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Pursuit of Power

The lantern was a simple
thing. A tin floor with five corners and a small spike in the
center to fix the candle on. The walls were short, squat almost,
and slanted outwards as they rose to the roof. Four of them were
fixed in place, while the fifth was hinged like a door, to allow
for the candle to be changed out. They all featured tin shutters
that could be raised or lowered by means of an ash knob that
perched on the roof and was carved in the shape of a gargoyle.

Turn the gargoyle to the
right and the shutters raised, turn to the left and they would
lower. The roof itself was concave, flaring out at the bottom and
peaking sharply together to form the gargoyle’s perch. A ring of
small holes had been punched in the tin around the gargoyle’s feet.
The beast itself was contorted into a physically impossible stance
that left it gazing upward, it’s head in the direct center of the
lantern. The creature was snarling around a steel ring that was
gripped in its wooden teeth, unwilling or unable to let go.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?” The
old gypsy woman grinned at Riordan as he turned the gargoyle back
and forth, making the shutters dance.

“Indeed,” Riordan said.
“I’ll give you five pence for it.”

“Oh, Saints and Angels save
me,” mourned the old woman. “I paid a gold piece for that trinket,
truly I did. All the miles from ancient Constantinople I carried
it.”

Her son probably stole it
from a tavern not ten miles from here, thought Riordan. “Ten
pence.”

“I would be taking a
terrible loss, to let such a magnificent light go for ten pence,”
the old woman spat to the side. “And I, with ten starving children
to feed. All of them the sweetest girls a mother could hope for. I
could only part with that treasure for a gold piece ten pence.”

Riordan smirked. He wondered
if the girl at the entrance to the market was one of the old
crone’s daughters. If so she wouldn’t starve for long. She was
charging six pence for a tumble in her tent, and her exotic looks
and smooth skin were pulling the local lads in like magic.

“It’s ugly, and worn. See,
the shutter here sticks,” Riordan pointed out. “Twelve pence.”

“Ten small children, skinny
enough to see their bones,” moaned the old woman. “I’ll go as low
as a gold piece, but no lower.”

“You must be an active
woman, grandmother, to have children that young,” Riordan said.

The old woman hitched her
skirts and leered at him, “It’ll cost extra to know the truth of
that, young man.”

Riordan shook his head. As
if he would lay with gypsy scum. Spend good money and, like as not,
catch the pox. “Fourteen pence for the lantern,” he said, putting
some steel into his voice. “My final offer.”

The old woman dropped her
skirts and cocked her head to one side. Her eyes glittered brightly
from within the folds of her face, hinting at a sharp and cunning
intelligence that nearly surprised Riordan. She smiled, exposing a
few rotting teeth and a lot of empty gums.

“It breaks my heart, but its
a deal,” she wheezed.

She kept one hand on the
lantern and counted his money with her other, making the small
coins dance across her palm with the ease of long practice. Only
then did she release the steel ring and allow Riordan to take his
prize away with him.

As he walked away he heard
her mumble something at his back. His ears were sharp but he tried
to ignore the foreboding words.

“May it bring you better
luck than it brought me.”

#

The sun had set and the moon
was rising as he climbed the low hill on the edge of Gideon’s Glen.
The hill overlooked the village below and gave a fine view of the
surrounding countryside. His small home was placed on the far side,
so he could look down on the village and see what was happening.
But it was far enough away from the hovels below that he had his
privacy and would not be interrupted in the midst of one of his
experiments.

The weariness of the road
pulled at his shoulders but his pack felt a little lighter with the
knowledge that his journey was nearly over. Despite the late hour
there was a light in the window by the door, a candle burning
bright and guiding him home.

He smiled to himself. Of all
the treasures that he acquired over the past year, Persia was the
most precious.

She was smart and learned
quickly. He knew enough of the desert tongue to convey his wishes
to her and to understand what she was telling him. She cooked well,
worked hard during the day to keep the house clean, and seemed
happy enough to warm his bed at night. She even had the good sense
not to distract him during his experiments. What more could a man
ask for?

She was sitting up by the
candle, folding small bundles of jasmine into his clothes when he
walked through the door. A smile lifted her lips, though he could
never decipher what was in her eyes. There were some mysteries that
even he could not fathom.

Riordan smiled back and
beckoned her over, as he swung the heavy pack from his
shoulders.

“Was my master’s journey
successful?” She walked with a smooth, confident gait that set her
hips swaying and drew his eyes. He tore his gaze free after a
moment and dug into the pack.

“A few, ah... useful...
items,” he said. His grasp of her tongue was ever improving but
learning was hampered because he refused to teach her to speak the
local tongue. It might make running away seem too attractive an
option.

Though she had not run in
the week he had been gone. Then, she knew she was safe in his
house. The village people feared him, as well they should, and knew
better than to meddle with his affairs. As long as she was with
him, she would be well fed, warm, and safe. But it did not hurt to
keep her ignorant of the local language as a bit of insurance. He
allowed her enough un-slave-like pretensions as things stood. It
would not do to encourage her to further forget her station.

“What you were looking
for?”

“Perhaps,” he set the
lantern on the table and dug deeper. “Tonight there is something
more important.”

“What is more important than
that which my master desires?” Her smile was like liquid honey now
and her hands were on his shoulders, her fingers kneading the sore
muscles and drawing the tension from them. It felt more magical
than any working he had managed in all his life.

“Something for you,” he
said, feeling the material on his fingertips.

Her fingers lifted from his
shoulders to cover her mouth as he drew the blue shimmering silk
from the pack. She did not even try to hide her gasp of happiness
and she reached one hand out to feel the fabric between her
fingers.

“Does it please you?”
Riordan asked.

“My master is too kind.” He
thought the smile was genuine this time. Then it grew a little
wicked. “Allow me to be kind to him in return.”

“Not tonight,” he smiled. He
wanted to examine the lantern tonight in his workshop. His initial
look at it outside the gypsy’s wagon had given him a hint of
something. The lodgings he had rented proved to dark to get a
better look at it. He had studied it while he rested earlier in the
noontide sun and that had excited him even more. In the bright
sunlight he thought he could make out faint markings on the tin
roof. Further, he was certain there were runes carved into the
gargoyle but he need his workshop and books to decipher them.

If what he suspected of the
lantern was true, then his years of study and research might just
pay off.

Riordan surfaced from the
depths of his reverie to see Persia watching him with an odd look.
“What is it?”

“Is my master displeased?”
she asked.

“No,” Riordan said. Where
was this coming from? He just gave her a rich present, by all the
stars!

“My master,” she hesitated,
pouting her lips a little. “He will not lay with me tonight? Will
he also take back the present?”

Oh, that was what was wrong.
He took her hands in his and smiled. “No, Persia,” he said. “The
gift is yours to keep.”

“Thank you,” she smiled
back.

“I will be late.” He dropped
her hands. “You should sleep.”

He took the lantern and
passed through the door into his workshop, so engrossed in getting
his prize where he could truly study it that he missed the murmur
from the room behind him.

“I missed you.”

#

Riordan passed the week like
a man in a fever dream. The lantern was fascinating. He was
beginning to wonder if the gypsy woman had told the truth about
buying it in Constantinople. In one of his texts he found reference
to a dozen lanterns that had been crafted in Budapest by warlocks.
For what purpose, the text did not dare say. But Budapest was not
as far from Constantinople as that great city was from Gideon’s
Glen.

If it was one of the
warlock’s lanterns then his hopes would have been answered.

With the proper light and
the assistance of his scrying glass, Riordan had managed to copy
the runes carved upon the gargoyle to a roll of vellum. Further
examination had revealed the presence of more glyphs, etched along
the five edges of the base plate.

It appeared to him that the
etchings had once been filled with silver that some scoundrel had
since removed. But the letters, swooping, swirling marks were still
there and he copied them down as well, before digging into his
books.

He spent day and night
pouring over his texts. At times in the candlelight, he began to
believe that the gargoyle moved. Occasionally he would sense, out
of the corner of his eye, a slight twitch, like that of an eye
shifting, or a muscle quivering. But when he fixed his gaze upon it
the wooden creature remained stoic and silent. It was a mystery
that he decided would have to wait until he deciphered the
text.

When the meaning in the
glyphs and runes became clear to him, Riordan stood and pushed
himself from his work table in a daze. It could not be, surely, it
could not! No warlock’s petty lantern was this. But how could an
object of such power come into his grasp! He turned to look once
more, but the creak of the door opening distracted him and he
whirled to find himself face to face with Persia.

“What have I said about
disturbing my studies?” he said. In his passion he forgot to speak
in the desert tongue, but the harshness in his voice needed no
translation.

“My master has not eaten in
three days,” Persia said. Her face grew a trifle pale, but she held
her chin high and met his gaze. “My master has not slept. My master
needs to rest from his labors.”

“I need nothing,” he
snapped. “Away with you. I am close. I need no distractions.”

Persia ignored the wave of
his hand and stood her ground. “I have made a broth and baked fresh
bread. My master will eat of it and rest.”

Riordan felt his anger
flying away with him. She was his slave. She was to take his
orders. It was not her place to direct him. With a growl of
frustration
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