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Ærodiasnight’s Palor, a mystery
On Her Majesty’s Dark Charge 1
On Her Majesty’s Dark Charge 2
Hello, my name is Lee. Don’t feel bad if you’ve never heard of me before. I’ve been an unpublished author for an embarrassingly long time. I won’t bore you with details or excuses. However, the series of stories you’re about to read have been germinating and festering in one form or another since my high school days. I’m forty this year. That should give you a notion of the time frame involved.
The story behind the Link Continuum goes back to high school, but it’s long and boring and I’m tired, so you get the Coles Notes version instead.
After the band folded in 1998, I took stock once again and figured I’d go back to fiction writing. It wasn’t as sexy, but at least I could play all the parts myself without putting anyone’s nose out of joint. So I dug out my old notes from before the band started in ‘93, and sorted through them to see what still read like a story folks wouldn’t piss themselves reading. Most of it seemed a bit dodgy, but I quite liked the LINK stuff. I started brushing up my notes for The Sunday Afternoon Matinee, and found myself also liking the off-brand LINK stuff featuring the stories Hero, Full Moon Memoires and The Gas Mask Chronicles graphic novels. But I also spent some time on the LINBeing Trilogy, and before I knew it, I was a writer again.
Or so I thought. I missed the bit in the script where I was going to take a detour into professional graphic design, which kept me largely diverted from the main plan for the better part of the last decade. I did put in some work on the Sunday Afternoon Matinee scripts, but very little art and absolutely no prose writing got done except what I wrote for LINKWorlds.
Rod Brazeau approached me with his plan to start making a Roleplaying Game (RPG) series from some of the old ideas we’d been discussing when we were back in school together, and wondered if I had any ideas to contribute. He had a few ideas of his own, and wanted me to help him flesh them out, and maybe work them into the old LINK canon, which he kind of saw as being ours, and in a real way, he’s right. I dreamed up LINK and most of what’s been called LINK over the years, but it was with him that I worked out a lot of my early ideas of roleplaying games and of comics and graphic novels as well. He was my writing partner in high school, and though we’d been separated for over a decade, it seemed a good time to get reacquainted.
We started with a pet project of his, as he had his heart set on doing a western adventure RPG, only in the LINK vein. Not sure how I got him to agree with that notion, because it lead to more headaches along the way than anything else, really. Not that LINK: West was a bad idea; just that it needed a lot more time to sort out and perfect than we had, given that Rod had already gotten us a printing deal. We had three or four months of mostly uninterrupted (but unpaid) time to crank out half a gaming manual, the other half of which would consist of a slightly altered pre-written, licensed gaming mechanic (for which Rod paid a Princely sum for the right to use) based on what our printers, Guardians of Order (GoO), had decided to market as their licensed indie gaming line. We went through three mechanics changes during production, and managed to get the deadline pushed back a couple of times, but in the end, we made it. Sort of.
It was a pretty exciting time, but in so many ways, it was a doomed venture from the start. We tried to do everything ourselves in the space of a few short months, and in the end, we both sort of burned out and handed in a far inferior product than the one we’d set out to create. Rod had been a pretty capable project manager, but as an art director, he left a little to be desired, and the reviews, sadly, confirmed it. Far too many of both of our pieces were cobbled together from heavily processed photographic sources to give them a sort of authentic 1800s photographic feel, but in truth, they just looked like hell.
To top it off, the rules system we were lumbered with was an extremely poor fit for what we were doing. Rod tried his best to make it work, but we had almost cartoonish superhero power sets listed to explain some of the supernatural effects that certain classes of players would develop during the course of their adventures, if they should accidentally become tainted by Darkness. When well-intentioned players actually figured this out, they all ran off willy-nilly into the desert to get infected and come back super-powered cowboys. It was a disaster.
The book sold out in pre-order and had to go back for a second run to meet the demand, but when it finally hit the shelves, the other shoe dropped: inferior, highly compromised product + lackluster, non-commital promotion = critical flop.
After another year or two, GoO was out of business (not our fault), and our book disappeared into the abyss of Amazon’s back catalogue system. It’s still available here if you want it badly enough. I don’t recommend it, however.
And that was pretty much the last anybody heard of LINK, save for Rod and I, who every few years would get together with a six pack and some tacos and hash out whatever plans we may have for a glorious rebirth of the LINKWorlds line. Actually, I believe Rod is overdue. See, he’s got other projects keeping him busy, including www.themoviesnitch.com blog website to manage and his plan for a gaming universe minus my influence. *wink*
But in the meantime, I’ve got stories to tell. A lot of them. And really, I’m not as interested in tabletop RPGs as I used to be. Most folks are more interested in interactive digital media these days, and the old schoolers prefer playing board games or classic RPGs like D&D, or Big Name IPs like Star Wars or The Dresden Files.
I HAVE been giving a great deal of consideration to interactive digital media, such as laptops, tablets and eReaders, in the past year or so, and have coem to think that I’d like to adapt some of these ideas to them. There’s a fair bit of technical difficulty involved there, but I suspect it’s the only way forward for LINKWorlds. Food for thought, anyway.
Meanwhile, here are several bits of prose fiction, some previously printed, others not, as well as copious notes that I have taken down over the last two decades whilst trying to piece this veritable saga together. Conventional wisdom states you should never give away the secrets behind your repertoire of tricks, but some of these ideas are long past due for a refresher, so they’ll most likely be in a completely different form if and when they finally see proper publication.
There is so much left to do, and so much more to come. I barely scratched the surface of my rough plans with these projects. I just hope I get it all sorted out and written before the Darkness takes me too.
Lee Edward McIlmoyle,
Somewhere in Limbo (a quiet suburb on the outskirts of the Centrifuge),
Sipping cold tea, IMing sporadically, and checking my Twitterfeed,
Tuesday, October 18th, 2011
...a deep corona of cerulean hovers almost mystically above the distant hub of the night-clad sands of the desert beyond. The still-blazing fire throughs the faces of even the most smooth-skinned beauties into stark relief, shadows dancing as if trying to find purchase in any rough-hewn crevice, to keep from being blown away in the cruel breezes of the evening. The pack animals just beyond the first glow of the fire can be heard making ghastly regurgitating noises in their chambered bellies and elastic throats. It seems to be a passive enough protest, and so you dispell the mood with a couple of extravagant gestures in the fire-lit air before you.
Eager, searching eyes just out of sight blink to life, and motion breaks the barrier of shadow beyond the circle of warmth and flickering light. Soon, the animals are fed and contented, and the regurgitating noises, though persistent, sound less like a mob and more like a choir, and so the night shall be less eventful.
Another balletic series of waves in the eddying heat seems almost mystically to summon drink, though the food that comes with it is mere trail fodder, spiced, but not at all like a grand feast, and so, the magic is revealed to have it's limits. The silent servants, moving like masked shadows of desert spirits, round the fire and see to the other guests at the fire this evening. Soon, all are basking in an inner-, as well as an outer-glow of warmth and light, liquid and solid chemically combining in empty gullets to create peace of mind and harmony of corpus, and all is well... well enough for this caravan.
And with this realization, you raise yourself up to your full sitting height, essay a few throat-cleaing noises, and, in opulent fashion, address the circle of travel-weary souls before you.
"Gentlebeings, fellow-travellers in this vast, alien, lifeless place so very unlike those deserts of our youth, I entreat you to envision the flowing veil of Sheherezade, as she lavished her Sultan in the billowing layers of her successive veils, not of silk or saffron, but of tales. In so doing, you too shall fall under the spell of her gaze, and her warm, lilting voice, and become drunk on her patchouli-dipped tales of high adventure and romance. For in the invocation of this revered soul, I hope to sweep you away on winds of the imagination, and to take you to a place where even fair Sheherezade's tales of the thousand and one nights failed to penetrate.”
“I shall now tell you of the most fearfully bright, altogether strange place I ever had the strange fortune to reach port in. And a vast and teeming port it was, I can tell you, sprawling with life unimaginable in your wildest rememberings of sea-ports in your various youths. Ask not for which sea this amazing vision came to me, for indeed, no mere body of sea water ever met this timeless shore. I will tell you of a Serendib the even that old rascal Sinbad never set his greedy eyes upon. Though, truth be told, I am certain that Sinbad would have easily been set to begging at the gates of this shining, star-touched place, for wont of a scheme grand enough to pocket the whole thing, if he could but wrap his imagination around it, grasping, thieving hands seeking purchase like the knives of firelight upon your gentle brows."
"Fellow travelling souls, allow me, I beseech you, to regale you of the tale of a traveller I once knew, a sailor and a prince both quite similar and yet quite unlike that wily old schemer, Sinbad. I wish now to share my memories of one Solomon Burke, the mad high prophet of chaos, the divner of fortunes got and lost, and the man who first showed me the golden, mystical shores of his own Serendib, the Centrifuge of All Reality.”
“And in so doing, permit me the license to start the tale with the first words Burke uttered unto me, in his own most high story-teller's voice, upon reaching those sainted shores. For indeed, even as we were coming astern of the those glittering shores, all palisades and gilt-edged archways and causeways, a veritable wall of light, he turned to us all, very much as I do to you now, and, opening his welcoming arms broadly, smiled and spake: ‘Welcome to the Omniverse’.”
Link: The Dark Guild
In 2003, my partner and good buddy Rod Brazeau and I were creating LINK: West, and he had carved out the entirety of North America, called Amerius—essentially his name for the Old West—as his playground, and had little interest in my suggestions for what to do with the original Eastern United States or the northern territories, or even Florida, all of which I had some wild ideas for. Really, he had one central story he wanted to tell, about his main character, Spartan Garth, a gunslinger with certain supernaturally-bestowed gifts.
Rod did afford me the room to write the background material for the game/world, which took place in the ‘old world’ of Euroboros. Given the time constraints, I had to focus my immediate attention to the story of the Baron, whom we had agreed would be our common shadowy nemesis. Much of the story I had was a series of vignettes that took place in Londonis, my thoughtful bowdlerisation of Ye Olde Londinium, and in Avalonis, which I’m sure you don’t need me to explain. I wrote about a dozen segments, which I had every intention of fleshing out into a proper novel some day. I periodically bring this collection of bits out to look at and consider if it is yet time to write the full novel.
So many story ideas about Euroboros have come to me over the years, but most of that stuff seems to require me to get this first bit of business done and dusted. I’ve actually written a full novel in a small corner of medieval Euroboros, then known as the Wystrus, or the Wystren Empire to some, called The Bride of War. I also have plans for another, called The Shadow Sygne, which may or may not become an interactive novel, to at least fulfill the ambition of writing it as a video game, which never came to pass.
A third Euroboran tale, called Under The Veil, has since been co-opted into an episode of Author Unknown, an almost-but-not-quite-entirely unrelated series of stories (which nevertheless take place in the LINK Continuum). That story was actually the original idea I had for Rod’s LINK: Longsword project, said idea of which Rod was a little skeptical of. I just didn’t see it as an entire novel on its own; it feels like one of those classic time travel series episodes where the modern hero wanders into an old medieval village with a supernatural mystery to unravel, which always turns out to be some alien being or time meddling menace. I think that one has found its proper home.
But with all of these stories making connections with the world presented in this section, it just wouldn’t feel right not to share them in some form. So here they are, the final Director’s Cut version of The Dark Guild novella… until the Deluxe Edition, that is. ;)
Lee Edward McIlmoyle,
Somewhere in Limbo,
Listening to Anthony Phillips and pondering the history of LINK with a can of ‘Immortal Juice’ in easy reach,
Monday, October 17th, 2011
Mara’s Lament
Ducking out of the rainy night air into the dimly-lit tunnel, she heard her footfalls report as they splashed in the shallow pools of water gathering down the length of the hallway. She felt the tension building in her chest as she fought the maddening urge to glance over her shoulder just once more to insure that no one had followed her. Even then, her eyes darted about anxiously with every strange sound, of which there were many in this forbidden passage.
Two turns inward and gradually descending deeper into the bowels of the City-State, she came to a large metal door, solid and discouraging, like a heart valve made for an iron Colossus. Reaching for the weathered surface, she fought her shaking hand and, with bare fingertips, neatly traced an intricate sigil upon the door’s surface. The complexity of the sigil she limned indicated the hand of an elegant designer behind the arcane mechanism; not once did the paths cross, despite the myriad intersections etched or raised upon the door.
Completing the small ritual, the pattern she had traced suddenly flared into being with mystical light, which shortly evanesced as if sinking beneath the armoured surface of the door. Presently, the door irised open with a low, shuddering hum and the mechanical hiss of steam.
The flickering light within was unsettling, but oddly inviting as well, despite her apprehension. She stepped forward as the iris closed, and she found herself drawn forward by the susurrus of rhythmically chanting voices deeper within.
She entered a vaulted, circular chamber, at the centre of which stood an enormous, pulsating conduit filled with tendrils of roiling, plum-wine miasma, like poisoned blood spilt into a water glass and held to the light. She approached the small circle of hooded figures that surrounded the conduit at its base; their droning ceased as she got within speaking distance of the gathering. The deep, magisterial voice that addressed her was not conversational, however.
The owner of The Voice was a tall, broad-chested figure of a man standing before the Process Analysis Module, its tripod facing inward, taking readings of the conduit. To her eyes, he looked for all the world to be presiding over this group of supposed equals, as though passing down the very words of the High Mages from his pulpit. Not appreciating the implication of her inner monologue, she snapped to full attention and answered his questions by rote, a ritual to determine their guild identity without removing their hoods, and thus revealing their true, ‘mundane’ identities, as The Voice called them.
All members of this guild had an individual script that had to be recited in response to each of his short, esoteric questions, or face immediate, brutal psychic punishment, using an ancient, arcane device The Voice had discovered and learned the workings of. Each of their scripts was carefully tailored to both reveal and at the same time obfuscate the natures of their areas of specialised expertise, which had prompted the group to recruit them into the guild to begin with. They were all regarded as brilliant but maverick researchers of obscure mystical systems first conceived of by the immortal High Mages.
They were the Arcanna Guild, greatly respected and yet observed with cool suspicion by the other research guilds. Their activites were so carefully scrutinised that only the most rigorously screened guild members were accepted into this secret inner cabal, dedicated to investigating the most dangerous and forbidden lines of thought left to be documented: The Heart-Blood of the Ærth.
The thought of how secret their activities were to the established order in the Great City-State of Urus made her shiver almost as deeply as the final phrases of The Voice's inquisition, '...and foreswear all admission of your studies here tonight, on the very continuance of your existence in these, the loving arms of our blessed City-State?'
She fought to control herself, almost shouting her reply, “On my life, Voice of The Circle.”
A pause of interminable seconds passed, until at last, the group murmurred as one, “We recognize you, sister.”
With that, The Voice raised his arms slightly and stated, 'With this last arrival, our circle is joined, and we may now face each other as brothers and sisters of the Great Work…”
Lowering his hood while signaling for the group to do likewise, they intoned as one, “…to Raise Our Selves to The Infinite.”
She took her place in the mystical circuit, carefully delineated in a cardiovascular rainbow of chalks upon the waxen floor. Brushing back her cloak, from the satchel slung below her breast she withdrew the Field Inversion Interface module; an organically-formed device of hardened vegetable matter and mineral deposits, densely bound in a net of its own ribbonlike veins. She began quickly assembling and setting up the light-but-complex piece of apparatus, swinging open metal tubes and joining them to the rock-like surface of the module and attaching the numerous strips of ferroglobin tendrils in the correct order.
She then deftly slotted the polished neck of a custom-fitted, adjustable stand into the recessed port located between her toes in the floor. This near-cylindrical hole, approximately the circumference of her own linked thumb and forefinger, was carved with great care to ensure a perfect fit as she clicked the stand into place.
The intricate carvings on the floor, describing all manner of cosmological phenomenae in a symbolic language few could decipher, were laid out in a series of precise patterns, with interface ports for every member of the circle, precisely aligned for this specific ceremony. Their research into the most restricted of arcane working texts had yielded them a series of precise schematics and configurations for the apparatus and the pattern of their circle, as specified by their own carefully-conducted and painstakingly revised experiments. They had slowly unravelled the flaws behind the formulas used in the research originally conducted by the High Sourcerors, before research into the nature of the field barrier between the LifeSource vacuoles and the Heart Chambers like the one they stood in now was declared off-limits.
The position she took now would be one of the nexus points, where she would be required to stem the tide of arcane forces unleashed by the tapping of energies drawn from the deepest core elements of the Earth. They had determined that the properties of the various elements concealed therein were in fact of alien origin, brought to Earth by the High Sourcerors themselves, and that these elements were the secret behind both their great power and their strange aversion to meddle further with the power conduits to correct the problems that had been progressively degrading the life systems of all but the most robust of City-States.
As she heard the near-inaudible clatch of the locking valves clicking into place, the low oscilating hum of her interface began to draw discreet levels of power and activate the programme circuitry. The others in the circle began, one by one, to insert and activate their interface devices, all designed by their individual users and functionally incomprehensible to each other.
The only significant difference between their functions and hers, in the order of things, was that she was being entrusted with the duty of staving off the brunt of any defences they were liable to encounter as they commenced the Opening of the Barrier. For this, she had remained behind after her Mistress, the High Sourceress Brianna, had gone to her private chambers to rest, before obtaining the object Mara hoped would protect her from harm's way; The Sacred Light Armour of The Hypolyta.
I muse at the ochre and burgundy tones covering my hands in mottled strips, as if covered in the drying blood of my enemies. Truly, the thought occurs to me that it could yet happen tonight... perhaps... a nagging impression of my capacity for retribution grows where once I suspect was only a wish for peace and longevity. The pleading sentiments of a weakling. I shall succeed where that small voice never could. My Voice shall bring the Circle together, and within the Circle, we shall pierce the Heart of our world and hold it in our hands. The Circle is almost complete. All save one.
One of our number is late. I must school myself to patience, as the proper precautions must be taken before entering the chamber; prying eyes and concerned colleagues that must be avoided in order to complete the Great Work at hand. The one missing had a special duty to perform before joining the Circle tonight. My own instructions to that one were to use great caution in achieving their appointed task, and even more in returning. That is surely all that is delaying the Great Work.
Casting my gaze across the assembly of concealed faces, cloaked in swathes of thick black clothing to protect their identity from one another until each in turn reproves themself to the Circle... each in turn until at last the Circle is joined again. They truly cannot identify one another, such care in their preparations they make. But I know them all. I see them as they make their preparations. They conceal nothing from me. In my hands rests the destiny and the life of the Circle. These hands which first laid upon those sacred, profane texts that granted me such vision.
I muse at the ochre and burgundy tones covering my hands...
The service she had needed to perform in order to gain access might have once been demeaning to her... but over time, she had found herself actually growing closer to this strangely most human of all the Immortal High Sourcerors. Of them all, Brianna's passion and admiration for humanity was perhaps only oustripped by that of Mærlan himself, and even he did not have the depth of passionate fascination with the more mundane of human pleasures that Brianna had cultivated. It was a strange thing to say about a woman so truly alien as this, but Mara could feel herself developing feelings of love for her.
Which made what she had done all the more painful. Still naked and drying from the bath, Mara began slipping her bare flesh into the bracers and girdle of the soft, pliant fabrics. She made certain that all of the pieces were correctly aligned before slipping into the tunic, and finally pulled the hooded mantle over her head. Once adjusted, the pieces of the outfit shifted ever-so-slightly across the entire length of her tall, lithe form. The pieces began to grow rigid and thick, forming a solid but light form of armour. They became suffused with invisible strong and weak force attractors, aligning and defining the particles and energy matrices of the garment, forming hardened surfaces and plaint joint coverings. The outfit molded itself to her body perectly, just as she knew it would, after having enjoyed the priveledge of dressing Brianna on several occasions in recent, politically-charged times.
Brianna had needed to leave on City-State affairs in full armour on a more frequent basis in the last few months than in all of the previous months Mara had served closely with her. If not for her own nervousness, she might have spent more time contemplating the very obvious trend laying itself out before her. As it was, she merely hoped to conduct the procedure and get the armour back to its cabinet in time. She concluded that she feared Brianna's wrathful retribution for her trespass, making her so nervous that a fine layer of perspiration beganaffecting the fit of the armour, and even trickling down the exteriors of several smooth plate surfaces, particularly in the cuirass at the bosom, as well as in the short-skirted hind flank region.
However, as she drew her cloak over the armour and secured her interface module beneath her cloak into the pouch she'd found earlier, she caught herself looking longingly in the direction of Brianna's inner chamber, where she rested on her large, sunlit bed. Mara realised that she wanted to be in that bed with her Mistress. More than anything. More than this whole procedure she and the Circle had laboured to perfect over the last two years. She wanted to strip off the armour and crawl into bed with her Lady. She yearned for that peace and contentment, within which she would want for nothing more.
No, that wasn't all. She also had a premonition. She feared leaving with that armour today. She suddenly had the dire thought that she would not be able to return the armour in time, and that this would be the day Brianna would need it more than any other. She began to almost visibly quake; the impressions were overwhelming.
Mara feared that she was committing a greater betrayal than she would ever be able to atone for. And her heart cried for her the entire way to the Heart Chamber. She barely felt the rain on her face at all, even as she pulled the hood over her head and began running to make up time before taking the necessary precautions. She barely noticed anything amiss the whole way. She just kept crying silently to herself and dreaming of being in her Lady's arms instead.
She certainly had not not notice knowing eyes that had waited for her to leave her Mistresses rooms. And it would be many lifetimes before she finally got the opportunity to apologize for the sum total of her folly that day.
Just then, The Voice, a rich, warm baritone just above the building bass thrum of the devices beginning to perform their designated tasks, paced out in strident tones, filling the space around their heads, filling them with the conviction they needed to proceed. Mara knew this was a trick he did using a device he wore in his cloak, but believed in the assessment that it was a necessary added stimulant to ensure success.
He began: "Tonight's procedure shall be the culmination of years of research and careful planning. Soon the theories we have pursued will be validated. Soon, those... creatures we call our masters will be forced to concede their folly, when we prove ourselves able to do the thing they dared not. Tonight, we peel back the layers of Reality and hold the very pulse of the universe in our hands. Not them. Not the all-wise and powerful High Sourcerors and their opulent towers that they can't seem to save from perishing right out from beneath them. Tonight we shall prove ourselves the masters they never thought of being. Has there ever been a greater endeavour in mankind's history?"
"I have heard it said that we will be soon free of their influence, come what may. Our closest colleagues would have us believe that our clandestine activities and the research conducted are not necessary. Worse, they opin with great arrogance that we can do nought but ill should we pursue our vision of a world with no need for our Ætillan 'saviours' and their marvellous 'gifts'."
"Tonight, their meddling in our destiny ends. Tonight, all of our pains shall be salved. Our future -- the future of our people -- our destiny in the Infinite Light of the Universe shall be manifest."
The Voice, his words echoing in her mind even as it decayed into the deep, hidden recesses and innumerable vents in the surface of the megalithically slabbed, vaulted walls, walked with great pride to the console and slid his fingers across a few recessed contact surfaces, which glowed in response to his touch. He caressed the sigil patterns there, almost seductively, which made her cringe even as a part of her secretly ached to feel those hands of her again, as they once had, so long ago she was almost surprised at the strength of her yearning. His touch, his gaze, lost to her so long ago, to this work that had all but driven him mad. At least, she prayed it hadn't done so. She suspected that she herself had been maddened just a little by their secretive, treasonous activities. The concealing of the nature of their private research group. The falsified records of research failures to cover the steps taken in directions proscribed by ancient law. The secret cullings of Circle candidates who proved themselves unfit for the work, or perhaps more charitably, more aware of their own inability to become part of this madness.
Yes, she feared there might be more than a hint of madness in all that they had done. And a great deal more in what they were about to do.
Taral watched helplessly as Mara fought the mounting pain of the ethereal elements coursing through her body. Her slight frame was being buffeted about like leaves on branches in a storm, but she held fast, her fingers still fluttering across the smooth surface of the interface pad.
Distracted by his fraternal vigil, he shook his head sharply and returned to his computations before he endangered everyone. His hands were a blur across the mottled surface of his own instrument, a power regulator he had perfected from the notes of his Master, the High Sourceror Mærlin. The speed of his fingers was surpassed only by the mercury in his thoughts, but even that seemed too slow to stem the tide of energies awash within the chamber.
There had been many late night discussions, and later very intense lectures from The Voice, whom none but he knew from childhood as Cælyn, the supposedly ward of Taral’s Master; few knew their true lineal connection, but Cælyn had always worn his bastard status as a crown of thorns. That he should have engineered this entire exercise was really not so surprising to Taral. What surprised him even now was that he’d allowed himself—and worse, his sister—to fall in with Cælyn’s plan, which amounted to little more than a child’s revenge, only on a much grander scale.
They had rehearsed their plans around a table in a secluded room, but it was nothing like what they were doing now. Somehow, all those careful plans were so much idle banter now, as Taral bashed through one block computation after another, seeking the magic formula that would get the power levels down to a manageable level. He began to fear that his apparatus would not be up to the task, but he cursed bitterly at this thought; nothing must dim his determination. Sweet Mara’s life was on the line. He must succeed.
He continued crunching formulae, hoping to stumble across the one he needed, almost madly trying things that he knew couldn’t possibly work, until he had exhausted his entire repertoire.
He looked at his sister, clinging desperately to her staff, her fingers no longer working her controls, her mouth a rictus of pain, and he a tlast had an inkling of what infinite despair must feel like. A tear slid down his cheek. He truly loved his sister, perhaps even in that fashion that was impossible for them to ever realise. He cried out in anguish, but the forces held him in place; he couldn’t take a single step in her direction. The flow was simply too strong.
He reached up slowly and wiped the tears from his eyes. Water could not save her now. They would all be destroyed, but he cared not for any save her.
Water couldn’t…
Wait. Water. Of course.
He began to reel off computations based on an old lecture Mærlin had once given him in private, drawing sigils and formulae in mid air with his long forefinger. His master had made Taral repeat the forms time and again, until at last the forms had come to life before them and changed the air in the room to a form of water that man could walk and breath in as easily as air, but that no other force could penetrate. It was a mad gamble, using a form of sourcery that was forbidden to all but the High Sourcerors, but he couldn’t worry about that now. There was only Mara. His beloved sister must survive this day, whatever else transpired.
His recollection of the formula was poor, but he thought he could rediscover the thought processes behind it, if he could just remember the symbol for the rate of exchange in the static water he needed…
Stasis! Of course!
The room filled up with a effluence of shimmering blue light, and all around them was stillness. The flows of putrid energy had been stilled in mid air, like liquid contained in a glass vessel. Taral abandoned his apparatus and ran to Mara’s side.
She lay transfixed, clutching her sides and moaning, and when he lifted up her face to see her eyes clearly, they were suffused with blackness, and her skin rippled and bubbled as though fish swam beneath the surface. Her face was wet with tears, but when she saw his look of concern, she smiled.
At first, it was the smile of a daughter at the sight of her father, but in a flash, it changed to something else; more knowing, more brazen. She reached up and caught him by the back of the neck and drew him down to her. She caught his lips with hers and pressed her mouth hard against him, her tongue bursting forward and probing.
He knew the wrongness of the thing, but his own passions had been stirred so that he could not resist her in this desperate moment, until, too late, he understood her true motives, as the poisonous life that had entered her entered him as well.
Hs mind became a flood of arcane thoughts and hungers, the urge to devour and destroy filling him up even as he struggled to tamp it down into something manageable. Even in the final moments, he still sought to control the flow of impossible forces.
His beloved’s lips were still pressed to his, her eyes flashing darkly as they groped at each other and proceeded to consummate a baser urge than any he had ever known. And in the midst of their act, he lost consciousness
Light, and the stasis was lifted. The conduit was sealed once more. The flow of energies was as if undone.
The room was still, save for a murmuring between a few voices, male and female, who clearly were distressed. The words escaped him though. Somehow, words didn’t mean much to him just then.
She was gone. He could sense it as much as feel it. They had taken her from him, and he could not hear the song that had been in his head from the moment she had kissed him.
He lay still on the floor, half naked and bruised, exhausted, and he could feel the dark life teeming in his veins, their voices calling up in a horrid cacophony of angelic voices crying for more blood. But somehow, the drive to slake their thirst was not in him. He cared for nothing. All he wished for was sweet oblivion.
“Taral,” spoke the all-too-familiar patrician voice of his Master. He could scarce raise his head, but he looked for the man, who slipped into view a few feet away.
“Do you have any idea what you have done here?” the man asked, but with little anger, more with resignation.
“I…” he croaked painfully. “I protected her. That was my only desire.”
“Yes, well, we’ve quite seen enough of your desire,” came another, angry feminine voice. “Couldn’t you at least have him dressed, Mærlin?”
“Brianna, surely you aren’t so offended by a man’s manhood as all that.”
“I’d as soon remove it if it didn’t require my touching it to do so.”
“Pray it shouldn’t come to that, then, dear lady. Taral, mistress Brianna seems a bit disturbed by your state of attire. Perhaps we should leave you to compose yourself.”
As they strode away, Taral gritted his teeth and began pulling himself to a sitting position. He had occasion to look downward and noted that he was still in a state of arousal, which seemed impossible. It was definitely quite painful, and didn’t instill him with any feeling of lust at all. He wondered more than feared if this were to be a permanent state. He felt eerily detached from it, as if Mistress Brianna had indeed found a way to sever it without touching it after all.
Struggling to his feet, falling to the floor more than once, he finally got upright and shifted his clothing back into place, though it seemed ill-fitting to him now. He had a strong impulse to strip bare and challenge the woman’s distaste, but thought better of challenging the sensibilities of the world’s most powerful woman.
When at last they returned, they did so with a consortium of fellow sourcerors, all wearing grim expressions.
Mærlin looked at him sadly and said simply, “I’m sorry.”
With that, they gathered around him and joined hands, and a briefly flash of energy erupted in their midst.
When the light cleared from his eyes, Taral looked around him and found himself outside. Truly outside, on the planet’s floor, where no human had set foot in centuries. Not since the raising of the City-States had man stood without the reassuring canopy of the variegated dome above their heads.
So it was to be banishment. The voices screamed out from within him, but he pushed away their dark urgings to return, to feed. Instead, he turned his thoughts to how to survive in the untamed wilderness, a consideration he had never seriously entertained before. Turning his back on Urus and all he had ever known, he set off into the brush, in the general direction of a strong feeling he had of a place he might be able to call home.
Ærodiasnight’s Pallor, a mystery
taken from The Memoires of Professor Peter Wilkshire, Esq, Criminologist
Breakfast hour in the home of Inspector Mærten Laird, Regent’s Criminologist, Saturnusday, on the 21st day of the month of Marcus, clearly the auspicious start of what would prove to be a very war-like year indeed, an irony in the face of the headlines declaring an end to the Continental War.
WAR IS OVER!
The Major War Effort Has Ended In Continental Euroboros’ Declares Her Majesty
[Intercontinental City-State News Node Alliance]
Peace has been achieved after two decades of fierce martial activity in towns and on battlefields all over Euroboros. Following the decline of the Mystic Guilds in the first quarter century, battle erupted in the power vacuum that pitted neighbouring nations and even sister City-States against one another for the first time in recorded history. War-torn and impoverished farming communities and Lesser City-States without the resources to defend themselves against organized troop movements increasingly turned to Britannia to use her considerable military might to help bring about a peaceful conclusion to the struggle. With the full support of the Congress of Great City-States, and a judicious supply of resources and arms from the Northern Amerides (Amerius and the Acadian territories), at last a treaty has been agreed upon and signed by the rulers of fifteen of the most powerful nations of the civilized world, including our own Regent Moiraine the III.
Reading the headlines in the Londonis Herald, I found my appetite growing with my mood, an immeasurable tension and satisfaction suffusing my every bite.
Before the Constable came round in the morning to fetch us, I made a last check through my bag; I was convinced we would need more than Mærten Laird’s notorious mental talents to unmask the culprit this time around.
I had on occasion doubted his abilities to my chagrin, and yet, something about the unexplainable nature of the deaths that had been brought to our attention had me concerned. Furthermore, Mærten had become obsessed with the series of grisly corpses that had all been found in various states of corporeal atrophy. Their skin was said to be paper thin but hard like dried shoe leather, and their organs and bones had been eviscerated or outright pulverized while still inside their perforated hides. The coroner was demanding that all non-authorized personnel be kept out of the operating theatre while he conducted the autopsies, which were producing disturbing results.
Having assisted him on several occasions myself, I knew Doctor Aulder Merrick to the most brilliant medical mind of our generation, as well as a wonderful conversationalist with a fabulous sense of humour. The reports via the vacuophone had me convinced that we were going to see something neither Mærten nor I had ever encountered before. We were not disappointed.
Our first stop was the docklands. Embarrassingly considered the hind end of the ancient city, it had become a notoriously unsavoury place to wander after hours in recent years. Still, the very real danger was not with the Euroboran sailors but with crates of imported goods being flung about on great pulley and mast affairs high atop the shipping and storing houses along the docks. With no small amount of maneuvering around on the busy walkways, we were taken into one of the smaller warehouses owned by Hebron family shipping concern that maintained a lot of business around the Torc of Euroboros.
The staff had been sent home, and the proprietor, Herschel Epstein was of course furious, as a full shipment of furniture parts from the continent couldn’t be left sitting on the docks unaccounted for while the constabulary conducted their investigation. I have to say, I felt for the man’s plight. However, Sergeant Ball was well within his rights when he used his cudgel to bring the man down moments before the overhead crane deposited a huge crate scant footfalls from the corpse of one of the three victims found there that morning, nearly crushing two investigators in the process.
I conceded defeat after tutting that the officer’s reaction might cost him his job, when Laird postulated that Principal Arthur Moortimer would likely make a show of disciplining the man, who would wind up with a considerable pay raise and a better beat in a nicer part of town for his troubles. Moorie had proved to be a tireless champion of freethinking officers, and succeeded where previous Principals had failed Britannia’s largest metropolis by giving men a long lead to do their best work. His ability to inspire men and to mediate between factions had garnered him unprecedented resources to neutralize violence and thuggery.
As such, Moortimer’s tenure as Principal Law Prefect of Britannia Londonis has been remarkably spotless, until these sordid events began to crop up. No poor man in the criminology department himself, it was nonetheless Moorie who had personally summoned Mærten and I, in dire tones and an air of clear exasperation, to the warehouse; his own best men were having the worst time just obtaining evidence and statements from witnesses on hand when the crime scene was marked off that morning, while keeping the growing crowds of curiosity-seekers at bay. Important bits of evidence had a strange habit of disappearing from a crime scene if they weren’t welded down, and it was all Moorie’s men could do to keep everyone back far enough while pathologists went about their work.
Mærten was his most congenial self, a rare occurrence on the best of days, while consoling with Moorie over having to bring in outside talent on a case that ‘indeed, could have been wrapped up by his own boys in time for tea, if not for the infernal racket’. Mærten and I nicely followed Moorie through his paces as he gave us the tour of the scene and introduced us to the designated heads of the constabulary and pathology teams in situ. Mærten and I went about the usual routine of chatting them up, passing familiar and friendly strangers alike. Mærten and I agreed that this was a bit of a nuisance, but had found it saved a great deal of time and hardship. As such, we also made no small effort to defray credit to department heads and their tireless assistants wherever credit was due. Our public relations, as a consequence, always went down a storm.
Be that as it may, the frustration on Constable Harding’s face was palpable, as the pathologists still could not draw a bead on what exactly had killed two out of the three victims, one who was clearly showing signs of having died of perfectly natural causes, being of extremely advanced years, but for the fact that his clothing and personal affects all marked him as a young man about town, and as well, one who was a great deal more robust than the withered old man sunken inside of his suit. A second, a woman in her middle years, was as well dressed perhaps a little questionably in favour of the latest fashions, but the only irregularity really was that she favoured a rather more flattering bustier than was required for her proportions. The third was barely recognizable as a man, clearly non-local by his dress, who had been crushed under the weight of a series of heavy cargo crates that had toppled onto him. The had thoroughly defaced him, crushing over ninety percent of his body and making him vitually indistinguishable from the mess one might find cleaning a horse’s stall.
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