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Part One:  Strike A Match


Chapter One
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“I CAN SEE TROUBLE BREWING in your future.”

“Put that stupid rock away.”

“Do not mock the scrye stone.  The scrye stone knows all.”

“Shut up.”

“It sees all.”

“Shut up!”

“The scrye stone tells all.”

“Shut up!  Shut up!  Shut up!”

Anton shook his head at the sounds of his two young apprentices bickering.  "Janos!  Keff!  Both of you be quiet!" he snapped as he turned away from the chemical-stained desk.  “By all the blessed Gods, how can I think with such incessant jabbering?”  His eyes appeared to blaze with inner fire.

“Yes, Master.”  With a contrite bow, Janos hastily slipped the blue crystal back into his belt pouch.

Keff mimicked the bow.  "Sorry, Master."

With a snort, Anton turned back to his desk and stared at the array of crystals and bottled potions strewn across its battered and age-worn surface.  “’Tis a difficult enough task that I face, seeking out the keys to unlock the mysteries of the universe, without distractions from ungrateful and noisy apprentices.”

“I told you that I could see trouble brewing in your future,” Janos whispered.

“Shut up,” Keff whispered back.

“We shall mix another batch of thunder dust,” Anton said loudly.  “Perhaps this time we will achieve some success.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Janos, see that the mixture is more finely ground than the last time.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Keff, set up the thunder tube.”

“On the back balcony?”

“Of course I want it on the back balcony.  Where else would I order it set, boy?”  Anton shook his head.  “Apprentices!” he made the word a curse.  “By the Gods, ‘tis no wonder that I am going gray!”  He paused, but neither of his apprentices dared to comment.  “How do you ever hope to learn anything?”

The only answer to his words was the tolling of the bell hung in the highest spire of the Temple.

*          *          *
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“AT LEAST THE NEIGHBOURS do not complain.”

“About what?” Anton demanded of his guest as the man peered around the cluttered workshop.  “The so-called Perfumed Quarter is not known for the moral values or the class aspirations of its inhabitants.”  Far from it, the Gods’ own truth be known.  “The rent here is quite cheap,” he admitted as he brushed lint from his blue sleeve.  “The neighbors keep silent at odd noises and odder smells.”

“And the Guards seldom patrol here.”  Anton’s visitor wore the polished breastplate and leather skirt of a member of the City Guard.

Anton nodded.  “Well, they used to be a rare sight.  When I first started paying rent on this shop, there had not been a Guardsman sighted east of the Bridge of the Crimson Lady in nearly ten winters.”

The other man chuckled bitterly.  “That Bridge collapsed into the canal two nights ago.”

“Did it really?”  Anton blinked.  “A pity that.  The graffiti scrawled on its span was almost literate.”  That made it a rare thing indeed.

“Anyway...there are patrols from the Guards almost daily.”

“’Tis the dark times we live in.  Salidaralesom decays because no one will spare the funds to maintain it.  Guardsmen patrol the streets to keep most of the citizens under control, rather than protecting the Empire from invaders.  Ye Gods, the absurdity of it all astounds me even now!  The Horde overwhelms our border provinces and raids deep into the heart of the Empire and only a token effort is made to slow them!  The manpower kept here in this city is a crime.  And for what?  The nobles send out constant patrols to maintain the illusion that his Majesty still rules his own capitol.”

“To hear such words from a captain in those very Guards does little to inspire my confidence, friend Mica.”

“Should it?”

Anton refilled their mugs with the last of the sweet wine from the clay pitcher.  He shrugged and scratched at his thigh.

Mica shifted position on the bench, trying to get more comfortable.  Or to try and avoid splinters.  “The only thing that gives me confidence is the thought of your invention.”

“The thunder dust?”

“Aye.  With that little trick, we can route the Horde and restore the Empire’s borders to their former boundaries.  Perhaps even expand them back to what they once were.”  He spoke wistfully at that.  The boundaries had not grown in centuries...only contracted as various lands broke free from the fading Empire.

“Alas then for such dreams you have.”

“Oh?  Another tale of woe then?”

“Aye, for the latest round of experimentation has gone poorly.  And so we have yet another delay facing us, friend Mica.”

Mica shook his head.  “Time is against us, Anton.”  He peered glumly into the depths of his clay mug as if the solution to all their problems could be found at the bottom of his wine.  “The Horde is steadily advancing and the Guards are steadily retreating.”  He finished the wine in one gulp.  “Always retreating.”

“How grim are the tidings from the frontier?”

“The frontier is four hundred leagues closer than it was at winter’s end.  The Horde draws near to the fortress city of Tostoren.”

“Ye Gods, they’ve reached the Gap of Tears already!”  Anton nearly dropped his mug of wine.  “At that rate, the Horde will be within bow shot of the city walls by next winter.”

“Unless the Guard can field some advantage and hold them on the far side of the Gap.”  Mica tapped his breastplate.  “I’m but a mere captain and I can plainly see the writing on the scroll...the city will fall.”

“This is bad.”

“Where are your apprentices?”

Anton blinked several times.  “I sent them to the marker to buy some new supplies.  Our mineral salts are running low.  I cannot hope to create a working form of thunder dust without sulfur and the shipments from the mines have been disrupted of late.”

“The Horde by land and pirates by sea.”

“Aye.  Pirates....”

“Your patron is having difficulty with the pirates, isn’t he?”

“Aye, the damned Sea-Elves.  Delmar has lost two cargoes in just this last moon.  His finances are growing strained.  Another lost cargo and he will be all but destitute.”  Anton shivered.  “We will be patron less.”  The city would be hell itself for an unemployed scholar.  Slavery will become our fate...even before the Horde arrives.

The door burst open.  “Master, we’re back!” Keff chirped happily as he walked in and dropped his sack onto the floor.  “Hi, Mica.  We found sulfur.  And at a reasonable price for the quality.”

“I trust that you checked inside the bags before paying any coins?” Anton demanded.  “You did not pay for sulfur and purchase rock-salt.”

“Of course not.  Janos opened the sacks and checked.”

“I did indeed, Master.”

Anton grimaced.  “Well at least one of you has a brain beneath those absurd hats.”  What had possessed the Empire’s youth to wear such floppy hats and consider it the height of fashion was beyond his comprehension.

Mica grinned at the exchange.  Janos and Keff were dissimilar in appearance and tastes, yet were fast friends.  Janos was a slender blond youth who moved with surprising grace as if constantly dancing while red-haired Keff was of Hillman-stock and thus short, stocky, and usually walked as if daring something to stand in his path.  Yet they are fast friends.  The fates are strange indeed.  Indeed, it was likely the two would set up shop somewhere following the eventual completion of their apprenticeship.  Assuming there is anything left of the Empire by then.

“Have you heard word from the harbour?”

“No, Master.  There is still no sign of Master Delmar’s latest ship.  The convoy is half a moon late.  The storms have been fierce.”

“One merchant claimed that Elf sorcerers were calling forth fierce storms to sink our ships.”

“The Elves don’t have that kind of power anymore.”  Anton chuckled grimly.  “If they did, then they would never been overthrown by the merely Human ancestors of the Emperor.”

Mica nodded his agreement.  “It’s been almost a thousand years since the conquest...if the Elves really had the power to cast such spells, surely they would have used them before now.”

Janos frowned.  “I never claimed to believe the rumour, I was merely repeating what I overheard in the market.”

“Hearsay.  Gossip!  ‘Tis not what I sent you out for.”

“I know, Master.”
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Chapter Two



[image: ]


A cloud of acrid and bitter smoke rose from the metal pot on the table.

“’Tis another failure I think.”  Anton waved his hand through the smoke; vainly attempting to dispel the foul smelling fumes which billowed up around his head.  “Open the shutters, boy!” he ordered.

“They are open!” Keff protested.  “But there’s no breeze.”

“Damn.”  Anton abandoned his worktable and stumbled half-blind to the window.  He blinked his eyes repeatedly to clear them, muttering curses under his breath.

A puff of breeze blew into the room.

He gazed through the open window for a moment and sighed softly.  The Bay of Torenth—just glimpsed between two rather decrepit apartment blocks—looked blue and inviting.  “Check the thunder tube for damage.”  Keff hurried off to obey.

“We are getting close.”

Anton turned.  “What makes you so confident, Apprentice?”

Janos grinned.  “This batch smells better than the last one did.”

Out on the balcony, Keff laughed loudly.

“I seek power, not sweet perfume!” Anton snapped.  Apprentices!  Why do I torment myself with such donkey-brained fools?

“We meddle with forces only barely understood, Master.  Any success should come slowly.”

Anton was momentarily speechless as he considered that statement.  “An astute observation.  For once.”

Janos grinned.  Praise with one hand and a rebuke with the other.  Typical for my esteemed and all-knowing Master.  “Thank you.”

“Now if we could just figure out the rest of this mess.”

“What’s that noise?” Anton asked as a dull roar came through the windows on the other side of the house.

“Ye Gods, another riot.”  Keff turned from the desk.

“They’re becoming a daily occurrence.”  The streets of Salidaralesom were becoming unsafe to travel by day or night.

“I’ll check on things.”  Keff quickly ran across the worn floorboards to the front window.  “I can see torches!” he called out.

“They’ll burn down the neighborhood.”  Anton looked around, noting his mineral salts and oil drums and mounds of other equipment and supplies.  “Gods preserve us!  This place will go up like an oil-soaked rag.”

“Do not fear, Master,” Janos kept his voice calm, masking his own fear.  “I have placed wards around this house.”  He spoke with confidence, though he was not completely certain that he had pronounced all of the mystical words correctly.  I need a living teacher, he thought bitterly, not just reading scraps picked out from old scrolls.

“Janos, your wards will not save us.”  Anton shook his head at his apprentice’s aspirations towards the magical arts.  “The old Gods have forsaken us just as the Emperor’s priests keep saying.”

“Never.”  Janos shook his head.  “The old Gods are testing us.”  They had to be.  “Or maybe they’re sleeping again.  Progenatorum slept through the birth of the universe after all.”

“Your youthful confidence will not carry you through every adversity.”

“Better that than despair!”

“Watch your tongue.”

“Would you have me cower under the bed like some old maid?”

“The mob is moving towards the Tenth Vintner’s Street,” Keff reported happily as he stepped away from the window.  He didn’t seem to have been paying attention to the brewing argument.  “We’re safe.”

Anton rolled his eyes towards the heavens.  “Mobs, fire, and wine.  What a wonderful combination.”

*          *          *
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“ELF!”  THE SHOUT ECHOED through the marketplace, followed by the cry of “Thief”.  They cut through the near-constant shouts of fishmongers and tinkers and tailors.

The blond man in a grimy brown cloak tried to run, but failed to reach the first bridge before two armour-clad Guardsmen seized his arms.  A crowd began to gather around him, almost immediately.

Three more Guardsmen approached in their polished breastplates, black leather skirts and blue cloaks, as did the woman who had given the initial shout.

“You are certain, Mistress?” Mica asked her in a calm voice.  He watched one of his fellows place chains on the accused man’s wrists.

“I am.  He is the one who accosted me.”  She smoothed her green dress with a haughty air.  “I will swear such before the Emperor himself.  The dirty Elf should be hung.”

“His fate will be decided by the Imperial Magistrates.”

“Not every man with blond hair is an Elf.”

Mica turned to look at the accused, surprised that he had spoken up.  “Maybe not, sir.”

The man rattled his chains.  “I protest this treatment.”

“Maybe every man is not an Elf,” Mica said, “but you are a thief.”

“I stole nothing!” the accused shouted.  “I am innocent.”  The rest of the marketplace seemed to ignoring his protests.  “I am a loyal citizen.  I pay my taxes.  I pay your salary, Guardsman!”

Mica shook his head as the man was dragged away by two of the Guards, followed by the woman who still vowing in a loud shrill voice that he was guilty.  “The magistrate will deal with him,” he said to himself as the peddlers and fishmongers began shouting again.

“I trust he will actually receive justice.”

With a sudden smile on his face, Mica turned to the speaker.  “Janos, I had not thought to see you here.”  Mica hurriedly clasped his friend on his shoulder.  “What brings you abroad on such a day?”

“The need for supplies.”  Janos gave the marketplace a sharp look.  “Though I find the prices to be growing faster than the weeds in what should be my herb garden.”

“The prices grow as the Empire shrinks.”

Janos ran a hand nervously through his rather scraggly beard.

Mica noticed the gesture and laughed.  “Do you hope that such facial fur makes you appear more scholarly?”

“No, Mica, I rather hope that it masks my heritage.”  He kept his voice low to avoid being overheard by passersby.  “The Empire grows ever less friendly to my kin.”  No one seemed inclined to linger and listen to their conversation but he still exercised caution.

The manner in which Mica rested his hand on the sword belted to his waist most likely encouraged passersby to keep moving.  “The Court is worried,” he agreed in a low voice.

“The whole city is worried.”  Janos darted several nervous looks around the marketplace.  “Rumours are flying into the city about another series of raids against the border forts.”

“They are not just rumours.”

The grim certainty in his friend’s tone gave Janos a start.  “Then the rumour was true?”

Mica nodded, his smile turned to a grim frown.  “Tostoren has fallen to the Keli’cairn Horde.”
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“This mixture will work.”

The sound of voices arguing echoed from within the House.

Anton gestured.  “Fetch me a candle.”

“You don’t plan to test it here?” Janos protested.  Surely I heard him wrong?  “Not in the heart of the city!  Not in our patron’s House.”  This was why they kept their labouratorium in the poor district...where the neighbors were much less likely to complain at the odd sounds and smells that emanated from their property at times.  Of course, the neighbors do a lot of their own emanating.

“I shall test the thunder dust wherever I please.”  Anton drew his blue and green robes around himself.  “This time the mixture will work.”

“As you wish, Master.”  Janos shook his head.  Master Delmar would not be pleased at having his afternoon rest disturbed by an explosion in his scholar’s workshop.  Of course, whomever he is arguing with will keep him from slumbering.  He couldn’t make out any of the words, but he could hear the raised voices.  Quite the heated discussion going on in there.  Janos nervously rubbed a hand through his beard.

“Our patron wishes to see profits from this venture.”  Anton was in one of his moods.  “He will not waste more coin on idle speculation and foolishness.  He was most insistent on that point.”

Janos sighed.  I knew that morning interview was not going to be a good one.  Delmar is growing poor and he’s growing desperate to recoup his fading
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