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I asked him how far we were from Hartford.


He said he had never heard of the place.



Mark Twain,
 A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthurs Court
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PROLOGUE




They came during the October of the World,


Riding the twilight,


To ensure that men would not forget.


The Travels of Abraham Polk







The boy was waiting in the garden when Silas got home. Hes back, he whispered, and held out an envelope.


The boy was one of two who had been employed to take care of Kariks villa during his absence. Silas was surprised: He had expected Karik Endine to return with horns playing and drums beating. Or not at all.


The envelope was sealed with wax.


How is he?


Not well, I think.


Silas tried to remember the boys name. Kam. Kim. Something like that. He shrugged, opened the envelope, and removed a single sheet of folded paper.




SILAS,



I NEED TO SEE YOU. TELL NO ONE. PLEASE COME AT ONCE.



KARIK





The expedition had been gone almost nine months. He stared at the note, produced a coin and held it out. Tell him Im on my way.


The sun was moving toward the horizon, and the last few nights had been cold. He hurried inside, washed up, put on a fresh shirt, and took a light jacket from the closet. Then he burst from the house, moving as quickly as dignity and his fifty years would permit. He walked swiftly to the Imperium, took Oxfoot from the stables, and rode out through the city gates along River Road. The sky was clear and red, fading toward dusk. A pair of herons floated lazily over the water. The Mississippi boiled past the collapsed Roadmaker bridge, swirled between mounds of shapeless concrete, flowed smoothly over submerged plazas, broke against piles of bricks. No one really knew how old the bridge was. Its supports made wakes, and its towers were gray and forlorn in the twilight.


A cobblestone trail led off to the right, passed through a stand of elm trees, and emerged on a bluff. A long gray wall, part of a structure buried within the hill, lined the north side of the road. Silas examined the gray stones as he passed, wondering what the world had been like when that mortar had been new. The wall ended abruptly; he rounded the hill and came in view of Kariks villa. It was a familiar sight, and the recollections of earlier days spent here with wine, conversation, and friends induced a sense of wistfulness. The boy who had brought the message was drawing water from the well. He waved. Hes waiting for you, sir. Just go in.


The villa faced the river. It was an elaborate structure, two stories high, built in the Masandik tradition with split wings on the lower level, balustrades and balconies on the upper, and a lot of glass. Silas gave the horse to the boy, knocked at the front door, and entered.



It hadnt changed. Autumn-colored tapestries covered the walls, and shafts of muted light illuminated the sitting room. The furniture was new, but of the same style he remembered: ornately carved wood padded with leather. The kind you might have seen in the ruling homes during the imperial years.


Karik was seated before a reading table, poring over a book. Silas barely recognized him. His hair and beard had turned almost white. His skin was loose and sallow, and his eyes had retreated into dark hollows. Their old intensity had dwindled into a dim red glow. But he smiled, looked up from the pages of handwritten text, and advanced through a cross-pattern of pink sunlight with his arms extended. Silas, he said. Its good to see you. He clasped Silas and held him for a long moment. Out of character, that was. Karik Endine was a man of cool temperament. You didnt expect me back, did you?


Silas had had his doubts as the months wore on. I wasnt sure, he said.


The boy came in with water and began filling the containers in the kitchen.


Karik motioned Silas into a chair, and they made small talk until they were alone. Then Silas leaned toward his old friend and lowered his voice. What happened? he asked. Did you find it?


The windows were open. A cool breeze rippled through the room. Curtains moved.


No.


Silas felt an unexpected rush of satisfaction. Im sorry.


I dont think it exists.


You mean your information was wrong and you dont know where it is.


I mean I dont think it exists. Karik extracted a bottle of dark wine and a pair of goblets from a cabinet. He filled the goblets and handed one to Silas.


To Haven, said Silas. And old friends.


Karik shook his head. No. To you, Silas. And to home. To Illyria.


While they drank off the first round, the boy brought Silas a damp cloth. He wiped the dust of the road from his face and draped the cloth around his neck. Feels good.


Kariks gaze was distracted and remote. I missed you, Silas, he said.


What happened out there? asked Silas. Did everyone get back okay?


The older mans expression remained rock hard.


Who did you lose?


The Mississippi was visible through the windows. Karik got up, looked out at it, and finished his wine. Everybody, he said. I came home alone. His voice shook.


Silas lowered his glass, never taking his eyes off his old friend. What happened?


Kariks breathing was loud. Two drowned in a river. Others dead from exposure. Disease. Bad luck. His eyes slid shut. All to no purpose. You were right.


A flatboat came into view. It navigated carefully into a wing channel on the west side of the ruined bridge. Its deck was piled high with wooden containers.


Silas swallowed his own disappointment. It was true he had maintained stoutly that Haven was mythical, that the expedition was an exercise in fantasy; but part of him had hoped to be proved wrong. Indeed, he had lain at night dreaming how it would be if Abraham Polks treasures actually existed. What it would mean to find a history of the Roadmakers, to learn something about the race that had built the great cities and highways, what they had dreamed of. And perhaps even to recover an account of the Plague days.


Eleven dead. Silas had known most of them: the guide, Landon Shay; Kir, Tori, and Mira from the Imperium; Arin Milana, the artist; Shola Kobai, the daredevil ex-princess from Masandik. There was Random Iverton, a former military officer turned adventurer; and the scholar Axel from the academy at Farroad; and Cris Lukasi, the survival expert. And two whom Silas had not known, save to shake their hands as they set out on rain-damped River Road and headed into the wilderness.


Only the leader survived. He looked at Karik and knew his old friend was reading his thoughts.


It happened, he said. I was just luckier than the rest. Pain came into his eyes. Silas, what do I tell their families?


Tell them the truth. What else is there?


He faced the window, watching the barge. I did everything I could. Things just broke down.


Do you have a list of next of kin? asked Silas.


I was hoping youd help me put one together.


All right. We can do that. Tonight, you should invite them here. Before they find out youre home and start wondering where their relatives are.


Some of them are from other cities.


Do what you can. Take care of the others later. Send messengers.


Yes, he said. I suppose that is best.


Get to as many people as you can. Bring them here this evening. Talk to them together. Tell them what happened.


Kariks eyes were wet. They wont understand.


Whats to understand? The people who went with you knew there was a risk. When did you get home?



Karik hesitated. Last week.


Silas looked at him a long time. Okay. He refilled the cups and tried to sound casual. Who else knows youre back?


Flojian.


His son.


All right. Lets get it over with. Listen: The people who went with you were volunteers. They understood there was danger, and their families knew that. All you have to do is explain what happened. Give your regrets. Its okay. Theyll see youre hurting, too.


Karik folded his arms and seemed to sag. Silas, he said, I wish Id died out there.


They fell into another long silence. Silas picked up a tablet and began writing down names. Fathers. Sisters. Axels daughter, who was a relative of Silass, having married his cousin.


I dont want to do this, said Karik.


I know. Silas poured more wine. But you will. And Ill stand up there with you.
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It is a fond and universally held notion that only things of the spirit truly endure: love, sunsets, music, drama. Marble and paint are subject to the ravages of time. Yet it might be argued that nothing imperishable can move the spirit with quite the impact of a ruined Athenian temple under a full moon.


There was something equally poignant in the wreckage the Roadmakers had left behind. One does not normally equate concrete with beauty. But there it was, formed into magnificent twin strips that glided across rolling hills and through broad forests, leaped rivers, and splayed into tributary roads in designs of such geometrical perfection as to leave an observer breathless. And here, in glittering towers so tall that few could climb them in a single day. And in structures whose elegance had survived the collapse of foundations and roofs.


The engineering skills that created them are lost. Now the structures exist as an integral part of the landscape, as familar to the children of Illyria as the Mississippi itself. But they no longer serve any function save as a tether to a misty past.


Perhaps most striking, and most enigmatic, among them is the Iron Pyramid. The Pyramid dominates the eastern bank of the river. Despite its name, it is not made from iron, but from a metal that some believe is artificial. Like so many Roadmaker materials, it seems to resist rust and decay. The structure is 325 feet high, and its base measures approximately a quarter-mile on a side. Its hollow, and the interior is given over to vast spaces that might have been used to drill an army, or to conduct religious exercises.


Roadmaker cups and combs, dishware and jewelry, toys and knickknacks have been excavated from the ruins and now fill the homes and decorate the persons of the Illyrians. They too are made of material no one can duplicate; they resist wear, and they are easy to keep clean.


Rinny and Colin rarely thought of the ruins, except as places theyd been warned against. People had fallen through holes, things had fallen on them. Stay away. There were even tales that the wreckage was not quite dead. Consequently, adolescents being what they were, they favored the ancient concrete pier a mile north of Colins home when they wanted to drop a line in the water.


On this day, rain was coming.


The boys were fifteen, an age at which Illyrian males had already determined their paths in life. Rinny had established himself as a skilled artisan at his fathers gunmaking shop. Colin worked on the family farm. Today both were charged with bringing home some catfish.


Rinny watched the storm build. When it hit, they would take shelter in Martins Warehouse at the foot of the wharf. Martins Warehouse dated from Roadmaker times. But it was still intact, a worn brick building with its proud sign announcing the name of the establishment and business hours. Eight to six. (The Preservation Society kept the sign clean for tourists.) Colin shifted his weight and squinted at the sky. Something better start biting soon. Or were going to be eating turnips again tonight.


So far, they had one fish between them. I think theyve all gone south, said Rinny. A damp wind chopped in across the river. It was getting colder. Rinny rubbed his hands and tightened the thongs on the upper part of his jacket. On the far side, a flatboat moved slowly downstream. They were rigging tarps to protect themselves from the approaching storm. Maybe we better think about clearing out.


In a minute. Colin stared hard at the water as if willing the fish to bite.


The clouds were moving out over the river from the opposite shore. A line of rain appeared. Rinny sighed, put down the carved branch that served as a fishing pole, and began to secure his gear.


Ive got a bite, said Colin. He grinned. Thats better.


Right. One each will go a long way.


Colin tried to bring it in, but it resisted. Its tangled up in something. He pulled hard but the pole bent close to breaking. There was a dark mass in the water. What is that?


Its not a fish, said Rinny, disappointed.


A boot surfaced.


A boot with a foot in it.


Colin dropped the rod and the foot sank back into the water.





I dont understand it. Flojian Endine stood away from the bed so Silas could see the body.


Karik seemed to have shrunk year by year since his abortive expedition. Now, in death, it was hard to remember him as he had been in the old days. Im sorry, said Silas, suspecting that he was more grieved than Flojian.


Thank you. Flojian shook his head slowly. He wasnt the easiest man in the world to live with, but Ill miss him.



Kariks cheek was white and cold. Silas saw no sign of injury. How did it happen?


I dont know. A sketch of a wandering river running between thick wooded slopes hung on the wall. It was black-and-white, and had a curiously unfinished look. The artist had titled it River Valley. In the right-hand corner hed dated it, and signed his name, and Silas noticed with a mild shock that it was Arin Milana, one of the people lost on the Haven mission. The date was June 23, in the 197th year since the founding of the city. The expedition had left Illyria March 1 of that year, and Karik had returned alone in early November. Nine winters ago.


He liked to walk along the ridge. See, up there? He must have slipped. Fallen in. Flojian moved close to the window and looked out. Maybe his heart gave out.


Had he been having problems?


Heart problems? No. Not that I know of. Flojian Endine was a thin, fussy version of his father. Same physical model, but without the passions. Flojian was a solid citizen, prosperous, energetic, bright. But Silas didnt believe there was anything he would be willing to fight for. Not even money. No. As far as I know, he was healthy. But you know how he was. If hed been ill, he would have kept it to himself.


Silas, who was a year older than Karik had been, marveled at the indelicacy of the remark. Im sorry, he said. I havent seen much of him for a long time, but Ill miss him all the same. Wont seem right, knowing hes not here anymore. Silas had grown up with Karik. Theyd challenged the river, and stood above the rushing water on Hollys Bridge and sworn that together they would learn the secrets of the Roadmakers. Theyd soldiered during the wars with Argon and the river pirates, and theyd taken their schooling together, at the feet of Filio Kon of Farroad. Question everything, Kon had warned them. The world runs on illusion. There is nothing people wont believe if its presented convincingly, or with authority.


It was a lesson Silas learned. It had served him well when Karik started rounding up volunteers to go searching for his never-never land. Silas had stayed home. Thered been a difficult parting, without rancor on Kariks side, but with a substantial load of guilt on Silass. I dont know why I felt a responsibility to go with him, hed later told whoever would listen. The expedition was a colossal waste of time and resources and I knew it from the start. Karik had claimed to have a map, but he wouldnt show it to anybody on the grounds that he didnt want to risk the possibility that someone would mount a rival expedition.


There wasnt much chance of that, but Karik had clearly lost his grip on reality. Haven was a myth. It was probable that a historical Abraham Polk had existed. It might be true that he had indeed gathered a group of refugees in a remote fortress to ride out the Plague. But the notion that they had emerged when the storm passed, to recover what they could of civilization and store it away for the future: That was the kind of story people liked to tell. And liked to hear. It was therefore suspect. Silas was not going to risk life and reputation in a misguided effort to find a treasure that almost certainly did not exist. Still, his conscience kept after him, and he came eventually to understand that the issue had not been the practicality of the expedition, but simple loyalty. Silas had backed away from his old friend.


He looked well this morning, said Flojian, who had never really moved out of his fathers house, save for a short period during which he had experimented unsuccessfully with marriage. Hed kept an eye on Kariks welfare, having refused to abandon him when the town damned the old man for cowardice or incompetence or both. Had the lone survivor been anyone else, no one would have objected. But it was indecent for the leader to come home while the bones of his people littered distant roadways. Silas admired Flojian for that, but suspected he was more interested in securing his inheritance than in protecting his father.


The river was cool and serene. There had been a time when hed counted Karik Endine his closest friend. But he didnt know the man whod returned from the expedition. That Karik had been withdrawn, uncommunicative, almost sullen. At first Silas thought it had been a reaction against him personally. But when he heard reports from others at the Imperium, when it became evident that Karik had retired to the north wing of his villa and was no longer seen abroad, he understood that something far more profound had happened.


Flojian was in the middle of his life, about average size, a trifle stocky. His blond hair had already begun to thin. He was especially proud of his neatly trimmed gold beard, which he ardently believed lent him a dashing appearance. Silas, he said, the funeral rite will be tomorrow afternoon. I thought youd like to say a few words.


I havent seen much of him for a long time, Silas replied. Im not sure Id know what to talk about.


Id be grateful, said Flojian. You were very close to him at one time. Besides, he hesitated, there is no one else. I mean, you know how its been.


Silas nodded. Of course, he said. Ill be honored.


Silas and Karik and their intimates had spent countless pleasant evenings at the villa, by the fireplace, or on the benches out under the elms, watching the light fade from the sky, speculating about artifacts and lost races and what really lay beneath the soil. It had been an exciting time to be alive: The League was forming, inter-city wars were ending, there was talk of actively excavating the colossal Roadmaker ruins at the mouth of the Mississippi. There were even proposals for more money for the Imperium, and a higher emphasis on scholarship and research. It had seemed possible then that they might finally begin to make some progress toward uncovering the secrets of the Roadmakers. At least, perhaps, they might find out how the various engines worked, what fueled their civilization. Of all the artifacts, nothing was more enigmatic than the hojjies. Named for Algo Hoj, who spent a lifetime trying to understand how they worked, the hojjies were vehicles. They were scattered everywhere on the highways. Their interiors were scorched, but their pseudo-metal bodies could still be made to shine if one wanted to work at it. (It was Hoj who concluded that the charred interiors had resulted from long summers of brutal heat before the very tough windows had finally blown out.) But what had powered them?


So there had been ground for optimism twenty years ago. The League had formed, and peace had come. But wreckage in the Mississippi had discouraged operations in the delta; funds for the Imperium had never materialized; and the hojjies remained as enigmatic as ever.


They stood at the front door while Silas took in the river and the ruins. He loved this view, said Silas. It was his window into the past. The hillside sloped gently down to the waters edge, about a hundred feet away. A pebble walkway circled the house, looped past a series of stone benches, and descended to the narrow strip of beach fronting the river. A tablet lay on one of the benches.


Flojian shook his hand. Thanks for your help, Silas.


Silas looked at the tablet. A cold wind moved in the trees.


Flojian followed his gaze. Thats odd, he said. He strolled to the bench, almost too casually, regarded the tablet as if it were an animal that might bite, and picked it up. It was drenched from the rain, but the leather cover had protected it. My father was working on a commentary to The Travels.


Silas opened the tablet and looked at Kariks neat, precise handwriting. It was dated that day.


Unfortunately, only a fragment of The Travels was then known to exist. There is, in the prologue, a celebrated conversation between Abraham Polk and Simba Markus, the woman who would eventually betray him, over the value of securing the history of a vanished world. Its only the dead past, Simba says. Let it go.


The past, Polk replies, is never dead. It is who we are.


But the risk is too great. We might bring the Plague back with us. Have you thought of that?


Ive thought of it. But for this kind of prize, any risk is justified.


Apparently in reference to this exchange, Karik had written: No, it is not.


Odd to leave it outside like that, said Silas. Maybe he wasnt feeling well. He looked from the bench to the top of the ridge, where Karik customarily walked, to the strip of beach. He set it on the bench and did what? Walked up onto the ridge?


I assume thats what happened.


And he was wearing boots, wasnt he? The first thing the boys saw was a boot.



Yes.


There are bootmarks here. They were faint, barely discernible after the rain. But they were there. Immediately adjacent to the bench, the marks crossed several feet of beach, and disappeared into the water.





Kon had provided Silas with another gift: an unquenchable desire to know about the Roadmakers, whose highways ran to infinity. Now they were frequently covered with earth, mere passages through the forests, on which trees did not grow. An observer standing on the low hills that rimmed the Mississippi could see the path of the great east-west road, two strips really, twin tracks rising and falling, sometimes in unison, sometimes not, coming like arrows out of the sunrise, dividing when they reached Illyria, circling the city and rejoining at Hollys Bridge to cross the river.


Kon had suggested an intriguing possibility to Silas: The great structures were more than simply roads, they were simultaneously religious artifacts. Several studies had found geometrical implications that tied them to the cosmic harmonies. Silas never understood any of it and exercised the principle of skepticism that Kon himself had encouraged.


If the ruins were simply part of the landscape to Rinny and Colin, no more exceptional than honey locusts and red oaks, they meant a great deal more to Silas. They were a touchstone to another world. It was painful to be in the presence of so great a civilization and to know so little about it.


Silas Glote had found his lifes work investigating the Roadmakers. And if it didnt pay well, it supplied endless satisfaction. There was nothing quite like introducing students to the mysteries of the ruins, whose peculiarities they had seen but rarely noticed: the shafts, for example, that existed to no apparent purpose in most of the taller buildings; the ubiquitous metallic boxes and pseudo-glass screens; the massive gray disk mounted near a sign that read MEMPHIS LIGHT, GAS, AND WATER, pointed at the sky; the occasional music that could be heard at night from within a mound on the west side of the old city.


Silass sense of guilt over staying away from Kariks expedition might have arisen not only from his failure to support his old friend, but also from his mixed feelings regarding the outcome of the mission. In a dark part of his soul, he had taken satisfaction in Kariks failure. He didnt like to admit that fact to himself, but it was nonetheless true.


Karik had not shown him any evidence that he could find Haven, or that Haven even existed. Instead, he had asked him to trust his judgment. I know where it is, hed said. I have a map. Youll want to be there when we find it.


Polks fortress was said to be tended still by scholars, descendants of the original garrison, men and women who had cared for the contents, who restored what they could, who meticulously recopied the texts as paper crumbled.


Haven.


If it did not exist, it should. And therein, to Silass mind, lay the root of his doubts. If Abraham Polk had not existed, someone would certainly have invented him.





For Chaka Milana, the news of Karik Endines death conjured up images of her fourteenth birthday. Her brother Arin had taken her to her favorite spot, a quiet glade fronting on one of the Roadmaker buildings, and had painted her portrait.


She had wanted him to do that as far back as she could remember. But she had been too shy to ask, too afraid he would laugh. On that cool, late winter day, however, hed posed her on a slab of granite in front of a broken wall and an arch whose spandrel was engraved: MEMPHIS CHAMBER OF COMMERCE2009.


The spot was special because Memphis had burned. Much of its ruins were ashes. But here, the little arched building with its fluted columns was whole. And lovely.





Chaka, please keep still. Arin peered at her, tilted his head while he measured the quality of the light, nodded, and returned his attention to his canvas.


Are you almost finished?


Almost.


They had speculated as to what a chamber of commerce was, and what its functions might be. She liked the stylized characters, with their flares and tails. When she looked at them, a wind from another era blew through her.





When she arrived at the service, Kariks body had been placed on a pyre at the waters edge and covered with a funeral cloth. The corpse was surrounded by wood cases containing his personal belongings, his anuma. These were the items which would accompany him on his final journey. The ceremonial torch had been unsealed, and the emblem of the Tasselay, the Cup of Life, fluttered on an emerald banner.


Guests filled the house and grounds. Singly and in pairs, they mounted the low platform that had been erected in front of the pyre, paid their respects to Flojian, and gazed thoughtfully at the body.






I think thatll do. Arin flourished his brush, dabbed his signature in the lower right corner, and stood aside. Chaka jumped off the rock and hurried to look.


Do you like it?


He had captured it all: the granite, a couple of the Roadmaker letters, the failing late afternoon light. And Chaka herself. Hed added a degree of poise and an inner illumination that she persuaded herself were really there. Oh, yes, Arin. Its lovely.


He smiled, pleased, his amiable features streaked with paint. It was a family joke that Arin inevitably used himself as the prime canvas.


Happy birthday, little sister.


She was thinking how it would look on the wall of her bedroom when she saw that a shadow had darkened his green eyes.





A casual visitor could not have been blamed for concluding, from the size and demeanor of the crowd attending the service, that Karik Endine had been blessed with a loving family and a large body of devoted friends. Neither was true. There were no kin other than his son and a couple of neglected cousins. And it would have been difficult to find anyone in Illyria, or for that matter in any of the five League cities and their various suburbs and outposts, who would have thought himself part of Kariks inner circle.


Among those who had known him in better times, he had become an object of curiosity and pity, whose death was seen as a release. But they came out of loyalty, as people will, to the old days. Some felt an obligation to attend because they were connected in some way with Flojian. Others were curious, interested in hearing what might be said about a celebrated man whose achievements had, at the very least, been mixed. These were the people who arrived to celebrate his life, to wish him farewell on his final journey, to exchange anecdotes with one another, and to drink somber toasts to the man they realized, at last, they had never really known. As was the tradition on such occasions, no one gave voice to personal reservations about the character of the deceased. (This happy custom arose not only from courtesy to relatives, but from the Illyrian belief that the dead man lingered among them until the priest officially consigned him to eternity.)





Thank you.


Youre welcome, he said.


Whats wrong?


Nothing. Arin wiped his hands and pretended to study the painting. Nothings wrong. But I do have something to tell you. Hed been standing a long time, more than an hour. Now he sat down on the grassy slope and patted the grass, inviting her to join him. Do you remember Karik Endine?


Yes, of course I remember him. He had been an intense little man who seemed always out of breath, who visited the house and locked himself away with her father and her brother. When she was a little girl, he had patted her on the head, but even then she could see he was distracted and anxious to be away.


He thinks he knows where Haven is. He wants me to go with him to find it.


She knew about Haven, knew that it was a story and not a place. Youre kidding.


I never kid, Chaka.


I thought it was made-up.


Maybe it is. Karik doesnt think so.


So where is it?



In the north somewhere. He doesnt really want to say where. But he says he knows how to get there.


He was so handsome that morning. How long will you be gone?


About six months.


It seems like a lot of trouble to me. Whats the point?


Its a piece of history, Chaka. Think what might be there.


The treasures.


Yes. Maybe there really was an October Patrol, and maybe they really did save part of the Roadmaker world. He bent toward her. Abraham Polk probably is made-up, and maybe the whole storys a fabrication. But there might be some truth to it. We wont know unless we go look.


She asked whether she could go, too. Hed smiled that gorgeous smile and ruffled her hair.





He never really lived in our time. The speaker was round-faced, bearded, ponderous. One might almost say he really lived with the Roadmakers. In this house, he was only a transient.


Even Chaka knew that Karik had in fact taken to the house and remained unseen in it for nine years. The remark struck her as unfortunate, and she had to work to restrain a smile.


Others expressed similar sentiments, and it became clear to Chaka after a time that no one seemed to have had a recent personal experience to relate. Karik Endine had been a man at a distance, someone glimpsed at the periphery of vision. It seemed that nobody had ever gone to lunch with him. Or shared an intimate hour. Nobody said, he was my friend. Nobody said, I loved him.


Something else was missing in the tributes. There was no mention of the mission to Haven. It was as if it had never happened.


Flojian tried to look mournful, but after a while he  gave it up and simply walked around wearing a blank expression that probably masked his relief that the old man was gone. Hed shunned an academic life like Kariks for one that seemed more useful, and certainly was more lucrative: He operated a pair of ferries and a service that used horses to drag flatboats back upstream. The villa had been in the family for four generations, but it had fallen into neglect and disrepair during Kariks tenure. It had been Flojians money that had restored it, and subsequently furnished and maintained it. His father had been a dreamer. Flojian saw nothing wrong with that, but it required men of purpose and action like himself to create a world in which dreamers could live.


Chaka had gone to see Karik shortly after her fathers death. Shed never understood precisely what had happened to Arin. So she went to his cottage and knocked on the door, determined to ask him. Hed let her wait a long time, and it had become a war of nerves until Karik gave in and opened up.





Im sorry, he said. I was sleeping.


His tone suggested he was lying. She was still very young but her blood was up by then. My father told me Arin drowned, Master Endine. But I wonder whether you could explain just what happened?


He stood in the doorway, ferocious in moonlight. Come in, Chaka.


Im sorry to bother you.


Its no bother.


I know my father talked to you. But he had come home and stared into the fire and said simply that Arin had drowned, had got swept away by the current and drowned. And that was all.


Karik offered her a seat. We were trying to ford a river. We thought we were getting close to the end of the journey, and maybe we got careless. Arin was leading the way, with our guide. Landon Shay. One of the packhorses lost its balance. It panicked and Arin went after it and tried to pull it back. His gaze focused on a distant point. In the end they both got dragged away. When he saw it was hopeless to try to save the animal, Arin let go and swam for shore. We thought hed make it, but every time he got close, the current pushed him out again. Finally he got sucked into white water, into rocks. He leaned close. I think he hit his head. The last we saw of him, he looked unconscious. Then the river took him around a bend. It all happened so fast. We just couldnt reach him, Chaka.


But you never found his body?


He reached out for her. We searched for him downstream. But no. We never found him. Im sorry. I wish I could have done something.


He had begun to cry. Only a short storm, but fierce all the same because he did not look like a man capable of tears. And when hed recovered, hed gone upstairs and come down with an armload of sketches, her brothers work. These are from the mission, he said, offering them to her and then asking if he might keep one.





Does anyone else wish to speak? Flojian looked over the assembly. It was a lovely day, bright and cool and clear. The river was ablaze in the sun. The priest, an elderly woman with white hair and severe features, inserted a couple of sticks into the cookfire and glanced at the torch.


Chaka had wondered about the description of Arins death. He hadnt been much of a swimmer, and she had a difficult time imagining him daring deep water to bring back a panicked animal. It could have happened. But it was out of character. She had concluded that Karik might have added the heroic details to comfort her. It was more likely that Arin had simply been carried away himself and sank like a stone.



She surprised herself by standing up. I would like to say something. The assembly parted and she walked forward and ascended the platform. She had red, shoulder-length hair, features that had been boyish during adolescence and which retained a rugged, devil-may-care aspect, softened by luminous blue eyes and a warm smile.


I hardly knew Karik Endine, she said. My brother made the trip north with him nine years ago. After Master Endine came home, I asked him about my brother. Her listeners stirred uneasily. I came away with the sense that he was in as much pain as I. I always loved him for that. He was, I think, the most unfortunate man Ive known. But he did what he could to ease the suffering of a child he barely knew. The wind was loud in the elms. She stepped down.


Flojian thanked her and asked whether there was anyone else. There was not. When the ceremony is concluded, he said, Karik welcomes you to stay. The priest came forward, drew down the Tasselay banner, folded it reverently, handed it to an aide, and took the torch. She held it over the cookfire until it caught, and gave it to Flojian with a whispered admonition to be careful. Flojian now delivered the ritual appreciation to his father, thanking him for the sun and the river and all the hours of his life. When he had finished, the priest intoned a prayer to Ekra the Traveler, who would convey the departing spirit to its next life. They bowed their heads. When the priest had finished, Flojian touched the torch to the pyre.


Within seconds, it was engulfed in flames. Chaka looked away. Goodbye, Arin, she said, as if the final link to her brother were being cut.


Afterward, they retreated into the house, exchanged toasts through the afternoon, and talked a lot about how they would miss the deceased. Chaka had a light tolerance for wine, and she was getting ready to call it a day when a short, stout man with a neatly clipped gray beard put a drink in her hand. You said exactly the right things, young lady, he said.


Thank you.


She understood immediately from his formal bearing and precise speech that he was an academic. He was about sixty, probably one of Endines colleagues. The rest of us babbled like damned fools, he continued.


She smiled at him, pleased.


Were going to miss him. He tasted his wine. My names Silas Glote. I teach at the Imperium.


The name sounded familiar. Pleased to meet you, Master Glote. She smiled. Im Chaka Milana.


I knew Arin, said Silas.


She recalled where she had heard the name. He was in one of your seminars.


A long time ago. He was a fine young man.


Thank you.


Flojian came up behind them, nodded to Silas, and thanked them both for their comments. Im sure, he told Chaka, he was delighted. This was, of course, a reference to Kariks spirit.


It was true, she said.


Flojian managed a smile. Silas was invited to go on the expedition.


Really?


I have no taste for the wilderness, said Silas. I like my comforts. He turned to Flojian. How far did they actually get? Did he ever tell you?


Flojian saw three empty chairs around a table and steered his guests toward them. Toko, his ancient servant, brought more drinks. No, he said, passing a cushion to Chaka. He didnt talk about it. Not a word.



How about the map?


I never saw a map. I dont know that there was one. He took a deep breath. The tradition has always been that it was to the north. On the sea. But what sea? He rolled his eyes. Well, it hardly matters. He looked toward Chaka. Silas blames himself for not going.


I never said that.


I know. But I can hear it in your voice. And you do yourself an injustice. Nothing would have been different. Except one more would have died. I suspect you refused him for the same reason I did.


He asked you to go? Silas blurted the question, and then realized the implied insult and tried to regroup by suggesting that Karik would not have expected Flojian to be interested.


Its all right, Silas. He was relieved when I passed on the idea. Flojians voice dropped to a harsh whisper. But it was abject nonsense from the start and you and I both knew it. We told him so and challenged him to show his evidence. Show the map. But he refused.


Flojian finished his drink and sighed. He walked out of here with a group of children. I apologize for that, Chaka, but its so. He took advantage of people who believed in him. And he led them to their graves. Nothing changes that, no matter what anyone says here.





Chaka was about to leave when Flojian appeared again and asked whether he could speak with her privately. The request was put so earnestly that she was at a loss to guess his purpose.


He led her to a sitting room in the back of the house, and drew aside a set of heavy curtains. Sunlight fell on a collection of four books.


The room was comfortably furnished with leather chairs, a desk, a cabinet, a side table, and a reading stand. This was my fathers sanctum, he said, before he retreated into the north wing. All four volumes were bound and, of course, hand-written. Two were inside the cabinet, a third was on the desk, and a fourth lay open on the reading stand. They were Kesslers The Poetic Rationale; Kariks own history of Illyria, Empire and Sunset; Molkas Foundations of the League; and a fragment copy of The Travels of Abraham Polk.


Theyre lovely, she said.


Thank you.


The Molka book, on the stand, was most accessible. The craftsmanship was marvelous: leather binding, vellum of the highest order, exquisite calligraphy, fine inks, golden flourishes in strategic locations, brilliant illustrations.


They must be quite valuable.


They are. His brown eyes focused on her. Im going to sell them.


Youre not serious.


Oh, yes. I have no way to protect them. When Father was here, it was one thing. But now, Id have to hire a guard. No, they dont really mean much to me, Chaka. Id rather have the money.


I see. She ran her fingers lightly over the binding.


A pleasant sensation, isnt it?


Yes.


Well, you must be wondering why I wanted to see you. He opened a cabinet drawer and removed a package. She guessed by its dimensions and weight it contained a fifth book. He set it down on a table and stood aside. I dont know whether youre aware of it or not, but you made a considerable impression on my father.


Thats hard to believe, Flojian. He never really knew me.


He remembered. He left instructions that this was to be given to you. The package was wrapped in black leather and held shut by a pair of straps. Chaka released the buckles, and caught her breath.


Gold leaf, red leather binding, fine parchment, although somewhat yellowed with age. This is for me?


Its Mark Twain, said Flojian. A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthurs Court.


She lifted the cover and stared at the title page. Mark Twains books are lost, she said.


Well. He laughed. Not all of them. Not anymore.


There were illustrations of knights on horseback and castle walls and beautiful women in flowing gowns. And a picture of a man fashioning a pistol.


The language was antiquated.


Where did it come from?


Thats a question I wish I could answer. It was as much a surprise to me as it is to you. He pursed his lips. Its somewhat worn, as you can see. But this is the way it was put into my hands.


Chaka was overwhelmed. I cant take this, she said.


I think you have to, said Flojian. Its in his will. Be careful of it, though. I suspect it will command a substantial price.


I would think so.


I can make some suggestions with regard to getting full value for it, Chaka.


She closed the book and refastened the case. Oh, no, she said. I wouldnt sell it. But thank you anyway.






Raney was waiting for her on Sundown Road. He was tall, congenial, with dark eyes and a gentleness that one seldom found in younger men. He was occasionally dull, but that was not necessarily a bad thing in a man. She wore his bracelet on her ankle.


How did it go? he asked as she rode up.


The Mark Twain was secured in her saddlebag. Raney didnt seem to have noticed it. You wouldnt believe it, she said, accepting his kiss and returning an embrace that surprised him and almost knocked him off his horse.


Raney was a garment maker. He was skilled, well paid, and enjoyed the affection and respect of his customers and the owner of the shop in which he worked. The shop was prosperous, the owner feeble, and, as nature took its course, Raney could expect to have few concerns about his future.


He nodded toward the pillar of smoke rising into the sky. I was surprised that youd go.


Why?


The mans responsible for Arins death.


Thats nonsense, she said. Arin took his chances when he went. There arent any guarantees upcountry. You should know that.


It was a fine sunny day, unseasonably warm. They rode slowly toward River Road, where they would turn north. He came back, said Raney. The man in charge of the expedition is the only survivor. He shook his head. If it were me, Id have stayed out there.


She shrugged. Maybe. But what would be the point?


The river sparkled below them. They talked about trivialities and after a while turned off the road and cantered upslope to Chakas villa, which stood atop the ridge. Her grandfather had built it, and it had passed to her remaining brother, Sauk, whod granted it to her in exchange for her agreement to rear her two sisters. Now, Lyra was grown and gone, and Carin expected to marry in the spring.


Raney was staring at her. You okay? he asked. You look kind of funny.


Im fine. She smiled as they rode through a hedge onto the grounds. I have something to show you.


He carried the bag into the house and she opened it. When he saw the book, he frowned. What is it?


Mark Twain. One of the lost books.


Hes a Roadmaker writer.


Yes.


Whered it come from?


Its an inheritance, Raney. Karik left it to me.


Funny thing to do for a stranger. Why?


She thought she caught a suspicious note in his voice. I dont know.


How much do you think its worth?


A lot. But it doesnt matter.


Why not?


Im not going to sell it.


Youre not? He gazed at an open page. What do you want with it?


What was that supposed to mean? Raney, this is Mark Twain.


He shook his head. Its your book, love. But Id unload it at the first opportunity.
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The Illyrians knew the world was round, though some among the lower classes were skeptical. They knew that infections were caused by tiny creatures they could not see, that the pattern of days and nights resulted from the movement of the world and not of the sun, that the Mississippi rose in a land of gigantic ruins and emptied into a gulf whose waters ran untroubled to the horizon. They were aware that thunderstorms were caused by natural processes and not by supernatural beings, although, since no one could explain how this was so, that view was becoming progressively tenuous with each generation.


They knew that a civilization of major dimensions had occupied the land before them. How extensive those dimensions had been was a matter for speculation: The Illyrians and their fellow dwellers in the Mississippi Valley did not travel far beyond League outposts. They were still few in number; population pressures would not, for many years, drive them into a dangerous and hard wilderness. Furthermore, river navigation was limited: They could not move upstream easily without powered vessels; and travel downstream was hampered in some places and blocked altogether in others by collapsed bridges and other debris.


A metropolis had once existed at the rivers mouth, where the Mississippi drained into the Southern Sea. How this had been possible, given the fact that the entire area was swampland, no one knew. Silas and a few others suspected that the swamp was a relatively recent phenomenon and had not existed in Roadmaker times. But the ruin was there nonetheless. And, like Memphis, it had burned.


Six years after Kariks unhappy expedition, the Illyrians had joined the other four river valley cities to form the Mississippi League, one of whose express purposes was to gain direct access to the sea. It was an enterprise still in its planning phases.


The Leagues acknowledged center of learning was the Imperium, a onetime royal academy located in Illyria. It derived its name from its imperial founders and patrons and from its location in the west wing of the old palace. (The empire had consisted of Illyria, a half-dozen outlying settlements, and a lot of optimism.) It was one of the few institutions to survive intact the seven years of civil war and revolution that separated the murder of the last emperor, Benikat V (Bloody Beni), from the Declaration of Rights and the founding of the Republic.


The palace had been restored, but it no longer served an official function. The Senate had made a point of their republican roots: Their first order of business under the constitution had been to move out of the imperial grounds and to take up temporary residence in a military barracks until a new capitol could be built. Much of the palace itself was converted into a museum.


Daily visitors could now see the bedroom in which Benikat had been surprised by his guards; the Great Hall of the Moon, where Hethra had invoked the power of heaven to frighten Lorimar VII into submission; and the balcony on which Paxton the Far-Seer had composed his immortal ballads.


In the west wing, men of science, literature, and philosophy served the sons of the wealthy and a specially selected few from the poorer classes. It was a position that carried respect and satisfied the spirit. Silas envied no one. He could imagine no finer calling than spending the winter afternoons speculating on mans place in the cosmos and the reality of divine purpose. (Here, of course, he had to be a little careful: The religious authorities and their pious allies in the Senate did not respond favorably to any opinion that might undermine the faith.)


He had never married.


There were times now that he regretted being alone. The years were beginning to crowd him, and the coldness of the farewell to Karik had depressed his spirits. He arrived home wondering what sort of send-off he would be accorded when his time came.




The palace straddled the crest of Calagua Hill, the highest point in Illyria. It was, in fact, a network of connected buildings clustered around a series of courtyards. Springs and hydraulic systems carried water into and waste out of baths and washrooms; interior courtyards and enormous banks of windows provided illumination. There was a web of stairways and corridors, apartments, workshops, sanctuaries, armories, and banquet halls. The royal apartments were still maintained on the south side, where they overlooked the busy commercial center.


Rows of houses, separated by winding unpaved streets, sprawled out from the foot of Calagua Hill. The houses were, for the most part, wooden or brick. They lacked indoor plumbing, as did most residences in Illyria, but they were comfortable and well kept. After the formation of the League, when security ceased to be a major concern, the more prosperous inhabitants had moved outside the city walls. The area had then been given over to a teeming marketplace, full of haggling and bargaining, which sold corn, grains, and meat from local farms; pottery and handicrafts from Argon; wines from downriver; soaps and scents from Masandik; leather goods from Farroad; furniture, firearms, and jewelry from local artisans.


For all its dark associations, the palace embodied the pride of the nation and remained a monument to the magnificence of the imperial imagination. Glittering spires and granite turrets, broad galleries and elevated courtyards, cupolas and vaulted staircases collaborated to infuse in visitors a sense of past greatness and future promise.


From his study, Silas could see the entire southern face of the structure, its arches and mezzanines and guard posts. Forget the politics, he told his students. Concentrate on the architecture. If we can create such beauty from stone, what can we not do?


And yet.


Anyone digging more than a few feet into the soil could expect to collide with ancient walls and foundations. They were everywhere. The Roadmakers had far exceeded his own people in their architectural skills, yet they had gone to dust. It was a grim reminder against hubris. The palace, which had once been alive, was now only a vast mausoleum with a school at one end and a museum at the other. Every year, students wondered whether the Illyrians had already taken the first step downhill. Among the masters there were several, not least of all Silas, who were convinced that the democratic system now in place was little better than mob rule. Ordinary people, they suspected, inevitably vote their own interests. To survive, a nation needs authority and wisdom at the top. The strategy, he believed, should be to find a mechanism to maintain a balance of power among a small number of families. These families would be educated to the throne, and would select the best among them to act for all. As to a practical design for such a mechanism, Silas confessed he had none.


After Kariks body had been consigned to the flames, he had fallen into a contemplative, and indeed almost bleak, mood. If a people could achieve the capability to erect the monumental structures that existed in all the forests of the known world, and yet could not save themselves from extinction, what was one to conclude? It was difficult for Silas to discard his conviction that history should reflect moral and technological progress. It was a battle hed fought many times with Karik, who argued that history was chaotic and wondered how anybody living among the ruins could think otherwise.


That Silas thought of himself as a history teacher should not suggest that the instructors at the Imperium were specialized. In fact, the body of knowledge was so limited that specialization beyond certain very broad categories would have been absurd. The categories, other than history, were ethics, philosophy, theology, medicine, rhetoric, law, and mathematics.


Several of his students had attended the ceremonies for Karik. Next day, in a seminar, they wondered how so erudite a man could have been so foolish, and they engaged in a long discussion about the ability of even the best minds to delude themselves.


At the end of the class, one of his students lingered. His name was Brandel Tess, and he had been among those whod attended the funeral rites. He looked troubled. Master Glote, he said, one of my friends is Tokos grandson.


Who?


Toko. Master Endines servant.



Oh, yes. And?


He says that his grandfather claims there was a copy of A Connecticut Yankee in Master Endines quarters.


He must be mistaken.


He says no. Toko swears it was there. He says Karik had it open on a reading table for years, and made him promise not to tell anybody. But now its missing.


Did he ask Flojian about it?


Flojian told him it was given away.


To whom?


I dont think he thought it proper to ask.


Silas shook his head. This cant be right, he said, with smooth self-assurance. There is no extant copy of Connecticut Yankee. Only six books from the age of the Roadmakers were known to exist: The Odyssey; Brave New World; The Brothers Karamazov; The Collected Short Stories of Washington Irving; Eliot Kleins book of puzzles and logic, Beats Me; and Goethes Faust. They also had substantial sections of The Oxford Companion to World Literature and several plays by Bernard Shaw. There were bits and pieces of other material. Of Mark Twain, two fragments remained, the first half of The Facts in the Case of the Great Beef Contract, and chapter sixteen from Life on the Mississippi, which describes piloting and racing steamboats, although the precise nature of the steamboat tantalizingly eluded Illyrias best scholars.


Brandel shrugged. Okay, he said. I just thought youd be interested.




The tables and benches that had been set out for the funeral rite were still in place. Silas tied his horse to the hitching rail. The ground where the pyre had stood was charred. The ashes of his old friend, in accordance with tradition, had been given to the river by Flojian at sunrise.


He knocked on the front door. Toko answered. He was tall and thin, white-haired, ancient, the soul of dignity. I expect my master shortly, sir, he said. If you care to wait. He showed Silas into a side parlor, and placed a glass of wine before him.


Brandel was wrong, of course. There was simply no question about that. Karik would have judged his life spectacularly successful had he been able to find a copy of Connecticut Yankee. If hed owned one, he would have given it to the world. Still, Silas needed to pin down the reason for the misunderstanding.


Dusk had set in. From the window he could watch the first lamps being lit across the river. It was a curiously restful sight and he was enjoying it when he heard the sound of an approaching horse. Flojian rode into the front yard on a dusky mare. Several minutes later Toko opened a door and Flojian strode into the sitting room carrying a glass of wine and a candle.


Good to see you again, Silas, he said, falling into a chair. I thought the ceremony went well yesterday. Thank you for your help.


I thought so, too. Well miss him. Actually, no one would miss him, and they both knew it. I wanted to be sure you were all right.


Im okay, said Flojian. He tried to smile, but there was an element of pain in the expression. My father and I werent really that close. I dont find myself regretting what Ive lost so much as what I never had. He used the candle to light the lamps in the room, and then set it in a holder. But I dont guess theres much help for that now.


I heard an odd story today, said Silas, rearranging himself in his chair. One of my students thought your father owned a Mark Twain.


Flojian sipped his wine. Im surprised you know about that, he said. But yes, its true.


The room chilled. Silas stared at the younger man. It was a moment before he found his voice again. How long did he have it?


I dont know.


You dont know. Whatever his drawbacks, Flojian was not stupid. How could you not know?


Its easy. He didnt tell me. Refused to talk about it. You know how he was.


May I ask where he got it?


I dont know that either. I asked my father that question and he said it was of no moment, and thats all he would say. Listen, Silas, I only found out about this a couple of days before he died. I didnt know there was anything like that around the house.


Its Connecticut Yankee, I understand.


Thats right.


Silas was essentially a patient man and had never been given to violence. But on that occasion he wanted to seize his host and shake the answers from him. Where is it now? he demanded.


Flojian stiffened. Your tone almost suggests that you have a proprietary interest.


Damn it, Flojian. Everybody has a proprietary interest in something like that. You cant keep it to yourself.


As a matter of fact, I didnt. The comment hammered down on the still evening air. Father bequeathed it to Chaka Milana. The young woman you were talking with yesterday.


Why on earth would he do that?


Im sure I do not know. She was Arins sister. You remember, Arin was the artist who was lost on the expedition.



I
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