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The dread fires of war were both seen and unseen. It was fought for lands, palaces and thrones both temporal and supernal. The first war started when some of the sons of God turned away from Him. These sought to take glory for themselves, one especially who was once the most beautiful of all with the gift of smooth words and a deceptive tongue. It was he who led the rebellion in heaven and his machinations became many, subtle and deadly. Each of these rebels, not satisfied with the powers given them or the works of their own hands, sought the adoration and worship of men, to mold and twist for their own gratification and they led many men into rebellion against the First One. Thus, later, came the saying: "May the name of the first rebel be blotted out forever. May he be cursed and unnamed." Because of this, God cut these rebellious ones off from His essence and the holy light within them faded and they became dark gods, blind in their selfishness and hatred. This hatred became their germinating power and through it they created evil and destructive things and they grew to hate Light. They sought to obscure Light in all its forms; the light of happiness and contentedness, the light of love and the light of understanding. Keeping the people in darkness and fear was their aim, to control them and turn them away from the Father. But the light of the First Pillar could not be wholly obscured and the coming of prophecy could not be ignored. Thus, there was war in Hybron and in Heaven. War waged for the kingdoms and for the souls of men.

- Sha 3:1, Translations of the Holy Aishanna

“Has one seen a man who sits down and relaxes himself in the face of a lion? One has seen a dead fool. Likewise, only the foolish one makes boasts against the judgment against him that he has sown all his life.”

- Axioms 7:12, The Book of Axioms of Wise King Zarhaz-shukum

Chapter One

The month of Sin, 1700 A. T. V. 
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Rapheth's eyes shined with wicked mischief. He put a finger to his lips to silence their furious whisperings. They were trying to decide which was the best way to get to the tavern without being seen. He, Ephron and Shukala, his two best friends, were prowling about in the bowels of the upper city, Rhuctium. They were in the unnamed city, a vast place that stretched out in a string of ramshackle, loosely-knitted communities from Jhis to Rhuctium underground. It was a mysterious underworld that held everything of the fascinating and forbidden wonders that young men craved. They went regardless of their parents' fears, in the face of Ilim's and Zigal's dour warnings.
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He heard the familiar gurgle of the wide stream below and the whispers of small rivulets of water streaming down filthy stone walls. It stank of rotting garbage but they had learned to ignore this. The tavern was a kind of hidden, rebel  secret from their respectable families and it was worth every unmentionable smell that crowded the nose. They were now deep underground, nearing Marashiah-Degar's infamous tavern where they'd shown their faces more than a few times for drink, water-pipes, bawdy storytelling and harmless trouble. Harech, one of the regular patrons - so regular he was nearly part of the furniture of the place - had challenged Rapheth on a wager that he could not steal his red cap from his head. Rapheth intended to change that.

"Shukala, come! I need you to do something for me," he whispered. Shukala and Ephron followed behind, ready for  mischief.

"What?"

"Go down beneath the tavern to the center grate. I will bet Harech will be sitting in his same spot right over it."

"Harech. Always predictable." Said Shukala.

"I know it. Get his attention while you are there. Maybe some trick. I know you can think of something. Then Ephron and I will grab his cap!"

"He will owe us a pithos of beer for this!" Said Ephron. Shukala laughed. Rapheth put his finger to his lips once more.

"Quiet now or we will owe him!" Shukala bounded down the path and across the narrow rock ravine, nimbly avoiding the sewage stream below and made his way carefully down the small cave opening that led to the grate in the tavern floor.

The tavern was a two-story building situated in a small cliff-face, made both of the rock surrounding it and of heavy wooden beams and floors. There were grates here and there in the floors to throw out unwanted things like sewage, garbage and visceral matter from the kitchen. Belligerent patrons who had too much to drink and too much fight in them had the misfortune of being thrown out through these grates too, right into the sewers below. The grate in the main floor led to a wide cave beneath where goods, legal and illegal, were stored for the owner's use and was sometimes used as a gateway to other hiding places. The three youths were seasoned troublemakers and good in a fight. The seedy unnamed city did not bother them in the least. All three had daggers at the ready in case but rarely did they need to use them. This night was the Day of Glorious Fires, the celebration of Hec who rose brightest and highest in the sky this week. For many people who observed it, it was a time for visiting family and feasting during the day and revelry at night and people wore masks every  night. Rapheth and Ephron pulled over their masks to disguise themselves and entered within the crowds going in the door. Far off a wild whistling call came. A loosely gathered parade was winding its way through the street. Inside they could hear the bawdy singing and playing of a band of Rurrian musicians. 

"A fine night indeed!" Said Marashiah, the tavern owner. She watched over the crowds milling in, sitting on her elaborately carved, wooden Fundian throne-stool like a queen of the underworld. The throne-stool, always reserved for South Land royalty, displayed her uncanny ability to acquire precious objects. She was a heavy-set woman with very long, dry gray hair and a few black streaks running through. She wore it in a large double-knot style, pinned to the back with a coral head pin that she wore proudly. And she had a short beard. Upon noticing Rapheth and Ephron, her eyes rarely missed anything, she grinned widely, showing large, strong and very yellowed teeth. She took a deep draw from her water pipe. The  tobacco she used was very strong. She blew it to the side in a serpentine stream of smoke, looking supremely satisfied with herself.

"I know the look of two fine and handsome young men if ever I saw it!" She said and winked. "But where is the third one? You did not bring him with you tonight, eh?" Ephron chuckled. Rapheth pointed over to the large central table where Harech sat singing along, off key and loudly, his monkey mask affixed haphazardly on his head. The tavern owner grinned.

"And there he is. It is as if he has not moved from that place. He was rooted there yesterday too." She said. 

The place was crowded and thick with smoke. So noxious was the scent of smoke fumes, body odor, greasy food and sewage that gentler people would have long fainted, dead away. The young men sauntered over to the table and as soon as they stepped up the man turned around, his mouth wide and his eyes shining in drunken pleasure.

"Why, it is you two foxes! And where is your friend? The black one?" Then he laughed and pointed to his cap. "Think to get my cap, do you?" He laughed, his mouth still wide open. Rapheth took off his sand lion mask and bowed mockingly to the man.

"Dear Harech, we did not come to rob you of your most alluring red cap. Would not dream of it! For it is a most beauteous cap. A most wonderful cap!"

"And a most splendid color of red. Why would we even think of separating a good man from his red cap?" Chimed Ephron, taking off his bull mask and sitting down.

"Eh?" Said Harech, both amused and slightly confused. He scratched his balding head under the cap.

"Harech. We have come to play another round of Hounds and Jackals. We will see who wins this time." Said Rapheth.

"Come to lose again? Are you sure, my little princelings? Come then, since you both are bottomless pits. And where is your other friend, I say?"

"I am afraid you broke him in the last game, my friend!" Said Rapheth.

"Yes. He had to ask his father to pay his debts and his father refused to advance him any more coin."

"Did he now? I am sorry I cleaned the poor boy out. Now, what are the terms?" Asked Harech. Drunk though he was, Harech was still sharp in a game when ladre was involved. Rapheth pretended to think of what terms to offer when a thick curl of blue smoke streamed in from the grate under the table. Shukala! The smoke enveloped Harech and covered the table with a thin mist. The smoke turned into figures of lithe, dancing women. Some of the crowd turned to look and gawk in delighted surprise.

"Ai! What evil magic is this? Mara! Ah, get it off!" Shouted Harech in a panic.

"Since when do you want to escape naked dancing women?" Asked Ephron. Quick as a fox Rapheth whipped his arm across the table while Harech was busy slapping away dancing smoke figures, and reached for the cap, snatching it off Harech's head.

"Aha! You all see the cap! I have it! Harech owes everyone beer!" Rapheth jumped onto the table waving the cap wildly while the crowd roared with laughter. Harech protested in dismay.

"Look now, Harech! We will have some imported honey beer from Jura and the good Egian barley beer too. Mara, do not water it down. We want the good beer!" Ephron shouted. Mara laughed.

"You lost this time, Harech." She teased.

"Cheaters! Cheaters! They used magic against me!"

"Magic? Are you sure it was not too much strong drink playing tricks on you? The night is full of friendly mayhem. I say we have won the bet. Come now, Harech. Will you go back on your wager?" Teased Rapheth. His eyes danced with a merry fire in them.

"And since when do you not cheat? Come, do as you promised." Chided Mara gently. Harech sat down, his face crumpled in a frown. He nodded and the crowd roared in laughter again. Harech could afford it. For a layabout who drank and gambled all night and slept all day he had amassed quite a fortune for a small undertown man. 

A group of men sat watching the spectacle in a far corner. One of them smoking a water pipe. He pulled the pipe from his lips and let out a plume of smoke. The man watched the scene shrewdly, his eyes never leaving Rapheth.

Shukala, looking quite self-satisfied, strode through the crowded tavern and sat beside Rapheth.

"I see we will be kept in good drink for the rest of the night. What is he paying for? The good stuff or the mealy beer in the vat?"

"The best. Nothing less." Said Ephron, giving Harech a pointed look. Shukala, however amused he was and however carefree his friends were, was always half alert to surroundings and to people. The men in the corner on the other side of the room did not escape his notice. It was dark where they sat and all he could make out from their table were columns and rings of smoke buffeted around shadowed figures. He felt suddenly as if their center table laid them naked and bare before all while others sat safely hidden in corners to take in the spectacle, of which Rapheth and Ephron were nearly always at the center. As one of the tavern men made his way to their table with a tray of goblets and a fired-clay amphora of barley beer, Shukala tapped Rapheth's shoulder.

"Eh? Oh, good trick Shukala! You must show it to me one day. I knew you would not let us down."

"Yes. Of course not. But listen," he lowered his voice, "there are men, there in the corner behind you. You cannot see them but I saw them as I came in. They are watching us. I do not like the looks of them. I think that I have seen them before around here. No! Do not look now." He warned, grabbing his arm as Rapheth turned to look behind him. Rapheth stopped mid-turn and calmly picked up a goblet of beer and took a drink. Ephron leaned in.

"What is it?"

"The men there in the back. I do not trust them." Said Shukala.

"They watch us, Shukala thinks. Do not look or they will know we know they are watching us." 

"Huh! I will look if I may. Who will stop me? If they want to stare perhaps we should give them reason to!" Said Ephron defiantly. He swept his gaze brazenly to the back corner. The men averted their gazes quickly. Ephron snorted with disdain.

"What do you think?" He asked them.

"I do not know what to think of them." Said Rapheth, fingering one of his game pieces.

"I think they are Hatchet Men." Countered Shukala quietly.

"Puh! Good-for-nothings." Scoffed Ephron. Rapheth grinned, feeling bold.

"In any case, I will not let them stop me from having a good time, whoever they are. We have had our battles. We hold our own. Do not worry, Shukala. I fear my father far more than those dogs!" Said Rapheth and he finished his beer and went back to his game of hounds and jackals, calling for anyone listening to come and play. 

They played for hours until the beer was done, only two vessels of beer in all and three games of H and Js - Harech being a cheapskate and they being forgiving and merely looking for merriment. Rapheth stretched his arms and legs and yawned loudly like a young waking lion.

"I am ready for bed. Let us go." He patted his friends on the back and got up, grabbing his mask. He wrapped his robes about him hoping that Ilim was still out and about. There would be lots of study and reading tomorrow, and scribal duties. He was not supposed to be here. In fact, none of them were. It was dangerous for schismatics within the Aishanna-La to be about in any places but Hevan or Gamina unless they kept their mouths shut. Yet, sometimes he felt he needed to just have a little enjoyment. His thoughts of late took him to dark places and darker dreams. Dreams of engulfing fire and blood red stars. It was merriment like this with his friends that took his mind off of troubling thoughts. The mysterious pieces of information he gathered from his mother and the prophet Ilim seemed to piece together a mysterious picture that frightened him. These things he kept to himself. Not even to his friends did he talk of them. 

He swept these small guilty feelings from his mind. It was only a little fun. Nothing wrong with that. Ephron and Shukala followed him out.

"Come back soon! I will have some special ladies to entertain you boys next time. There's a few who are curious about you. Handsome young men! I know your folk are straight on the arrow. Come to Mara next time and she will fix that for you. I know many women who would like to meet you."

"No doubt they would." Said Ephron. And therein lay the danger. Rapheth realized. What sort of women? Who are they? He had been brought up to mistrust people who were not like him. His whole life seemed shrouded in mystery and secrecy. But he did not mention any of this.

"Ah, haha." He laughed weakly at Mara and turned and left. They made their way through the streets moving slowly upward toward the city above. He and his mother had lived here, once. Villages intermittently dispersed like sudden croppings of trees and bushes might populate a wilderness. Much of it looked like a long and complicated system of catacombs and caves where people simply squatted and made their dwellings; the poorest of the poor, people with dark pasts, criminals and others. The rambling underground city was built during the Age of Empires, an age now largely forgotten by the people above ground or below.

It was when they neared the last level before reaching above ground that they were aware that they were being followed. Rapheth gave silent signals to his friends and they quickly rounded a corner and ducked into a small cave, passing by a group of makeshift tents and holed out dwellings, through long columns of hangings and boxes until they did not see their pursuers. They laughed, after losing them and continued on, nearing the opening of an abandoned cistern. Around the corner once they got outside the four Hatchet Men met them. The youths came to a dead stop, then backed into fighting stances. The men had tracked them through another way.

"What do you think, Ephron?" Asked Rapheth, not taking his eyes from them.

"I think there are only four and we are three. It will not be easy but we have seen these odds before." He said. Shukala grunted and they pulled out their knives. However the men whipped open their robes and where before they were invisible or seemed so, now there were long scabbards at their sides. These men carried army issued swords. Rapheth swallowed hard. In a flash Ephron took his dagger and hurled it at the face of one of their would-be attackers. The man was nearly pierced in the eye but ducked just in time to be sliced on the temple. He cursed in surprise at the mark. Rapheth and Shukala did the same but this time their daggers were deflected, though one of the daggers landed deep into the arm of one of the men. The youths took off as quickly as they could, their pursuers right behind them. If they separated it would be trouble and they did not know if there were more pursuers on the way. Shukala picked up a large, broken clay vessel and threw it, prompting the other two to do the same but this did not slow down their pursuers. The only thing that saved the boys was their indefatigable speed and nimbleness. The men had a hard time catching up. They turned a corner and found themselves trapped in a dead end with no way to scale the building. The men were angry now.

"Take the one there in the middle," one of them said, nodding towards Rapheth, "kill the other two." They moved in swiftly, broad, short iron swords at the ready, when just as swiftly another stranger appeared behind them with a bright, sword flashing like a torch in the late evening. He cut down one of the Hatchet Men before he had a chance to move, running him through. Then he was on to the second one, snatching up his braid from behind and slashing his throat. One of them bore down on him but the stranger moved away quick as a side-winder and grabbed up a large pot near a doorway and hurled it at him, bashing his face with it, breaking the pot to pieces. One escaped down the alley but the apparent leader of the group, the one now with the bleeding face and broken teeth stood his ground. He lunged at his opponent. The stranger  moved nimbly and then did a thing that surprised the youths and the other man - he lept over the man, powerful and graceful like a desert ram and landed behind him. However, the Hatchet Man was quick and moved to turn and lunged again nearly taking the man's head. He ducked just in time and with his body, using it like a whip lashing toward the man with ferocious speed and the man was suddenly pinned to the ground, panting with the last moments of life left in him. With the stranger's  sword in his belly he stared at his opened gut in shock and then he cried out in agony. The stranger bent over, took a knife from the man's belt, covered his mouth with his hand and cut his throat. He stood up and looked the youths over, then spoke as if to command them before they would try to escape. His face was covered. He lifted his face covering and faced them squarely. They merely stood, gaping.

"Do not move. I was hired to see about you and watch over you. Especially you, boy." He nodded at Rapheth. Rapheth lifted a brow.

"Why?"

"A woman named Zigal sent me." Rapheth drew in a sharp breath.

"Why did she send you?"

"She thought you might meet trouble. I can see why. All three of you are reckless and stupid. You do not belong in the unnamed city." Ephron sniffed and Rapheth frowned.

"I was raised in the unnamed city. What is it to you?"

"I already told you. Your mother hired me. You may have been raised there for a time but not your whole life, otherwise those men would never have been able to find you so easily. You are schismatics. I can tell." Rapheth detected a slight sneer in the man's voice. "Why do you come around these dark places? What fascination does it hold for you? Certain people are seeking your soul, boy, and your friends will be killed right along with you. Your mother sent me to look for you. Come with me. Those men are probably not the only ones looking for you and as you saw, one of them got away."

"I can fight." Said Rapheth, suddenly feeling put out and humiliated.

"Of that I have no doubt, otherwise you'd already be dead. It grows late. I know a way that we can avoid being seen by too many people. Where are your weapons?" He asked. The boys carried more than a single dagger and they showed him. He grunted in satisfaction and showed them the way out of the alley and through a small, narrow door just around the corner.

"So. . .who are you?" Asked Rapheth.

"A mercenary."

"Mercenary! Not very honorable." Said Ephron. The man ignored him. Shukala was silent.

"What is your name?" Asked Rapheth. The man looked about quickly and said in a low voice.

"Rhadun. I am from the desert."

"A tribesman then?"

"Yes. As we all are in one way or another."

"True."

"You acknowledge this fact?" The man seemed surprised.

"Of course. All people come from the tribes. They were our first mothers and fathers." Said Rapheth.

"All things that are pure and righteous come from the desert." Said Ephron. Rhadun grunted in approval.

"Where did you learn how to fight like that? You jump so high in the air! Like an eagle!" Asked Shukala.

"I learned it from my life in the desert, long ago. Desert people are taller, stronger than city people. Out in the desert the air is pure and it fills the lungs with no contamination. The food is pure. Out there boys learn to jump like the ram and to fight like lions. If a man takes a deep enough breath, he may fly."

"I want to learn how to wield a sword like that! Can you teach us?" Asked Rapheth. The man turned and gazed at them, his eyes wide but inscrutable to Rapheth. It seemed that the corners turned upwards in a grin but his face was covered again.

"That I can do, if you so desire. A young man of your age, it is high time you learned how to use a proper weapon. Like a sword. One day you will wield one. But come now. It is a wild night and a dangerous one. Among the revelers there are murderous plots in the air and wild dogs prowling about and I do not mean the four-legged kind." He picked up his pace and took them by ways they did not recognize back to Rapheth's home, the little community in the northern quarter of Rhuctium with Rapheth and his two friends hurrying to keep up. Rapheth wondered what omen this was that his life was saved this night. Feeling guilty and foolish about the whole affair he promised himself  he would make an offering of repentance at the temple. And he dearly hoped that Ilim would not find out that he had left his studies to go cavorting around with his friends. He would be ashamed if the prophet knew. 

But to wield a sword like that! It would certainly punctuate his days with excitement in between the reading of the Holy Writings and the Laws.
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Chapter Two
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Taliat the queen enacted laws and built schools for the noble daughters of the lands of Egi and Hybron and under her more wealth flowed into the kingdom. But a price was exacted and to pay that price the people of Hybron followed the Egians and the Zapulians in sacrificing their sons and daughters to the gods of Egi, to Nimnet and Elyshe. She also took to harrying and attacking the tribes around about Hybron and Egi. For the lands and the mountainous regions they roamed and lived upon were rich with metals and precious gems. This was the new wealth of the land and the price to keep it was blood. The land prospered. Yet, she was not satisfied and became greatly concerned with the prophecies of the Red King, to know them and to change them by seeking to kill her son.

- The Fourth Book of the Kings 1:10, Translations of The Holy Aishanna

The Month of Pin, 1700 A. T. V.

He carefully opened the black resin boxes and examined the precious objects closely. All three that he'd ordered were there. Exquisite in detail, painstakingly beautiful etching of arcane spells. And deadly. It was exciting to finally have these precious things, banned for so many years, in his possession. The scorpions were made of lacquered shell and copper. It had taken three years since their commission and they were made by some of the finest craftsmen in Egium. A collusion between certain Golden Alchemists and Black Alchemists, a thing known but never acknowledged openly. He closed two of the boxes carefully.

"Superb in every detail. The queen will be well pleased with the gift." Said Bakku. "But I must test them to see if they work. Bring me one of the creatures there." He said to a manservant standing nearby. 

"Of course, sire." Said the envoy-alchemist. A rat was handed to him from a basket. He took one of the gleaming mechanical scorpions out of its box, the largest one, and with a candle flame he lit its metal wicker on its side so that it became red hot. He hung the rat by its tail in front of it, dangling the squirming creature. It screeched and tried to bite his hand. He slapped its head. Suddenly and without warning the scorpion's tail lashed out and impaled the rat. Bakku jumped in fear and surprised at its speed. The animal shuddered as the scorpion continued to stab until it impaled its tail deep into the rat's brain. The rat convulsed for a few moments more, blood trickling from its mouth and then eventually it went still. He was satisfied. They would be even more effective when those long, forceful stingers were filled with poison, of which the queen kept a large collection.

"Are you well pleased, sire?" Asked the envoy. He and his companion were of the Black Guild and in the employ of a powerful alchemist named Erol, who it was said could create terrible things and that he had the secret knowledge of the gods. All alchemical arts were banned from Hybron but Bakku had ways of getting around this. So did others. The queen had welcomed the idea of alchemists and their works in the land, secretly, so long as they could serve her purposes and she had specifically invited a man who it was rumored had a connection with the Black Guild in Egi. 

The envoy-alchemists before him were dressed in their characteristic black garb. They did not wear their cone-shaped hats or their metal symbols for fear of attack while in Hybron.

"I am well pleased. I have your fee and tell your master that I may have need of his services again one day. These are not only effective but quite beautiful. Impressive." The envoys both smiled slyly.

"A thing worth doing is always worth doing well, sire. Our master would do no less. We are happy to relay your message, sire." Said the first envoy. They bowed as he handed them the fee - one hundred-fifty silver ingots in three plain wooden carrying cases. He took away the flame and the scorpion died down. He then placed the scorpion carefully back in its box and poured himself a tall goblet of scorpion wine after the men left. If the queen's astrologers, spies and huntsmen could not do what could be done to find the boy, perhaps these could flush him out.

. . .

The air was cool but it would be another hot day later on. As usual the sky was blindingly clear. Not even the usual thin, wispy clouds that floated so high in the sky had appeared. A maid servant took away the tray with the jeweled ewer and her silver goblet of the daily elixir. She savored the taste. The sweetness of the drink gone, the bitterness now settled in at the roof of her mouth. Thus it would be like this for the transformation. She now ate only from silver plates or drank from silver goblets for the metal of silver had healing properties. She desired purification at all times even in the smallest things and silver was the element of purification. She sighed and lay back against the balcony, stroking Vala. The cat purred softly. The queen's hair, nearly to her knees now, was being combed, oiled and braided. If only she could have the precious balsam oil to scent it. The most precious of oils. Oil of the First One, it was said. She wanted it for its healing and calming properties but it was exceedingly rare and hard to come by, even for the privileged. 

The queen was lounging on her bedroom balcony, a massive space with a sprawling garden now built into it. The trees planted in urns gave her shade from the sun. In front of the palace across the way, sat the temple to Nimnet, which was nearly finished. When that was complete her duty to the gods would be finished and she would be richly rewarded for all her hard work. It had been stressful but the prize more than worth all the spilled blood in the world. And much blood had been spilled and more yet would be before the end of it. The edict she'd sent out years ago after the king died, the edict to every temple, office and every public space, that she and Khalit were to be acknowledged as divine on Chialis and an offering was to be made of incense or an oath given, had changed everything. Her desires then grew into a reality regarding godhood. Kahlit had died and in the minds of the people had joined the gods but she would do something different. The image to her that he wanted made had been diverted to Nimnet's temple. It helped root out anyone who might pose a problem; execution for anyone who did not acknowledge the divine couple. She had embarked on something never done before and it was serious business. Divine Business.

Yadua, finished with oiling a thick section of hair until it shined like onyx, began to braid it down. In the distance from where they were was The Forest. The executed, impaled on high stakes for their crimes; stealing, murder and other petty crimes and the worst offense of all: refusing to acknowledge her divinity - or soon to be complete divine essence, in any case. It included anyone who mentioned their belief of any prophecy of the Aishanna-La. The stench of the corpses and the blood, excrement and viscera that it produced had long been one that had receded into the background of the other scents of Jhis and became woven into the tapestry of its essence but on hotter days it was brought forward before all other smells. The fragrant imported lemon and orange trees of the palace gardens and the giant orchids and irises and other imported flowers on her balcony garden usually masked it.

"Please finish up, Yadua. I do not have all day. Or I will have another of your fingers cut off." She said, irritated. Yadua bowed and deftly quickened her braiding pace, pinning the front braids together with the jeweled pins and then affixed her silver diadem with the sapphire gems. She gathered up the combs and the other accessories on a tray and then bowed low. The queen waved her away and sat down on her divan as Yadua left. Another servant cleared her throat.

"Your Greatness, the huntsman is here." 

"Bring him to me."

"The queen will see you now." She heard the woman say, farther inside the bedroom. She heard his sturdy footfalls approaching. She sighed in exasperation. Why do things happen so slowly? When her father was alive if something needed to be done it seemed it was done instantly. Vala continued to purr and did not stir but Taliat knew the cat was attentive to everything. But this was not work for a palace pet. The man dropped to one knee and bowed before her. She was impatient.

"And what have you found?"

"I sent men to Rhuctium on information I have, to find boys of fifteen years who have your likeness. Surely though, this is difficult work Your Greatness. This could be any boy in the land and there is no proof the boy may be your. . .relation."

"The priestess has given me incontrovertible proof of the boy's looks. He looks like myself, I am told. He is my very image and he has eyes like mine and my father's."

"It may very well be that we will have to haul in half the boys in the kingdom to the palace."

"You will, if it comes to that. This prophecy of Ilim's assures me that the boy is alive and well."

"You really do believe him?" The man questioned.

"If only to crush it because it competes with another prophecy, one that is blessed by the gods of Hybron and Egi: "The serpent is rising". Prophecies compete just like men do in an arena. Which will get the mastery? It is up to me to choose which one will prevail. So, you heard rumors near Rhuctium? What of Rhuctium?"

"The men I sent there said they may have found one who fits the high-priestess's description exactly. The description as you say, she saw in her visions. Last I heard from them, they were moving in to take him and bring him here. Then a few days ago I got a message from one of my sources saying they had found dead Hatchet Men in the city and gave a description of the bodies. Those men were working for me. I sent four of them to bring back the boy. Three are dead and one is missing. They had been killed in what looked like a street brawl." The queen frowned.

"These were Hatchet Men, you say?'" She asked. The huntsman nodded. 

"I wonder who but seasoned warriors could kill a Hatchet Man, much less a group of them. In any case, this discovery leads me to believe that the boy may very well be in Rhuctium."

"I suspect this as well."

"Good. Pull your resources towards that city for a more concentrated search." 

"Your Greatness, if I may. The boy is of the age to attend one of the great schools down there. Perhaps sending your honored guest that just arrived from Egium there would be a good idea. Perhaps he may turn something up if my men do not." He countered. The queen's eyes lit up with cold, bright flame.

"Ah! What an excellent idea! I will have you speak with him on the matter of the boy. Inform him that I shall send him on to Rhuctium at once." He bowed again.

"Oh, and huntsman, my dreams and the visions of the high-priestess have the face of Ilim the prophet, along with this boy. The mad prophet is connected with this treasonous outrage against me. While in Rhuctium, search for him as well."

"We have not heard word about him for a few years."

"I know and that is well. It would be even more well if you found him and brought him here. I have not forgotten him. He is a man with great powers. In my last hours as I am now I will need such a man. His powers, anyway. Increase the reward for the boy. Any man who can find him will be paid the boy's weight in silver."

"Certainly, Your Greatness."

"I do realize these things take time and I am patient huntsman, but do not tarry overmuch. The great day of the sun god has passed. It is late spring. My ascension is nearing." He bowed again and left quickly.  She saw another manservant  coming.

"The royal barge is ready." He said. She turned to Setimet.

"Take care of my serpent. It seems he grows larger every month."

"Is it time for him to feed again, Your Greatness?" She asked eagerly. The queen laughed lightly.

"It is. If any of the new serving girls displeases you Setimet, feed her to him. You have my blessing." Setimet's eyes brightened. She picked up the cat left the room.

Things were moving along. More slowly than she liked, but moving. Her spies were nearly everywhere. Even within the Ainash's Hatchet Men she had infiltrated them. Her chosen serving women followed her in a train behind as she left her personal apartments and descended the steps. She was on her way to the royal tomb to do two very controversial things which had forced her to imprison a few people for daring to dispute her. She was dedicating a school in Egium for noblewomen, the first college if its kind for religious training and intellectual pursuits. The Esoterica of Egium. That had been difficult enough, but she'd pushed it through even with the sly machinations and sneaky obstructions against it from her uncle. Secondly, she would dig up Khalit's bones. Many thought it sacrilege, those who did not worship as Egians did. However, he had been deified and now she needed them. She would need all the holy things she could find. Those outside of the palace thought it evil and did not understand. They did not understand that prophecy drove her to do this, impelled her, like their own prophecies drove them to believe this or that. But only one web of prophecies could be allowed to survive.

When she finally reached the palace gate her royal litter was waiting. Egian warriors in golden chariots spear-headed the royal procession. The sun seemed blinding and overbearing even though it was still early morning and the air slightly cool. A maidservant covered her head with a thin silver veil and she climbed in, clutching her sacred flail and staff to her breast. How she wished for the night and its coolness. All eyes as always were on her and for these last few years it tired her, made her suspicious. She felt exposed and violated, outside and under the sun. She had not counted on her feelings and emotions over being exposed and seen by so many people when she became queen. She was raised in hidden rooms, luxuriant, hidden chambers, a daughter of secret rites. She worshiped goddesses of the night. She would be glad of night again. And when she finally ascended, night would last forever. She would make it so.
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Chapter Three
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Over the years Ilim had endured every conceivable trouble and misfortune there was and yet, here he was again among his people. No matter the hardships and dangers he endured, it was worth the price he paid for not marrying, for not seeking wealth, position or fame or anything a man his age would have achieved ten times over. It was in a tiny crowded two-room house where he spoke. Most of those gathered would eventually make their way to the temple for Night Prayer but for them, going to the local temple had become a mere ritual so as not to draw the attention of the traditionalists. Strange, he thought, how those who seek to go back to the elementary things of the Law are the apostates. Gathering for public prayers and offering animal sacrifices were still the right of all the Aishanna-La but these ones, the shismatics some now called them, also gathered in small homes in Gamina and Hevan. Many did not go to the temples for the festivals or to hear public oratories on the Holy Writings any longer. They knew that God was no longer with the Ainash. God was with his prophets, one who was now expounding the way of the Book of Laws and warning them of the signs to come. It was dangerous work. The palace sought to stamp out this hope, this new challenge to their divine authority. The Ainash, who were concerned with temporal riches and status saw them as a constant thorn in their side - a reproach, and most of the kingdom's subjects saw it as an uncomfortable accusation against the culture of and long-standing tradition of bloodshed and greed. Thus, it was now dangerous to be a true Aishanna-La of the old ways. Most schismatics stayed away from the public games, sports and other public entertainments so as not to encounter the question of the queen's divinity. Around the land some had paid the price of impalement but Ilim had warned beforehand in letters to the small groups around the land to stay away from things that they had no business attending; this would protect them from the question and subsequent trials. If only he could convince Rapheth, the very one spoken of in the prophecies, to do the same. Ilim was in constant exasperation and fear for the boy. He glanced at Rapheth and caught the boy intently watching him. He seemed true at heart but he had a wild spirit in him from his father and a deceptive quality in him from his mother and this worried Ilim. Would he really be the one? Had he failed in training up the boy? He and Zigal had many conversations on the matter. Zigal stuck by her opinion that the boy was strong-willed but had a good heart.

Finishing his teachings he rolled up the scroll and handed it to Rapheth. They were in the home of a man named Dalet, an old man, and his Rurrian wife Rusudan, who had no children. Ilim sat down as the younger families were readying themselves to leave. It was late evening. Rapheth carefully rolled up the scrolls and leaves of papers, carefully placing them into the leather sack.

"Here, my brother Ilim. A cup of quass. I am sorry I have nothing else to offer you."

"You have offered your home as a sacred space. That is enough, Dalet and I am thankful for it." Ilim drank it down, grateful. Compared to the quass of the tribal peoples it was weak but his throat responded to it in the same fashion. Satisfaction of thirst.

"It is a hot one today. It may be even worse tomorrow and it is not even summer yet. This much heat too early in the year signals trouble." Said Ilim.

"When it gets hot like this the vermin come out in droves. They found three dead men a few weeks ago in one of the backstreets not too far from here. Some say they might have been Hatchet Men. Have you heard anything?" Asked Dalet. Ilim glanced sharply at Rapheth who was concentrating on the scrolls. The youth looked up suddenly at the mention of the dead men and then quickly looked away and continued putting the scrolls away. 

"I have heard. A little too close to home I would say. Murderously hot weather seems to encourage murder itself." Said Ilim.

"You know, things have gotten so bad these days. I am tired Ilim. Worn out from this life. I know I cannot hurry things but I just wish it would all be over now."

"I know. We are in the midst of it but it must become dark before we see the light again."

"But how dark, I wonder? How many people must be impaled alive over her whims? How many children must be sacrificed on the alters of her gods? Even Hec is not so cruel as this Nimnet. I see no difference between this one and Tasi."

"Only in the darkest day do we see the true light. Until then we must endure it. Most of those of our people who had the good sense to leave Jhis when the king married this monster have saved themselves from the worst of it. Remember that. The warning went out long ago to leave Jhis because of its coming destruction. Those who are truly loyal followed that counsel. We will not be shielded from troubles but it has been born out that when we follow holy counsel we do not suffer as much as those who ignore it."

"You are right. It is just that times are so uncertain and frightening now."

"Rest assured, I know this, most of all. But I also know other things." Ilim's eyes grew bright. "He is coming, my brother." There were a precious few Ainash priests who had left the Golden Temple either literally or in a spiritual sense, and followed Ilim. He kept in contact with the ones who were not in Jhis, ministering to them, traveling undercover to speak with them and encourage them when he could. They were scattered throughout the land. It was this tiny group who knew Rapheth was the chosen one of God and of this they said nothing to anyone outside of their group. Any knowledge hidden from the authorities pertaining to the boy meant death.

"Come Rapheth, it is time, unless you will go to Night Prayer?" Rapheth shook his head.

"Well Dalet, I thank you for opening your home each week for the readings. May God bless you and your dear wife."

"And may you always be blessed, Ilim." Said Dalet. They gathered their bags and filed out behind the others, hugging their brethren and saying greetings of love before going their own way. 

On the way back to the house Ilim finally broached the subject. 

"So, you and your friends went down to that rathole again, even though I told you not to! Now three men are dead because of your foolishness!" Rapheth was shocked. Ilim snorted derisively.

"Really? You think because I am old that I am senile as well? You thought that I would not know?" 

The boy's face fell. He knew better than to ask how Ilim knew. The old man just seemed to know things.

"Your mother told me. She keeps her ear to the street when I am out and about and while you are apparently widdling your life away, Rapheth!" They climbed the steps and went inside.

"Listen to me! I do not tell you not to do this or that for my own good but for yours. Wicked people frequent taverns and alehouses for no-good things. Now, more than ever. I am surprised you have not come down with some strange ailment of sores on your goah yet, boy." Rapheth drew himself up in a huff.

"Do not act proudly now that you have been found out."

"I would never do something to get a shriveled, sore-ridden goah, father!"

"Well what else am I to expect? You hang around prostitutes, drunks and gamblers and thieves, you and your friends! I have a mind to tell their families what Ephron and Shukala have been up to!" He softened his voice. "Look. There is another reason, Rapheth. Come sit down. It is time I explained this in full to you. You are of age now." He motioned towards the table. Rapheth put the bag down on the table and sat down. Ilim removed the many books and scrolls piled there. 

"You are nearly a man grown now. In some places in this world you would be married with a child on the way. Or conducting military campaigns." Ilim grew pensive as he gazed at Rapheth. 

"When you were younger Zigal and I only told you bits and pieces about your true heritage for your own safety. Your father was once king of this land."

"King! Mother told me that he was a powerful man but she refused to say any more."

"For your safety and hers. Your father was King Khalit, who died in battle fifteen years ago." Rapheth blew in a sharp breath. His eyes, lit with that ever strange fire, grew bright. Ilim had always found them intense, powerful and odd. Nothing like Khalit's eyes. In fact, he did not look very much like Khalit in his looks or coloring except his hair, which was a riot of loose black and brown curls. And he had a wild streak. That was Khalit in him. Ilim went on.

"Your mother. . . " he began, slowly.

". . is the queen," finished Rapheth. Ilim jerked his head in astonishment.

"But how did you know this?" Rapheth looked solemn, far beyond his fifteen years.

"I saw her once when she was here in the city to inaugurate a new college. I felt something stir in me, as if I knew her. It was a strange feeling. I look just like her. As if I sprang from her, solely."

"Did anyone notice you?" Rapheth shook his head.

"No. When I am outside of our neighborhood. . .or underground" he added sheepishly, "I cover my head and my face with a scarf or rag, like the Gilphaens or the Karig. Some people here think I am a Gilphaen." Ilim heaved a great sigh.

"Did she see you?"

"No. She was so. . .serene and beautiful, like the carved statues of Rhuctium by the artists at the art school."

"Yes. I know. She holds many enthrall to her. Be careful for she is wicked beyond reasoning. Zigal can tell you of her own experiences, like when she ordered all of the king's offspring and concubines to be killed. You would have been murdered too. The only reason why you are here today is because of Zigal and Queen Diti's belief in holy prophecy. Those faithful women. Poor Queen Diti. . " Ilim began, his face fell. His eyes filled with tears.

"What happened to Queen Diti?"

"Well, it is said officially that she fell from her balcony window one morning after having had too much drink. But many  believe she was murdered. In fact, we know it in our souls. She was a holy woman. Devout. She rarely drank wine or spirits. But she had visions of you, child and she made a way to preserve you alive. If only she had fled Jhis sooner. She loved the city and the palace life too much, I think. Even so, may she come to be in Paradise in the end." Ilim wiped his face, got up and went to his writing desk and pulled out a stack of leaf pages in wide cream colored paper.

"I have been working on this for some time now. It may seem strange to you that Zigal and I have you writing and reading the holy book and history and even law but you are meant for great things."

"I do not feel that way. I just feel lost sometimes."

"You are humble enough and that is a good thing. It is fine for one to feel afraid at times. It is normal but always remember even in your darkest hours God will turn to you when you call to Him in prayer. He will be there for you, you especially. One day I will not be here to teach and instruct you in the law. One day neither me or Zigal will be here to guide you. You will have to know it for yourself and you know many things well enough but you must take this most seriously Rapheth. One day it will be up to you to lead many peoples back to the Red Path. In order to do that you must know the path and believe in it." He handed Rapheth the papers. They were his writings of his book, The Book of Ilim the Prophet.

"You will have this added to the Holy Writings?"

"I do not know. All I know is that I must write down these prophecies God has given me. The tide of world history rises and falls, reaches an apex and rolls down again and future peoples may take comfort in these words during their own times of distress and learn from them. One never knows the future in its completeness but this is a great work I have been given. It must be written down and I have written down as much as I can remember. Please read them. You are the first to read them. I shall go, once again, on a mission. Airend-Ur has commanded and this time I may not come back. Someone else, an old acquaintance of mine is coming here in my stead to instruct you and help Zigal care for the household."

"Tell me father, what is this commission before you go? And who is this man that is coming?" Rapheth felt a desperate feeling rise in him. Ilim was the only father he knew.

"A broken vessel the land has become and especially Jhis, the seat of power. A vessel, worthless and good for nothing."

"A broken vessel must be ground down and put to better use." Said Rapheth. Ilim nodded.

"Shattered to pieces, and this is like the land of Hybron and the city of Jhis, especially. Its end is drawing near. It has been found worthless and there is hardly anyone left doing good. It will be shattered like a worthless vessel. This is my message. That no one wants to hear. But hear it, they must. Remember Raptheth, you are the crest of the prophecy's fulfillment. But watch those you bring close to you. Your father did not watch carefully and he brought serpents into his bosom and he was killed for it. Beware you do not do the same and if you do reject the law of God, He will find another, for His purpose will never be thwarted, only re-routed."

"If my true mother is so evil, why did He allow me to come from her?"

"Why not? God can use anyone at will to bring about His own will. Wicked though she is, she is of the blood of the Reshaim, like your father. The Reshaim served a very unique purpose, Rapheth. God promised that a king would rise from  their blood again and He will keep that promise and find a way to work through whatever means exists."

"Why did they exist in the first place? Everything about them is hidden in mystery."

"During the Age of Creation there was a great rebellion lead by the unnamed one in heaven. You know the account. The rebellion was the reason for the Reshaim, to bring those among mankind who would choose the Father back to Him. Among other things. But the most important reason for their existence was to provide a solution for the mess created after the rebellion, to bring us back in harmony with the original order of things, back to the First Pillar. Strabs were one of the original Mother Tribes and I perceive that not all of them are evil, though I do not know any that are not, personally. The blood of the Red King must be sacred royal blood, Reshaim blood to be acceptable for the purpose. That Reshaim line was preserved through the Dark Age, the Age of the Twilight Kingdoms, to our present day. We are still under the Age of the Twilight Kingdoms. That Khalit happened to meet and marry another tribeswoman of the blood seems incidental to the eye of man but served the grand Purpose set long ago. One can be evil and still give birth to something good. Sometimes. Why should you be thrown away  because of your mother or your father?" Rapheth looked thoughtful for a while. They were silent for a long time, then the boy turned to the papers and started reading them as Ilim prepared his bag to leave. 

"Send letters to the ones holding the small gatherings, Rapheth  and let them know about about my current mission. I shall be gone for a long time."

"Yes, father."

"Much depends upon your own will in this, son. I cannot make you do a single thing anymore. When you were younger I would give you a good beating for this sort of disobedience but I am too old to render such punishment and you are old enough to know better. You laze about too often and you disobey me and you are sneaky and deceptive. I see these qualities in you and it disturbs me. You must decide for yourself if you are guided by law or by principle. Must you have a literal rule hanging about your neck everywhere you go? Or can you live by principle, as I have tried to teach you? Perhaps I have failed."

"Do not say that father!" Rapheth cried.

"Aich! Remember what I have taught you, for one day you too, like Anet the prophetess, will not have the protective arms and bands of a city or a book of laws to tell you what to do. You must know it in your heart and only then will the true man in the heart become apparent." Said Ilim. He then left the room.

Rapheth did not know what to say. He had been found out. Again. Perhaps he was a failure and they put too much trust in him. Too many hopes. He dutifully set about writing the letters for Ilim. He heard Zigal in the back courtyard by the new, enlarged brick oven built for her, cooking dinner and talking with someone. A voice he did not recognize. These noises receded into the noise of the background as he concentrated on his task. He then decided to take a break from writing and read Ilim's writings. He read some of the words in a soft undertone and he felt a stirring within him as if they awakened a power long asleep. His hands trembled slightly and then he quickly put the papers down.

"Oh yes," called Ilim from an interior room, "you will be trained with a proper king's weapon soon. Zigal has informed me."

"When?" Called Rapheth excitedly. Now this was something he could handle. The memory of the stranger in the alley rushed back to him. He heard footsteps walk in from the courtyard in the back of the house. The footsteps were heavier than he knew Zigal's or Ilim's to be. Alert, he turned in his chair towards the sound. The words from the powerfully timbre'd voice immediately caught his attention.

"Now. Get up and face me, boy." It was the stranger, Rhadun. "Catch!" He said casually and Rapheth, too late, saw something go sailing by his head. It was one of his own daggers. Rapheth's face flushed and he grew hot with anger.

"Why did you do that? You could have killed me! That is not a toy, Rhadun!" He said indignantly. He'd missed the dagger and it went clattering to the floor behind him. The man shook his head slowly and regarded him coolly. 

"You can't even throw a dagger properly." Said Rapheth. Yet he was excited that the stranger showed up again. It was something different for a change.

"I wasn't trying to kill you, boy. By the way, my real name is Rhajit. I thought you were supposed to be so quick and skilled in a fight? I see you missed that surprise by a league. I gave you warning enough by clomping across the floor like an auroch. Whether it is a street fight with assassins or in the heat of a great battle, you will not have time to react or behave imperiously. Calm your spirit. Your first lesson: "A man who drops his weapon or his attention is a dead man."
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Chapter Four 
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It was one of those days where he worked in the cool confines of his master's alchemist's cave. It was the month of Pin, the last month of spring. But no matter. It was scorching in Egi by the time the first month of spring arrived. Demos was happy to work in the cave. He had cleaned all the bottles, vessels, pots and utensils. It was now time to begin with the careful and flawless recopying of Master Ulthi-Nahkteht's "minor" notes - he would never allow Demos to see his secret writings on his "important" experiments - and there would be receipts to write up and stamp when the customers came later in the week for their orders.

Ulthi-Nahkteht Ut belonged to a lesser guild in Yilphaeus within the Society of the Black Guild of Thaumaturgists and Alchemists of Egium. He knew dark things and the secrets of his fellow brothers of the black guild. Or pretended to.

The Black  Guild was the most secretive, cruel and ruthless of the alchemist guilds. Demos had the misfortune of meeting other servants of his master's brothers at a special conjunction some years back and most of them were something out of an ancient horror tale. He still had nightmares about it. Human-animal hybrids and worse, many miserable, suffering failed hybrids at that. The successful ones, he learned, worked in the military, the slave pits or the brothels. He'd seen many things that turned his stomach inside out over the years, such as unwanted infants given to these black brothers for experiments or left to die and eaten by wild dogs or pigs in the street. He hated living in Egi. But most of the time he was put to work copying extensive notes after experiments, cleaning the laboratory and the upper house and washing clothes and other drudgery. How he'd managed to escape experimentation by his master he was not sure. Surely God's hand was in it? Or, most likely, his master was simply a failure and did not have the ability and knowledge to carry out such experiments on humans. But he did not dare to think on that. He was fortunate and that was that. In the past Master Ulthi often did experiment on animals and sometimes in the most hideous ways. They always died and Demos was left to throw these abominations out with the trash. There was a special hole these went into under the house to a swift running stream underground, which took them away to wherever they would go. The first time he encountered this kind of alchemy under his master he panicked and tried to run away, bolting through the door but he was caught and beaten mercilessly and threatened that the same would happen to him if he tried to run away again. He was marked on his back with a slave tattoo and most in the neighborhood knew him as a slave. In Egi runaway slaves were captured and forced back into labor for their masters and could be legally killed by their masters.

What Demos had learned under all his years under Master Ulthi was that Master Ulthi was a poorly skilled alchemist who had not done anything of mention or importance. He had abandoned what many in the guilds saw as the more important experimental and esoteric work and often spent his time scheming for ways to get rich. He was largely regarded as a cheap, grasping, avaricious "puffer" - alchemists that were solely interested in creating elixirs for profit and trying to create gold or silver from the baser metals to get rich without any eye for spiritual properties or respect for the spiritual work of the practice. Demos saw with his own eyes that these criticisms leveled at him were correct.

The serious alchemist often kept a secret box in his laboratory, said for directing the essence of thoughts into them and he viewed it as sacred, like his laboratory. Ulthi, on the other hand, kept his secret box in his own secret, inner laboratory but his brick tower oven, his altar and work table and the lock box he kept there were not so much sacred but were things he had stolen long ago from his more successful brethren. He somehow thought that stealing from other alchemists would confer their successes upon him. He had once stolen books from an old alchemist of the White Guild who had passed away - how he had gotten into the man's house Demos was not sure but he suspected it had much to do with hired thugs or spies - and procured the man's secret journal of his recipes and experiments and observations he had made. Once, Demos glimpsed it. It was labeled: Collected White Arcana. Too bad for Ulthi the book was written in Nalian. Demos could read fragmentary sentences and words in Nalian but he did not speak it, which drove Ulthi in a frustrated rage for which Demos received a beating. Another interesting thing about the book was that one day when Master Ulthi had decided to find someone who could secretly translate it before it was found out that he had violated an old, revered law among his brethren - Do not trespass upon your brother's sacred spaces nor his sacred secrets - the writings upon the book's pages simply vanished. Each page that was touched and turned over, the writing faded away. Demos was secretly overjoyed at this. 

He often tried to hire spies to pose as servants in the houses of other alchemists to steal secrets from others to use for himself. These thoughts of secrets he had learned from others he would direct to his box. Demos suspected he had killed more than once and taken precious objects from other alchemists for his own. Demos himself, only being a lowly slave, was not allowed into the inner room attached to the basement, for his lowly and unapproved self would "poison" it, according to Ulthi. Which also meant a mind-bendingly painful beating. Demos was happy to oblige his master in this respect, especially. Demos kept his own counsel but had grown to understand quite a bit of beginning alchemy, if by accident, from his master. He hated the wretched man but pitied him too. He stole from other alchemists and nursed old and perceived grudges and wounds. He was a failure, in a word, and a peevish miser but he wasn't as evil as some and for that Demos was infinitely thankful. 

This day Master Ulthi was out on business. Though it was broad daylight outside he worked with the room lit with many candles. They were all set on a special table, by the corner away from the potions, elixirs and other fluids and material and away from his master's notes. Demos had managed to learn some experiments over the years and thought he had ways to improve upon some of them. Sometimes Ulthi even listened to him if he was in a good mood. This week a special gathering  of alchemists was meeting in the city. One of the most important alchemists of all the guilds, the Golden, the White and the Black was speaking this week. He, it was said, could turn iron into gold on certain days or nights and everyone hoped to meet with him and learn from him, most of all Master Ulthi. This is where Ulthi went on business and he had talked of it constantly before the day of the gathering. His watery eyes had widened in excitement at the thought all week. 

Demos picked up a stray note and looked it over. It was in Egian, a list of some metals and their characteristics. Carmite, nickel, red ochre, mercury and then it trailed off. He folded it up and lay it down with the other papers. It was all so mysterious, wonderful and frightening, all at the same time. Demos was damned anyway, so did it matter that he was at the heart of what was banned and thought of as evil in his own land? He might as well learn what he could. He'd stopped trying to run away - the last time he attempted it Master Ulthi had one of his feet crushed and so he walked with a perpetual drag and limp but he'd learned much here. He often wondered. If Ulthi died could he ever become a master? Or would he allow himself to be sold to another, more cruel master? In Jhis, if one's master died one was a free man but not so in Egi. One could not move up in station here unless by stealth and lies. After some hours he set down the writing utensils and finished organizing the papers. He had tasks upstairs at the shop as well and got ready to go upstairs. Master Ulthi ran a small shop and a few people would come to get small parts for machines or potions for different conditions or ailments. Not the usual, normal people for he was no doctor. His foot aching, he stopped to rest it against the wall and then continued on his way upstairs and went to the shop, a small room adjacent to the kitchen. He found the letter from one of the most recent customers, a new customer requesting new parts to a machine he had. 

Gold wires and copper wires, new. 

Demos went to the wall covering wooden catalogue with its numerous boxes and drawers for the wire. Master Ulthi had accomplished something in all his years as an alchemist - how to make fake gold. It was often just like gold when bought but turned to ash weeks later. He did this to save ladre and wondered aloud why he did not get much business these days. He would often blame Demos for being the harbinger of evil luck, for being so cheaply bought. Demos never said a word to these abuses but listened long-sufferingly. Demos would sometimes exchange the fake for real gold in the small money box kept in the basement for customers when he could and because of this Master Ulthi managed to still retain a few customers. It disgusted Demos to no end but he was in no position to dispute him. 

Demos pulled out the envelope with the gold wire and sighed. Yet again, he could tell his master was trying to cheat his customers. He had a tiny spyglass that he used to inspect things closely that he made from a small piece of glass in the cave. By the looks of it, the wire was of fake gold or Ulthi's Gold as he had once heard someone say in the neighborhood. Unfortunately, the word on Ulthi's Gold had gotten around. Demos knew where the real gold was and managed to get a tiny, tiny piece of it and made wire out of it on days his master was gone. This new customer they would have to keep if they were both going to eat everyday. Demos would make sure of that. Giving him cheap wire would not do. Demos grabbed the real gold wire and the copper, what he had left. He filled the order and as he was doing so a man came to the shop.

"Good day! Is your master home? Master Ulthi-Nahkteht? I sent a letter for a request not long ago."

"He is away on business, sir. You are here for the wire?"

"Yes, yes!" The man was tall but broad and husky and fair like most upper-class Egians. Demos guessed he might be an upper-class man. He wore plain but good quality clothing. Linen and finely woven cotton by the looks of it. 

"He will not be back until tomorrow. Which wire, sir?"

"The reams of gold and copper wire."

"I have it here. Would you like me to fix your machine? I could-"

"Oh, I think not. This here, what I have is no ordinary thing." The man smiled at Demos. His eyes twinkled.

"You have an honest and intelligent look about you. I am a good judge of a man's character and rarely am I wrong but I feel that I can at least show you what it is." Demos's eyes widened. This was more excitement and surprise than he'd had all year long. Who is this man? The man took out a fine linen sack from a leather bag at his side. He then carefully took out a few of the pieces from the sack and laid them on the table. At first Demos was not sure of what he was looking at but then he saw a map of the world, its intricate lines and borders drawn with gold and silver and illuminated inks. There were silver and copper and electrum rods and bent wires that needed replacing and he recognized it.

"This! This is one of the fabled globe-thaumaturgic devices! A chilyabium. The things that help men fold time and air and go to places far away instantly! I have never seen one before, only read about them!" He said excitedly. The man nodded vigorously and put the pieces back in his sack and put the sack back into his bag. Demos looked around to make sure no one was listening. At times, ears were everywhere.

"Where did you get it?" He whispered. 

"From a faraway place. It is also called a chilyabe. I am on my way to Hybron but I would like to fix it and put it back together again once I arrive there."

"Those things, they are-"

"Banned in Hybron. I know. But many things are changing in the world. Can you not feel it in the air?" Demos was not sure what he meant and thought him a bit strange. The man smiled his disarming smile again.

"I know you think I am odd. Many do. I am odd but in a good way. I mean you nor anyone else harm. I come to help topple over entrenched things my friend. Concepts, ideas -" he gave Demos a wicked grin, "even kingdoms." Demos lifted a brow at him.

"My name is Parso. I was born in Egi but raised in Hybron and I have traveled to many places to speak the Law and the Writings to anyone who will hear. I have learned much and seen much but now things are moving toward Hybron. I used to be an Ainash priest, you know."

"You were?" Demos was incredulous.

"Yes. I left the Golden Temple but I carry the Law and the Holy Writings in my heart, still." Demos felt the air move around him like a strong wind and he felt dizzy. What does this mean? This man coming here?

"Are you ill? What is wrong?" Asked the man.

"It was something you said. I am no longer with the Ainash priesthood either. But I never thought I would end up here." Demos suddenly felt humiliated. The man smiled warmly.

"You were? How did you serve at the temple?"

"I was a scribe."

"And you ended up here? Strange indeed! I shall pray for you, my brother."

"I need them. As many as possible."

"You may have arrived in this place through ignominious means but I suspect there is a reason. There has to be. I must get going and I am glad that I met you. What is your name?"

"Demos." He said weakly.

"Well Demos, perhaps we will meet again in this world? I hope it is so. Perhaps I can send a letter to your family? To let them know-"

"No! No. Please, I do not want them to know of my present circumstances. They would be shamed. Besides, by law there is nothing they can do to take me back. If they tried to buy me back my master would extort them for all they have. Or kill me." Said Demos. The man's face fell. Demos thought of the big trees in the forests of Hybron and the beautiful cultivated trees in the large cities like Jhis. He immediately blocked this stream of thoughts from his mind. They tortured him.

"I see. Well, good day to you, Demos, and I thank you for the wire. I shall pray for your good fortune." The man took out a small bag of coins and paid for his wires and left. Demos was left standing there in the shop, wondering what and who in the world he had just encountered and what it meant. Hours later he just remembered, in great consternation, that he had buried something very precious at his family's house and the man might have been one to help him retrieve it.

. . . 

Demos had dinner bubbling and nearly ready when Master Ulthi arrived back. Demos hurried to water the horse while Ulthi grabbed his favorite cup and drank down his beer. A cauldron of barley pheasant stew was simmering.

"How was your meeting master? Anything exciting revealed?" Demos asked timidly. Ulthi peered at him with those watery and suspicious eyes and grunted. He knew his master would never pass up an opportunity to talk about himself.

"Do not think you can fool me with flattery Demos, but now that you mention it, some very interesting things I have learned there. Watch it! You clumsy dolong cow!" He shouted. Demos had nearly tripped on his threadbare robe and sent a bowl of herbs flying threw the air. He caught it just in time before it crashed to the floor but the herbs scattered all over the ground.

"Sweep that up. No, not with your hands! Get some bowls, Demos! You idiot!" He barked. "Do not waste a single herb! I am not made of silver. I do not know why I keep you! Useless dog!" 

"Yes master!" Which was a lie. He knew how valuable Demos was. Master Ulthi had an alter to Isetu the god of wealth and worshiped him fervently. It seemed to Demos that Isetu usually had better things to do than answer Ulthi's prayers. He was not poor, he had a little ladre hidden away but great wealth was far out of his reach, the kind of wealth Ulthi dreamed of at night. However, Demos had managed to retain his few, well-paying customers which kept him from being a beggar on the street. He was sure that whatever Ulthi had taken the trouble to learn this week, it would be distilled into some mere scheme to make him rich. When Demos had cleaned up the mess Ulthi started again.

"He did not reveal anything publicly that I did not already know about the subject. But, he claimed to have found some special machine or device, a time traveling thing that can, as he says it, fold air and earth or travel through this world through an invisible essence to get to another place in this world, but in a fraction of the time it would take for travel by ship or caravan or by foot."

"One of the thaumaturgic devices, then." Ulthi nodded. A customer had just been here and showed him such a device, a dangerously powerful thing. Demos kept silent on the matter. These portals were not banned here but highly sought after. No one actually had one in Egi as far as he knew. Except the mysterious man named Parso. What would a man do with such a thing? He silently served his master his evening meal and listened while Ulthi peevishly grumbled on about old rivals and enemies. Something Ulthi said struck him in his heart. Fear now rose in his heart.

"Erol, that devil, thinks he is better than all of us alchemists. I have finally gotten my revenge upon him." He ate noisily, slurping and inhaling the stew like a hungry dog.

"Needs more salt." He said, pushing the bowl away from him and getting up from the table. Demos began cleaning up as Master Ulthi shuffled to his bedroom. Erol was head of the Black Guild and one of its most powerful members. A soft spoken, ruthless alchemist who specialized in mannismechanallurgy, and even darker, mannimalomancy, Erol was well known in certain circles for his unusual and supremely cruel experiments on people. He was also very wealthy and had the ear of the Lord-Chieftain. To recall some of the things Demos knew of the man and what he did to people even now made his flesh crawl. Ulthi hated Erol for his success and wealth and for some reason had the notion that the man's success was somehow stolen from him. A sudden and wild strain of curiosity assailed Demos - this happened with more frequency and was unusual for him - and he made his way even in his clumsy disabled gait toward the back room, Master Ulthi's bedroom. He held his chain tight so that it would not jingle and watched his master through a small hole he managed to make - and hide - from the man and watched as Ulthi drew an object out of the folds of his robes. It was a small piece of paper, a letter, perhaps. He could not ascertain more but it looked like the lettering was made of a special gleaming, bluish ink. This, Ulthi placed carefully on a table and stooped down and opened a few floor boards - where he kept his main chest of gold and silver and other precious things - and lifted up a small chest and placed this into it. Demos quickly straightened himself up and made as if to go back down to the cave for more tasks. Ulthi came shuffling out of his bedroom.

"Demos! What are you doing out here? Do you not have work to do?" He narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

"Yes, master. I just finished cleaning the kitchen. I am going right away." Demos scrambled off back to the cave, thankful to get out of the heat and away from Master Ulthi's suspicious gaze. The coolness of the den was a welcome respite again. He was glad to be alone with his thoughts as he wondered what sort of trouble Master Ulthi might have caused this time. Once, he had been brought to court by two of his fellows, accused of stealing a powerful amulet from them. It was a ruby fashioned as an eye of a snake and he had ground it down into a fine powder for use in experiments that yielded nothing. Frustrated and angry he then sold the remains as a love potion for the desperate and foolishly in love and made a fair bit of ladre from it so when they demanded he hand it over he had nothing to show for it and they had no proof. Demos, being his  slave did not have to testify and remained silent, in fear of the whole situation, most of all his master who threatened to cane him senseless if he said anything. These days however, Demos was wise to Master Ulthi's ways and knew him for a thief and a cheat who would eventually meet an evil end. He now tried to keep an eye on his affairs as best he could, for whatever involved Master Ulthi may very well come down upon Demos's own head one day. He had seen it here and in Hybron. He new that if a man committed a crime sometimes the entire household paid the price, and in Egi that included slaves.

And if he had dared to cheat someone as powerful and sinister as Erol, the issue would not be settled in the courts.
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Chapter Five
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Stationed at the West Gate, Ilim saw some of the same people traveling to and from the city on a regular basis and they knew him as well as his message. Once again, after some years he was back and he did not have good news for Jhis. Months ago he had traveled to Jhis with a large, newly fired clay pot and showed it to the people to demonstrate the city as it should be. Then he disappeared for a time and when he'd come back from the banks of the Mowret where he dug the pot back up,  the pot was ruined and broken. He threw the pieces in front of him on the ground.

"Oh Jhis! The great city! Like a worthless and good for nothing pot that must be thrown out is what you have become. Will a woman keep a cooking pot that leaks? Or a vessel that cannot any longer hold water? It would be crushed and this is what Airend-Ur shall do to you if you do not turn back from your bad way. You have become full of bloodshed. The cries of the innocent have risen clear to heaven." He was used to jeers by now and curses by some passersby and even a few of the newer guards at the gate mocked him.

"Go up to the eternal fires and leap in you bringer of evil!" Cried a woman at the gate.

"May the one of the dark fires seize you and bring you down with him, you and all your accursed people!" Screamed a man.

"You speak treason against the queen of Hybron and Egi. Do you think because she has gone to Egi that you are free to blaspheme?" Yelled another woman.

"Curse you and your god! How dare you threaten the people! Where is this doom of yours? Has it come? It has not come and yet here you are many years later talking foolishness. Get you gone!" Shouted a guard and he hurled a spear at Ilim, missing him by a few feet. Ilim took up the rotted and weakened pot and smashed it into even smaller pieces.

"Is it such a little thing to you people, your destruction? Judgment is coming. Repent and turn around and stop your evil. Stop your killing for sport, for giving up the innocent ones in repayment of ill-gotten wealth, giving your own children to demons that thirst for blood! How much blood will you continue to shed? Look! The cry of the innocent one has gone out  and He has listened from the heavens and has sent me to warn you. Will you listen before He has said: " Enough! I shall destroy this people?" " And there were some who listened, those not of the Aishanna-La and they went asking him what they should do to heed the warnings. A small crowd in fact this day had gathered aside from the road of the passing travelers and caravans to listen.

"Give us a sign to let us know. How will we really know when the destruction of the city is near?"

"The First Pillar has revealed signs already but there will be another. Look for the starry scepter that shall go round about the land. Do you know of it?" He asked. Most of them frowned and shook their heads but one man, a man from Egi nodded.

"I have heard of it. The kings of old in Hybron had such a thing from the Father-god."

"Yes. You shall know it when you see it.  Out of the north it shall come forth and go round about, the sign of the king. It will circle the city and go throughout the land that many may see it and get to hear of it. That will be a sign to you that the day draws close. If you will make a leap of faith and join with us, the people of the First One, take your families and your goods and flee to Gamina and the land around about it, or to Hevan and the towns where my people are congregating. When the king comes he will tear down the temples of the other gods and the killing games and the blood sacrifices will be done away with. Choose now who you will be for, for your own gods or for the First One and if for your own gods, do not think to stay in Hybron for the old ways will be brought back." 
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