. “Say my name.”

“Ishmael.” That was the name Li-Pang went by these days. 

“And who am I?”

“You are the third son of Chief Jal of the Isanti tribe, south of Nomos.”

“And who are you?”

“Your wife, Tia Carpenter of Equitant.”  The words hurt coming out.

Li-Pang smiled. “Good.” He motioned at the merchant ship tied to the wharf. “Remember that.”

“I will.”

“Here.” A large youth lumbered into view. Silam’s current incarnation. “I have it.” He opened a massive hand, exposing a bracelet of intertwined copper and silver strands set with tiny glyphs.

Tia’s gut turned to a block of ice. “What is this?”

Pain erupted in her cheek.

“You do not address your husband in such a manner.” Silam’s voice was hard.

“Disciplining my wife is not your affair,” said Li-Pang.

“You are too soft. Here.” Silam thrust the bracelet at Tia. “This is a Promise Bracelet, a symbol of marriage in the South. Traditionally, women wear them on their right wrists.”

“I know what it is...husband.” Tia deliberately addressed Li-Pang rather than Silam. 

The band felt cool to Tia’s touch. She turned it over, noting both the common Kheffian symbols on the outside and unfathomable marks on its inner surface. “It looks expensive.”

“Husbands often beggar themselves buying these trinkets.” Li-Pang took the band's rim and slid it over Tia’s fingers. At first, Tia thought it wouldn’t make it past her knuckles, but it slid right past them.

“It seems loose. Will it fall off?”

“No,” said Silam. “The Promise cannot be removed while both parties live.”

“Oh.” Tia’s hand went to her mouth. Imps began dancing in her stomach. “That sounds permanent.”

“Listen to me.” Li-Pang’s index finger touched the bottom of Tia’s chin, lifting it. “You will not use your true name. You will call me ‘Ishmael’ or ‘Husband.’ You will not malign me or our companion. Nor will you seek contact with others.”

“I understand, husband.” I am being guessed. 

“Will you obey these strictures?”

“I will, husband.”

“Good. Repeat them.”

Tia did so.

A cruel smile appeared on Silam’s lips. “The Promise will enforce those vows. It will punish you should you attempt to thwart them. Your tongue will stop should you use your familial name or speak ill of us.” 

“I understand.” 

Silam’s smirk remained in place. “I think not.” He made a motion with his wrists and fingers.

Tia’s tongue became a dead thing in her mouth. She could not breathe. She tried to speak, to protest, but nothing came out.

“Release her. Tia is my wife, not your plaything.”

“She is a nuisance to both of us.” But Silam made another motion, and Tia’s tongue freed itself. 

***
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Tia’s infernal guardians anchored the Promise to Ash Manor shortly after taking up residence, a move that allowed them to join the laborers that thronged Corber Port’s streets while keeping Tia confined.

Since then, Tia had remained ‘within bounds’ – the walls of Ash Manor, unless accompanied by her inhuman husband, and then only to church or the market. None of the villa's other inhabitants thought there was anything strange about the arrangement. Savage gangs prowled the streets. Mark's wife Stacy had lost her life to such thugs, and Luke’s spouse Patricia needed a crutch to hobble about the manor after being clubbed by a Bully Boy. Today’s misfortune was merely the most recent. Staying behind stout walls was considered prudent.

Oh, Tia tested the Promise, all right. Not once, not twice, but five times she’d tried to walk the thirty paces to the omnibus stop. Once, she’d made it twelve of those steps before her legs refused to budge. Twice, she’d made it just eight footsteps. She’d tried cursing Silam and Li-Pang in public and in private – but even mild criticism made her tongue freeze in place. Once, she’d tried scribing an angry note on a scrap of parchment. Her hand refused to cooperate.

A carriage pulled up beside the bakery. Once, it’d been a fine vehicle, the property of a merchant or minor aristocrat. Now, it was worn and battered – just like the hard-faced men who appeared from its interior. A short, heavyset man in a stained purple toga exited behind the thugs – Caligula, one of the self-styled ‘lords of the streets.’ He made an imperious motion at the establishment. His men entered and emerged moments later with heavy sacks. Tia shrank back, hoping his gaze didn’t fall on her. Caligula had that sort of reputation.

A few minutes later a pair of charcoal-covered figures trotted into view: one a plump peasant youth, the other short and thin with the copper skin that denoted nomad ancestry. The villa’s other denizens knew the peasant as Barry and the nomad as Ishmael. But to Tia, they were Silam the Sorcerer and Li-Pang. 

Tia planted herself in Li-Pang's path. “Husband,” she said. “Good news! Salazar wishes my services as a scribe.” She wiped a smudge of grit from Li-Pang’s face and kissed his cheek. “He wishes to see you.”

The two men exchanged glances. Then Li-Pang looked at Tia. “I shall speak with Master Salazar.” The pair trudged into the villa. 

Later, Tia ‘just happened’ to be inside the storeroom that adjoined Salazar’s shop when a newly cleaned Li-Pang entered the establishment.

Muffled but recognizable voices penetrated the wall.

“Your wife is most remarkable,” said Salazar.

“I count myself blessed each day,” said Li-Pang.

“I admit puzzlement,” said Salazar. “Mistress Tia hails from frozen Equitant, while you belong to the southern tribes. The entirety of the Empire is between your clans. What prompted this betrothal?”

“Ah,” said Li-Pang. “My cousin served alongside her brother in the war. Each found the other's homeland fascinating. My people's mines produce ores found nowhere else. And the ingenuity of Equitant’s artisans is self-explanatory. They agreed an alliance might be beneficial.”

“True,” said Salazar. “But even so...”

“We discussed this in council upon the war's completion. With its greatest foe crushed, the Empire is certain to focus on smaller problems. Witness the emperor's suppression of the Barbaros rebellion.”

“Yes,” said Salazar. “The emperor put his oldest friend to death. He will be equally harsh with other troublesome characters.”

“We concluded the same. My father is chief, though the Isanti tribe is small. He sent me to court Tia.”

“A chief’s son? And you live as a commoner?” Disbelief filled Salazar’s voice. 

“Remember the story of Prince Suhail? As a prince, treacherous counselors deceived him and cast him from his throne. But as a commoner, he perceived his nation's true ailments. It is the same with me. As a prince, I would be fed lies. Like this, I see the empire's reality.”

Tia nodded at Li-Pang’s remark. 

“Clever,” said Salazar. “But to business.”

A hand pressed against Tia’s shoulder and made her jump. She whirled. Ula stood behind her; face creased in a sour expression. 

“You not finished with kitchen work.” She latched onto Tia’s wrist. “And listen menfolk wrong. Angels not like that.”

Tia stepped from the wall. “But Salazar will hire me.”

“Scribe pay husband, not you.” Ula dragged Tia from the room.

Later, Tia joined Li-Pang in the tiny suite they shared in the villa’s back corner.

“Salazar has agreed to a copper per three pages.” Her inhuman ‘husband’ stood over a table littered with wood chips. Li-Pang's nose almost touched tiny a raven figurine he clenched in one hand while the other made infinitesimal motions with a tiny nail. He worked on these miniature creations late into the night. Sometimes, Tia would find Li-Pang bent over the workbench when she awoke in the morning. He didn’t seem to need much sleep. Li-Pang’s knife bit deep into the wooden bird’s neck. “Do keep track. The extra coin will be useful. Moving piles of stone and wood all day exhausts me.”

Tia flopped on the tattered brown couch in frustration. “Why do you bother with such menial tasks? Why not use your magic to conjure a palace?”

Li-Pang placed the figurine on the table and faced Tia. “As I told Salazar, it places a veil between me and reality.”  

“You knew I was there?”

“I always know your location.”  Li-Pang returned his attention to the workbench.

A thought occurred to Tia. “Salazar.”

“What of him?” Li-Pang etched feathers into the raven's wing.

“Is he a sorcerer?”

Li-Pang made a final cut. “He has a modicum of power, yes. Less than your former servant, but present. He presents no threat.” 

Kyle. Peasant, veteran, petty magician, and piss-poor coachman. He’d driven Tia’s carriage a thousand miles and struck every pothole along the route. Tia had the repair bills to prove it.

“I was just curious,” said Tia.

Li-Pang placed the miniature on the table and faced Tia. “Curiosity has its place.”  
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EMPIRE: METROPOLIS III – Kyle
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Kyle sat in a cross-legged pose, eyes closed, mind resting in that spot where anything was possible unless desired, in which case it became impossible. That void, that state of potentiality, was what made magic possible. Hence, meditation. 

A distant bell disrupted Kyle’s reverie. He unfolded himself, sighed, and sat at a ridiculously small desk piled high with books. Volume four of Apollonius’s ‘Principles of Magic’ awaited, one of the tomes given to initiates aspiring to become adepts. He found half the book's contents absurdly easy to grasp. The rest made his head hurt. Hours passed while arcane lore bounced through his brain, indecipherable as ever. At length, he shut the heavy book and sighed.

Time to go to Saint Bridgette’s. Group awaited. 

The Group: a collection of veterans haunted by the horrors they’d experienced in the Traag War. They met weekly at Saint Bridgette’s and talked. And somehow, just talking to other people who’d experienced the same hell helped soothe their minds. Kyle still had difficulty wrapping his mind around the concept. But it worked. So, he went.

He eyed the bicycle leaning against the wall, bits of rubber clinging to the rear wheel. The damn tire had blown so completely apart that even sorcery couldn’t stitch it back together. He’d tried – three times. And replacement tires weren’t cheap – something about trouble with the rubber plantations in Saba. He sighed. One more expense he couldn’t manage just now. 

Kyle stepped into the narrow alleyway between the school and the dormitory. He could stand in the center of the lane, stretch, and touch both structures at the same time. A dozen strides brought him to the wooden gate. Its hinges squeaked like a dying squirrel as Kyle swung the portal. Strange, that: an artisans school that couldn’t spare anybody for basic maintenance. Whatever.

Kyle plodded onto Apollonius Avenue, the heart of Corber Port’s Arcane Quarter. To his left, the Enchanted Quadrant presented a narrow, public face to the world: a minuscule garden dominated by weeds and dying flowers, with cracked stone steps that climbed to a pair of weathered oak doors apparently stolen from a castle, set between a pair of barred windows too small for a cat to sneak through. A small tacked-on placard above the entryway depicted a set of draftsman’s tools amidst a river of stars. Three more cramped windows peeped out from the cracked stonework above the door. The classrooms behind them were small and cramped as well. Fortunately, the Quadrant’s populace was small as well; three dozen including the faculty. 

Youths in heavy smocks gossiped and shared a bottle before the Glass Palace past the school. The kids were apprentices, supposedly learning how to grind lenses and make fantastically shaped bottles. Yet, rain or shine, day, or night, there always seemed to be a clutch of the youths in that spot.

Kyle’s gaze skipped past the apprentices and the dark, curiously carved stone of the Mausoleum where dead wizards were interred, then lingered for a moment on the strange, spindly frame of the semi-magical Clock Tower. A twinge of guilt passed through his frame upon spotting the domes of Saint Michel and Saint Fabia to either side of misnamed Straight Lane – he was past due for the Evaluation the Church demanded of all wizards. But he could see to that later. Instead, he set a determined course northward, a route that took him past tenements and beneath a fake book hanging from an oddly angled building – the ‘Lost Page,’ a bookshop with forgotten tomes and books of magic hidden in its labyrinth of shelves. He’d found the demon-banishing scroll deep in its twisting aisles. 

Kyle reached the curved bulk of the Sangare House. Girls in long aprons gossiped out front, on break from brewing potions or studying healing magic. Other students hawked potions and poultices from a stand at the school's far end.

A plump blond woman broke free of the pack. “Kyle! Where have you been?”

Kyle curved his lips into a big smile. “Same as always, Ginger. Studying.”

Ginger extended her hands to Kyle’s head, stood on tiptoes, and kissed his cheek. “It’ll come to you.”

“I hope so.” It still surprised him that Ginger wasn’t put off by his freakish appearance.

“Don’t be so negative.” Ginger stepped back. “Tell you what – why don’t you take me to see the ‘King and Queen of Dreams’ next week? It’s supposed to be good.” 

“I’ll think about it.” If I have the coin.

“Don’t be such a sourpuss.” Ginger gave him another peck on the cheek right as a bell rang inside the school. “I gotta go. I’ll get you some more throat salve tomorrow.” Ginger released her grip, took a step back, and made an arcing motion. Tiny glowing sparks trailed from her fingernails – a petty trick, but fun to look at. She was much better at Healing.

Healing. Kyle had gleaned a few theoretical bits and pieces about that discipline since he’d started seeing Ginger. Sometimes, those bits and pieces almost came together in his head. Almost.

“Thanks.” Kyle watched Ginger enter Sangare House. She’d been a big help to him getting situated in this huge smelly city where thieves prowled the streets, and the air could sear a man’s lungs. Heck, maybe he would take her to the play.

Past Sangare House, Apollonius Avenue messily merged with Phantasm Circle, a weirdly angled space where crowds ventured among a tangle of apothecaries, art dealers, calligraphers, fortune tellers, charm sellers, gem dealers, strange food stalls, street-corner illusionists, and sages who sold pat answers to complex questions. Fake, all of it. Or almost all of it. Proper wizards, meaning those who adhered to the philosophy taught at Athnor and Solace and Mystic Mountain and even Kheff despised selling spells for coin. To them, magic was a mystic gift to be nurtured through meditation and study, not sold on street corners. Corber Ports commercial conjurors were seen as greedy for coin and weak in talent. Those who sought true magic ventured past Phantasm Circle and onto Apollonius. 

These dedicated seekers didn’t always turn south. Apollonius also went north. The brightly painted Theater of the Arcane – site for the upcoming ‘King and Queen of Dreams’ was on the northern extension, along with satellite sorcerous academies for the Lore Keepers and the Apollonian Order, neither with an especially stellar reputation. Their neighbor, the prestigious ‘School of Seven,’ was a different matter – their initiates, never more than seven at a time, spent years studying one-on-one with the school's seven masters in its seven stubby spires. Rumor insisted the Seven might be better named ‘The Four’ these days as two of its masters had perished in the war and a third was overseas. Diminished or not, though, The Seven were accounted the best sorcerers in the city, second only to the Celestial Order in their isolated tower north of Goldshore.

Past the schools, Apollonius ended at the ornate fence that warded the Western Elf Enclave. The elves didn’t get out much; Kyle had seen them on Apollonius and Phantasm maybe five times since settling in here. 

Behind Kyle, the Clock Tower’s mechanisms rumbled to life. From the high-pitched sounds, it was the piper puppets, announcing the onset of the fourteenth hour. Nobody knew which of the Clock's minions would appear to announce the moment. This time it was the pipers, but it could just as easily have been angels strumming harps, fierce beasts roaring at the world, dark-skinned Saban drummers, or a multitude of others. Legend insisted the clock held bizarre puppets within its depths that emerged to mark changes afflicting the entire world. Right now, though, the pipes reminded him of his appointment with the Group. 

Kyle exited Phantasm and reached Philosophers Street, the center of a staid district populated by academics and quality artisans. The street’s denizens reflected this refinement: half wore academic robes or togas. Even the vigils were clean-shaven and polite. 

The broad avenue made a gradual descent as he strode north between a theater with classical plays on its signboard, and a long columned edifice of cream-colored marble – the Northern Library, second of Corber Port’s two public book depositories, its shelves well stocked with romances, traveler’s tales, and tomes on engineering, law, and commerce. Usually, the traffic thinned here, but today a large crowd blocked much of the street.
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