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Senta and the Steel Dragon




Book 1



The Voyage of the Minotaur



By Wesley Allison

 



Chapter One: The Woman in the White Pin-Striped
Dress

 


The woman in the white, pin-striped dress
walked briskly across the plaza. She was easily the most beautiful
woman there. Two carefully shaped brows above the most striking
aquamarine eyes. A precise nose. Lips, that had they been one jot
fuller, would have been too full. And she had a strong chin, which
along with her lips were the only parts of her face uncovered by
the gauzy veil which hung down from her hat. That chin was held
just high enough and at just the right an angle, to let everyone
know that she knew how beautiful she was. None of her body was
truly visible, though it must have been just as perfect as her
face. Her form and posture was such that it could only have been
achieved by the most rigid and tightly laced of corsets. The white,
pin-striped dress fit tightly around her long neck and reached to
her wrists, blossoming at both neck and wrists in finely wrought,
black silk lace, which matched the black, silken gloves. Black silk
trimmed the bottom of the dress, where it trailed along the
cobblestone street. Behind the prominent bustle was a large black
bow. A row of tiny, matching black bows decorated the bodice. Atop
the beautiful woman’s head was a black top hat, a feminine
imitation of a man’s top hat, with the gauzy black lace veil
falling down from it to below those incredible eyes.

Eight year old Senta picked the woman out of
the crowd easily enough. She had watched her on many previous
occasions and she watched now as the woman stepped from the
cobblestone street onto the cement sidewalk. She was just one of
many women—many people—in the plaza this time of day. It was one of
the busiest locations in the great city of Brech after all, only
four blocks from the great train station, and just east of Avenue
Boar, where the city’s banking district was located.

Senta didn’t need to stop work to notice all
the people going here and there. She had spent so much time in the
plaza, that it just came naturally for her to notice the people. It
was one of the best things about working there. The horse drawn
trolleys passed every three minutes, and they were full of
commuters. A few people still passed in old-fashioned carriages— in
one of them, a woman in a brilliant blue dress looked like she
might have been a princess. And the street was thick with steam
powered carriages, spewing smoke, hissing steam, and constantly
honking. Pedestrians either dodged the dizzying array of motorized
and non-motorized vehicles on the street, or fought their way down
the crowded sidewalks. Three women, two of them quite old, and the
other very young, but wearing matching yellow dresses and matching
floppy hats passed by Senta, carrying on an animated conversation
about the “short men”.

Senta wondered what the woman in the white
pin-striped dress was up to today. She saw her often, sometimes
visiting the telegraph office across the avenue, sometimes visiting
the alchemist next door. She supposed that the woman must be
purchasing beauty potions or happiness potions, though why she
would need either, the girl couldn’t understand. Often, the woman
would visit Café Carlo, where Senta worked each afternoon, sweeping
the sidewalks, cleaning the wrought iron railing, and polishing the
brass dragon by the door. Today it seemed as if that was just what
she was going to do, because she was walking directly toward Senta.
The woman stepped to the gate of the café, paying no more attention
to the skinny little girl pushing along an enormous broom than she
had the horse drawn trolley, or the honking steam carriages, or the
old-fashioned carriage with the brilliantly blue clad princess, or
even of the old man pulling the little donkey laden with crates of
carrots.

Senta looked up at that perfect face as the
woman passed. The woman didn’t look back. She didn’t look at
anyone. She didn’t even look at Carlo, when he rushed out of the
entrance of the café, his starched white shirt, stained with sweat
under the armpits and with a dribble of morning coffee just below
the collar, and stretched to the limit by his corpulent middle. He
ran to greet her with a bow. She didn’t look at him, but she
acknowledged him with an ever-so-slight nod of her head.

“Would you like your usual table, Miss?” said
Carlo.

His fawning, almost whining tone as he spoke to
her was nothing like the booming voice he used when calling for one
of his waitresses to get back to work, or when he ordered Senta to
clean the brass dragon. It was nothing like the grunting noise he
made when he paid Senta the fourteen copper pfennigs she received
from him each week. It was the tone of a small child who wanted to
be noticed by an adult, but who was seldom if ever noticed, and it
would have surprised Senta to hear it come from Carlo’s great form,
if she had not heard it from him when the woman had previously
visited the café.

“No. We have a party of three
today.”

The woman’s voice was a clear and melodic
soprano. Senta thought that she must be a singer in the opera,
though having never been to the opera, she really didn’t know what
the voice of a singer might be like. The woman’s voice was
authoritative without being harsh. It commanded respect. But it was
lovely.

Carlo led the woman to a table near the wrought
iron railing, which marked the boundary between the café and the
sidewalk. He carefully pulled out a chair and dusted it with his
dishtowel. Senta thought the woman would be angry. This wasn’t the
seat that she would have chosen if she were her; if she could have
demanded anything and expected to get it. This seat was too near
the street. A passing steam carriage could conceivably blow smoke
right on her. The woman didn’t complain, however, but spread her
white, pin-striped dress with her hands, and delicately, so as not
to damage her bustle, sat on the chair. Her chin remained high in
the air, and her back remained ever so straight, a good eight
inches from the chair back.

Continuing to sweep the walkway, Senta only
occasionally looked over to see what the woman was doing. Carlo
brought tea. He brought fancy cucumber sandwiches on white bread
with the crusts carefully removed. His waitresses saw to the needs
of the other patrons of the café—there must have been nearly two
dozen, mostly people stopping while on their way to the train
station, wearing wool traveling cloaks or business attire, but
Carlo himself returned again and again to the woman. He even came
back once to do nothing more than make sure that the white linen
tablecloth was hanging down the same length on all sides of the
table. By then, Senta had finished sweeping the sidewalk along the
entire breadth of the café, so she took the enormous broom around
the building to the janitorial closet in the back of the
building—the one which could only be reached from the outside,
exchanged it for a bucket of warm soapy water and a bristle brush,
and then walked back around to the front of the café.

Having swept the dust and dirt and mud from the
sidewalk, it was now time to clean the wrought iron railing. It was
covered in soot. It was always covered in soot. Of course,
everything in the entire city was covered in soot. The soot came
from the smoke stacks of the factories that lined the waterfront.
It came from the trains that rolled through the city to the great
station four blocks north of the plaza. It came from the steam
powered carriages that drove about the wide streets of the city.
Fortunately, there were plenty of children looking for work, so
that at least the beautiful places, and the important places, and
the places where beautiful and important people were likely to
congregate could be cleaned of the soot on a daily
basis.

Senta started scrubbing the wrought iron
railing on the right hand side of the café. She might have been
better able to watch the woman in the white, pin-striped dress
drink her tea and eat her fancy cucumber sandwiches, if she had
started cleaning on the left side of the café, but she had started
cleaning on the left side the day before. She always alternated.
One day, she cleaned from the left to the right. The next day, she
cleaned from the right to the left. It wouldn’t be right to clean
from the left to the right, when she had cleaned from the left to
the right the day before. So by the time that she had finished
cleaning all the wrought iron railing to the right of the entrance
and had crossed over and begun cleaning the wrought iron on the
left of the entrance, the woman had been joined by two men—two
soldiers.

One soldier was sitting to the woman’s right.
The other was sitting to her left. Both wore similar types of
uniforms. Their jackets, which were tight fitting and came down to
their waists, were dark blue. They both had gold epaulets on each
shoulder. And both wore khaki trousers tucked into high, black
boots. The soldier to the left of the woman had intricate, crimson,
brocade piping at the ends of his sleeves, up along the single row
of brass buttons from his waist to his neck, and around his thick,
upright collar. His cap, which he had hung from the back of his
chair, was the same color as his jacket, and featured the same
crimson piping on the bill. The soldier to the right of the woman
had no crimson piping on his jacket at all. In fact, with the
exception of the brass buttons running up the front, in rows on
either side of his broad chest, and the four brass buttons at the
end of each sleeve, and of course those gold epaulets, it was
unadorned. His hat, which was lying upside down on the table across
from him, was a stiff, broad-brimmed hat, the same khaki color as
his trousers. It was turned so that Senta could see a blue cord
which was tied around the hat, with blue tassels at each end, now
hanging limply toward the table top. She could also see the golden
dragon symbol on its front, much more stylized and much less
realistic than the brass dragon by the door. She thought this
dragon looked unhappy to be flying upside down at the
moment.

The soldier to the left, the one with the
crimson brocade piping on his uniform, had a thick shock of light
brown hair, and long sideburns. He had a slightly sleepy look on
his face, half closed eyelids obscuring his light blue eyes. He
leaned back in his chair, with one leg stretched out and the other
crossed over it.

“I’m telling you, sister dear, we’ve made the
right decision,” he said. “Birmisia is the promised land. There are
riches there just waiting for someone to go out and pick them up.
No one is there yet. Mallontah is thriving, but it’s thousands of
miles away. We’ll have to build our own infrastructure.”

“What do you know about infrastructure, Augie?”
said the woman.

“I know you need it.”

The soldier to the right, the one with no
crimson brocade piping on his uniform, was older, his darker brown
hair showing the first bits of grey at the temples. He, like the
woman, sat rigidly in his seat, though Senta doubted that in his
case this was necessitated by a tightly-laced and rigid corset. His
features spoke of his family connection as well as the other
soldier’s words had. His dark blue eyes looked kind—kind but
sad.

“So we aren’t considering Cartonia?” he
asked.

“Cartonia was never a serious consideration,”
the woman replied. “It was simply obfuscation.”

“Well, you had better be sure,” he
said.

“I am sure. I’ve used every ounce of influence
the family has, to set this up.”

“I’m sure too,” said the younger soldier. He
and the woman both looked at their older brother.

“Alright,” he said.

Senta didn’t hear any more of the conversation.
She had moved far enough along, as she cleaned the wrought iron
railing, that the conversations of other patrons, though to her
mind far less interesting, obscured that of the woman and her two
soldier brothers. There was also the noise of the street. So the
eight year old girl continued scrubbing, now with nothing as
exciting as the far away lands of Cartonia and Birmisia to occupy
her. Soon enough she was finished cleaning the railing, and
returned once again to the janitorial closet in the back of the
building, where she exchanged her bucket of soot-filled water and
scrub brush, for a clean cloth and a small jar of
polish.

Her last job of the day was to polish the brass
dragon at the entrance to Café Carlo. It was about three feet long,
including its serpentine tail, and about four feet wide, its wings
outstretched. It sat on a stone plinth, so that it could just about
look Senta in the face. She didn’t know for sure, but it always
seemed to her that the brass dragon was very old. She was sure that
it had been sitting here in this very same spot long before Café
Carlo was here. It might have even been here before the plaza.
Maybe before the great city was even here. Senta polished the
entire body, head, tail, and wings of the dragon, taking great care
to get the creamy abstergent worked into every nook and cranny.
Taking care of the dragon was by far her favorite part of her job.
When she was done, she returned the supplies to the janitorial
closet and went back around to the front to wait for Carlo. She was
careful to stand in a corner, out of the way of any patrons, and
clear of the path of the waitresses.

She had to wait several minutes for Carlo to
notice her. He was busy delivering sandwiches to the two soldiers
who sat with the woman in the white pin-striped dress. Not cucumber
sandwiches on white bread. Their sandwiches were thick slices of
dark bread, piled high with slab after slab of ham. This was no
surprise to Senta. Soldiers were always hungry. She had seen them
eating many times; the officers here at Café Carlo, and the common
soldiers purchasing food from vendors near the park, or at the
beanery in her own neighborhood. At last, Carlo noticed her and
held out his hand to her, dropping her fourteen copper pfennigs for
the week into her callused palm. They were small coins, with the
profile of the King on the obverse side, and the front of a stately
building, Senta didn’t know which building, on the reverse side.
She stuffed the coins, a few fairly bright, but most well worn,
into her pocket.

“See Gyula,” said Carlo.

A surprised Senta nodded and scurried back to
the kitchen. This was an unexpected boon. Gyula was the junior of
the two line cooks, which meant that he was the lowest ranked of
the four people who prepared the food in the café. An order to see
him was an indication that she was being rewarded with foodstuffs
of some kind. When she entered the kitchen, Gyula looked up from
his chopping and smiled. He was a young man, in his mid twenties,
with a friendly round face, blond hair, and laughing eyes. He was
chopping a very large pile of onions, and the fact that he had only
his left hand to do it, seemed to hinder him not at all. When Gyula
was a child, about the same age as Senta was now, he had worked in
a textile mill, where his job was to stick his tiny arm into the
gaps in the great machines and remove wads of textiles which had
gummed up the works. In his case, as in many others, the restarting
machine proved quicker than his reflexes and snipped off his arm
just below the elbow.

“Hey Senta!” said Gyula, setting down his knife
and wiping his left hand on his white apron.

“Carlo sent me back.”

“Excellent,” said Gyula.

He became a one-handed whirlwind, as he carved
several pieces of dark bread from a big loaf, and piled an inch of
sliced ham, slathered with dark, brown mustard between them. He
wrapped the great sandwich, which Senta happily noted was even
bigger than the soldiers had received, in wax paper. He likewise
wrapped a monstrous dill pickle, and placed both in the center of a
large, clean, red, plaid cloth; folding in the four corners, and
tying them in a bow, to make a bindle. Gyula handed the package to
Senta, smiling. When he had the opportunity, the young line cook
favored Senta with great, heaping bounties of food, but he dared
not do it without Carlo’s permission. It wouldn’t be easy for a
one-armed man to find a job this good, and no one in his right
mind, however kind-hearted and happy-go-lucky he was, would
endanger it for a child he didn’t really even know.

“Thank you, Gyula,” said Senta, and grabbing
the red, plaid bundle, scurried out the door and down the
sidewalk.

It was a beautiful day—though Senta didn’t know
it, it was the first day of spring. She made her way along, dodging
between the many other pedestrians. It was warm enough that she
felt quite comfortable in her brown linen dress, worn over her full
length bloomers, and her brown wool sweater. The weather was very
predictable here in the Brech. The early spring was always like
this. Late in the afternoon, the sky would become overcast, and
light showers would sprinkle here and there around the city. Most
days, they were so light that a person would scarcely realize that
he had been made wet before he was dried off by the kindly rays of
the sun. Still, the ladies would raise their parasols to protect
their carefully crafted coiffures from the rain, just as they now
used them to protect their ivory complexions from the
sun.

Summers here were warm and dry, but not so hot
that people wouldn’t still want to eat in the outdoor portion of
Café Carlo. Not so in the fall or winter, however. The fall was the
rainy season. It would become overcast, and stay that way for
months, and it would rain buckets every day. The streets would stay
slick and shiny. Then winter would come and dump several feet of
snow across the city. The River Thiss would freeze over and they
would hold the winter carnival on the ice. And the smoke from all
of the coal-fired and gas-fired stoves, and the smoke from all of
the wood-filled fireplaces would hang low to the ground, and it
would seem like some smoky, frozen hell. The steam carriages would
be scarcer, as the price of coal became dearer, but the horse-drawn
trolley would still make its way through the grey snow and make its
stops every three minutes.

Senta skipped and walked and skipped again east
from the plaza down the Avenue Phoenix, which was just as busy as
the plaza itself. Travelers hurried up and down the street, making
their way on foot, or reaching to grab hold of the trolley and
hoist themselves into the standing-room-only cab. Quite a number of
couples could be seen strolling along together, arm in arm; the man
usually walking on the side closest to the street, in case a steam
carriage should splash up some sooty water. Others on the street
were shopping, because both sides of the Avenue Phoenix were lined
with shops. There were quite a few stores which sold women’s
clothing and a few that sold men’s, a millinery shop, a
haberdasher, a bookseller, a store which sold fine glassware, a
clockmaker, a tobacconist, a jeweler, a store which sold lamps, a
florist, and at the very end of the avenue, where it reached the
Prince Tybalt Boulevard, just across the street from the edge of
the park, on the right hand side, a toy store.

Stopping to press her face against the glass,
right below the printed sign that said “Humboldt’s Fine Toys”,
Senta stared at the wonders in the store. She had never been
inside, but had stopped to look in the window many times. The
centerpiece of the store display was a mechanical bird. It worked
with gears and sprockets and springs and was made of metal, but it
was covered in real bird feathers in a rainbow of hues, and would
sit and peck and chirp and sing as though it were alive, until it
finally wound down, and the toy maker would walk to the window and
say the word to reactivate the bird’s magic spell. Senta knew that
the bird would remain in the window for a long, long time, until
some young prince or princess needed a new birthday gift, because
that bird would have cost as much as the entire Café Carlo.
Arranged around it were various mechanical toy vehicles—ships,
trains, and steam carriages. Some were magical and some worked with
a wind-up key, but they all imitated the real life conveyances from
which they were patterned.

None of these wonderful toys held as much
fascination for Senta though, as the doll which sat in the corner
of the window. It wasn’t magical. It wasn’t even animated by a
wind-up mechanism. It was a simple doll with a rag body and
porcelain hands, feet, and face. It wore a simple black dress. Its
blond hair had been cut in a short little bob, and looked like real
human hair. It had a painted face with grey eyes and pink lips. It
may well have been one of the lesser priced toys in the shop. It
was definitely the least expensive item in the window, but Senta
would never be able to purchase it. Had she been able to save every
pfennig she earned, it still would have taken her more than thirty
weeks to purchase the doll. And she could not save every pfennig
she earned. Most weeks, she could not even save one.

Pushing herself regretfully away from the
glass, and leaving two hand smudges, a forehead smudge, and a nose
smudge, Senta ran across Prince Tybalt Boulevard, which crossed
perpendicularly, making a “T” at the end of Avenue Phoenix. She ran
in a zigzag motion to avoid being run over by any of the numerous
steam carriages which whizzed by. Several of them honked at her
with a loud “ah-oogah” but none of them ran over her. And then she
stood at last on the edge of Hexagon Park. Senta had no idea that
Hexagon Park was so named because of its six sided shape. She
didn’t even know what a hexagon was. She did not realize that
Hexagon Park was the exact same size and shape as the Great Plaza,
where Café Carlo was located. To her, the park had always seemed so
much larger. Nor did she know that the park, the plaza, and the
rest of the “Old City” had been laid out and marked, using a stick
dragged through the dirt, by Magnus the Great, the King of the Zur,
when he had conquered the continent almost nineteen hundred years
before.

Hexagon Park was lovely in the spring. This
eight hundred yard diameter wonderland was filled with delights. At
the south end, to Senta’s right, the park was carefully cultivated,
with large rose gardens, numerous small beds full of colorful
annuals, ancient fountains spraying water from the mouths of
mythical animals or pouring water from pitchers carried by statues
of naked women, abundant fruit trees now in bloom behind their own
little wrought iron fences, and still reflecting pools filled with
tadpoles. At the north end, to Senta’s left, the park was kept more
natural, with large expanses of beautifully green grass, large
shade trees, now filled with more than enough leaves to do their
duty, winding pathways, and small ponds full of colorful fish.
Senta headed for the center of the park, following the flagstone
path that led to the central courtyard. Here was a small
amphitheater, a series of park benches arranged around a mosaic map
of the kingdom inlaid in the pavement, and the wonderful, wonderful
steam-powered calliope, which played joyful music from mid-morning
to mid-afternoon.

The calliope, which had been between songs as
Senta walked through the park, began toot-toot-tooting the next
tune, just as she arrived in the center courtyard. Senta had heard
this tune many times, though she didn’t know its name. It was
lively and bouncy and made her feel even more like skipping than
she usually did. The growls of hunger from her stomach overcame the
urge to skip down the paths of the park though, so she sat down on
one of the benches, unwrapped her red plaid bindle, opened the wax
paper, and bit into her sandwich. Mouth watering with each bite of
the course bread, the salty ham, and the tangy brown mustard, she
had finished off more than half of it before she stopped to take a
breath and to look around her.

There were numerous people in the park, walking
down the paths, admiring the flowers, and lying on the large swaths
of green grass. Several small boys, about five or six years old,
tried to catch tadpoles in the reflecting pool some forty yards
away. There were relatively few people in the central courtyard
though. The calliope man was there, making small adjustments to the
great machine. It was a large, square, red wagon upon four white
wood-spoked wheels, with a shining brass steam engine, which
bristling with hundreds of large and small brass pipes, each
spitting steam in turn to create the wonderful music. A young man
in his twenties—nicely dressed but not obviously rich—sat reading a
newspaper while he ate fish and chips from a newspaper cone, which
he had no doubt purchased from a vending cart just outside the park
boundaries. On the bench closest to the one on which Senta sat
eating, was an older man in a shabby brown overcoat. He was tossing
bits of bread to several of the foot-tall flying reptiles that
could be found just about everywhere in the city. Unlike
birds—tending in these parts to be smaller—which hopped along when
not in flight, these fuzzy, large-headed reptiles ran from bread
crumb to bread crumb, in a waddling motion, with their bat-like
wings outstretched.

“Anurognathus,” said the man in the shabby
brown overcoat, when he noticed that Senta was looking in his
direction.

“No, thank you,” said Senta, in the loud voice
she used for people who were deaf or addlepated. When she did so, a
piece of her sandwich flew out of her mouth. One of the flying
reptiles quickly ran over and gobbled it down.

The older man in the shabby brown overcoat paid
her no more attention, and the winged reptile soon realized that no
more partially-masticated ham was likely to come its way and so
scampered back to the sure thing of the man throwing pieces of
bread. Senta finished her sandwich and then opened the wax paper
that contained her dill pickle. Dill pickles were one of her
favorites, not that she had a wide experience with produce. She
chomped her way through what had once been a prince among
cucumbers, and then wiped the remainder of the vinegar from her
hands and face upon the red plaid cloth. Gathering everything
together, she walked over to the dust bin and deposited all her
waste. She didn’t see a policeman around, but they were always
around somewhere, in their stiff blue uniforms, with their tall
blue helmets, carrying their stout black cop clubs—just waiting to
use them to thump someone littering or spitting on the street or
(at other times of the year) someone picking the fruit from the
trees which grew behind their own little wrought iron
fences.

The steam powered calliope was playing a
different, though equally happy tune now. This time, Senta did not
stifle her impulse to skip, and skipped her way north out of the
park. The journey back home was quite a long one. One had to follow
Prince Tybalt Boulevard through the Arch of Conquest, and out of
the Old City. Then one turned east once again and followed the
Avenue Hart until one reached Contico Boulevard. At the corner was
the Great Church of the Holy Savior.

The Great Church of the Holy Savior was a
massive and highly ornamented stone building. It was never referred
to as the “Church” or the “Great Church” or the “Church of the Holy
Savior”. It was always “The Great Church of the Holy Savior”. It
was imposing from its lowest level, with its forty steps, festooned
with columns across its entire front. It continued to be imposing
on its first story, which featured sixteen immense stained-glass
windows and was topped by dozens of statues of angels and saints.
It became incredibly imposing, when above the highest story one saw
the great dome, held aloft by still more columns, matching the
columns on the ground level. And most imposing of all, was the
golden cupola at the very top of the dome, its square shape
contrasting with the dome itself. Atop the cupola, was the golden
statue of the crucified savior. Senta ran up the steps and peered
into the open double doors. The interior looked dark and foreboding
to her daylight adjusted eyes, but she had been inside several
times with her Granny. She wasn’t going to venture in alone
however, so she made the sign of the cross, and ran back down the
stairs to continue on her way.

Past the Great Church of the Holy Savior,
bounded on the south by Avenue Hart, the north by the railroad
yards, the west by Contico Boulevard and on the east by what Senta
didn’t know, was one of the city’s seemingly never-ending masses of
tenement buildings. Here were countless brown-stones, put up
quickly and cheaply, with none of the artistic style, careful
engineering, or safety considerations taken into account when the
buildings of the Old City had been built centuries before. The
shortest among them were seven or eight stories high, but most were
at least fifteen. The highest among them, reached up into the sky
more than twenty stories. Senta, still skipping despite the hour
and a half long journey from the park, reached the entrance of her
own building and skipped up the eight steps to the front door. From
that point on, skipping was out of the question. Even a child with
as much energy at her disposal as had Senta, was worn out by the
time she reached the twelfth story. And the twelfth story was where
Senta lived with her Granny.

She turned the doorknob as she leaned against
the door, and burst into Granny’s apartment. Senta had always
thought of it as Granny’s apartment, rather than her own. She was
only one of the children who lived there. There were six. Bertice,
who was a pretty and very quiet seventeen year old, worked fourteen
hours a day sewing in the shirtwaist factory. Geert, a surprisingly
husky boy of twelve, traveled each day to the King’s warehouse,
where the government gave away bushels of apples. Then he took the
apples to the train station to sell them for a pfennig a piece.
Senta herself, at eight, fell next in line. Then was Maro, Geert’s
eight year old brother, who worked in a printers’ shop. He had lost
the two endmost fingers on his right hand playing too near the
printing press. Didrika was a cute and precocious four year old.
She and her baby sister, Ernst, were Granny’s only real
grandchildren, Bertice being the granddaughter of Granny’s younger
sister. Senta wasn’t too sure what the exact relationship was for
Maro and Geert, or for herself either, but everyone in the house
was somehow related and everyone in the house was treated as though
they were a cherished grandchild by the hunch-backed, grey-haired
old woman who looked up from her washing when Senta
entered.

The front door opened into the combination
living room/kitchen. An old table and two chairs sat next to the
coal-fire stove and just to the left of that was a large, two-basin
sink with running water. This was used for washing clothing,
washing dishes, and washing children. On the other side of the
room, a ragged sofa sat next to a mismatched chair. At night, the
room was used as a bedroom by Geert, who slept on a sheepskin,
which was pulled out from under the sofa and rolled out onto the
floor; and by Maro, who pushed the two chairs away from the table,
and placing them side by side, spent the night lying across
them.

In addition to this room, there was one other
in the apartment—a bedroom. The double bed that had come with the
apartment was shared by Granny and Bertice and Didrika, who was
small enough to curl up between them. Ernst had her own baby crib,
which had arrived when she and Didrika had, two years before. Senta
didn’t know what had happened to the two girls’ parents, any more
than she knew what had happened to her own, but they were dead now.
Senta had her own special bed which had been made by setting side
by side three wooden crates, two which had originally held Geert’s
apples, and one a carrot crate, given by an old man who with his
little donkey, delivered carrots to the many eating establishments
in and around the great plaza. Then the three crates were covered
with a hand-stuffed mattress.

Granny had a bucket in the bottom of the right
hand sink. The bucket was filled with soapy water and dirty
clothes. The old woman picked up the washer, a device which looked
like a large brass plunger attached to a broomstick, and placing it
in the bucket on top of the clothes, began to plunge it up and down
while turning it. This was a lot of work, but nowhere near as much
as cleaning clothes with a washboard, and it was much easier on the
clothes too.

“Payday,” said Senta, giving Granny a hug, and
then handing over the fourteen copper pfennigs she had earned for
the week.

“Thank you, dear,” said Granny, pausing from
the washing to accept the money. She then handed two pfennigs back
and said. “Keep one for yourself and put one in the meter. The gas
went out this morning, and we’re going to need some light tonight.
Maro will want to read to us, and I have to catch up on my
knitting.”

High on the wall, above the coal fire stove was
the gas meter. It was a square device about two feet across which
controlled the flow of gas from the pipes in the wall to the two
gas lamps on the ceiling. It had a coin slot and a knob on it. When
a pfennig was placed in the slot and the knob was turned, the
appropriate amount of gas would be allowed to flow out to be used
by the family for evening light. It usually lasted about two and a
half evenings, so the family, most weeks budgeting two pfennigs for
artificial light, had five evenings lit by gas. The other two
evenings were either lit by a single candle, or kept dark. Senta
pressed the less shiny of the two pfennigs in her hand into the
slot and turned the knob. She could hear the little copper coin
fall down a pipe, making a little echo as it went down into the
wall. A second later, she could hear hissing of the gas making its
way from the meter toward the lamps. It hissed only a moment then
stopped. They wouldn’t light the lamps until after dark. Waste not,
want not.

“Would you like me to go get the coal for the
stove, Granny?” asked Senta.

The coal supply was located in the basement—the
lowest level of two basements. This meant walking down fourteen
flights of stairs, and walking back fourteen flights of stairs with
a bucket full of coal.

“Getting the coal is not a job for a little
girl,” said Granny.

“I can do it.”

“Oh, I know you can. But Geert is already
getting it.”

“How come he’s home so early?”

“Oh, he had a very good day today. He sold all
of his apples so quickly this morning that he was able to go get a
second bushel just for us. I’m going to make a pie this
evening.”

At that moment, Geert entered with a bucket
full of coal. He grunted at Senta and walking over to the cast iron
stove, opened the small door at its very bottom and shoveled in
about a third of the bucket. He then took a sheet of newspaper from
the stack nearby and wadded it up. Striking a wooden match, he lit
the paper, tossing it in after the coal.

An hour later, the room was warm with the heat
of the oven, Ernst woke up from her afternoon nap, Didrika returned
from playing with her friend on the eleventh floor, and Senta
helped Granny make an apple pie. By the time the apple pie was
done, Maro had returned from his job at the print shop and had
plopped down on the sofa, while Granny and Senta peeled potatoes.
Dinner was ready when Bertice arrived home, completely exhausted,
curling up in the mismatched chair, able to stay awake just long
enough to eat her potato soup and apple pie.

The rest of the evening was spent together in
the living room/kitchen. Bertice was quietly snoring, Granny was
knitting, and the rest of the children were listening to Maro read,
by the light of the gas lamps, from the broadsheet he had brought
home with him from work. The broadsheet was just one of the many
propaganda-based papers which were distributed around the city each
day—some pro-government and some supporting various opposition
groups. The main story in this one was about how the government was
gathering all of the wizards in the kingdom and making them spend
their time creating enchantments and weapons for use in a possible
war with the kingdom’s hereditary enemies Freedonia and Mirsanna.
This, according to the broadsheet, left no wizards to cast the
spells needed by average citizens: to protect homes, to increase
the crop yields of farms, and to create enchanted vehicles. Not to
mention, thought Senta, to tell fortunes and create beauty or love
or happiness potions. There were also local news stories—a fire had
burned down a candle shop, someone had stolen a brand new steam
carriage in broad daylight, and another young woman was murdered
near the waterfront. Afterwards, someone nudged Bertice awake long
enough for her to change into her nightgown. Everyone else changed
into their own nightclothes, and they all went to bed.

Senta didn’t know what woke her up in the
middle of the night, but she was awakened. Moonlight streamed in
the tiny window of the bedroom. She lay on her bed, made of three
crates and a hand-stuffed mattress for a long time, listening to
Bertice quietly snore, and Ernst breathe. She couldn’t hear Didrika
for a while, but then she heard the six year old quietly whimper as
she sometimes did when she was cold. Thinking that the blanket must
have come off of her, Senta quietly got up and tip-toed over to the
bed to find that sure enough, Didrika’s knitted baby blanket had
slipped down to her knees. Leaning over Granny’s form, she pulled
the blanket back up to the girl’s shoulders and tucked her in. As
she leaned back, Senta looked at Granny’s face. Granny’s eyes were
open.

“Granny?” said Senta.

Granny didn’t answer. Senta put her hand near
the old woman’s nose and mouth. No breath came from either. She
then put her hand on Granny’s cheek. It was smooth and soft, but it
was cold. She made the sign of the cross for the second time that
day. Senta was young, but she was not naïve. No child living in the
masses of brownstone tenement apartments in the great city of Brech
could afford to be naïve. Life was hard. Life was unsympathetic.
Life was a trial. But Granny no longer needed to worry about the
trial of life. Granny was dead.


Chapter Two: At the Great Church of the Holy
Savior

 


Iolanthe Dechantagne held onto the bedpost with
both hands, while her dressing maid Yuah pulled with all her might
on the lacings of Iolanthe’s new Prudence Plus Fairy bust form
corset. When the two sets of lacing holes reached as close a
proximity as they were likely to, Yuah jerked the lacings down,
pulling them into the crimping holes, so that they would stay tight
until she managed to tie them into one of her patented infallible
knots. Only when this knot, immotile as any which anchored a
battleship to a dock, was tied, did Iolanthe let out her breath.
Though still able to fasten her own bustle around her waist, the
beautiful young woman was now helpless to bend over and pull on her
own stockings, so Yuah carefully rolled each of the expensive silk
garments up a leg, fastening it at the top to the several
suspenders hanging down from the corset. Then Iolanthe stepped into
her shoes, which were alligator skin high-tops with four inch
heels. The maid kneeled down once again, this time to fasten each
shoe’s twenty four buttons, using a button hook.

“The white, pin-striped dress today?” asked
Yuah.

“No. I wore that just last week.”

“The chantilly dress?”

“Yes, I think.”

Yuah brought over the dress. Yards of sheer
black lace overlaid a pink silk base that was as smooth as lotion.
The dressing maid helped Iolanthe put her arms through the
sleeveless shoulders and then fastened the dress up behind her.
Then she helped her on with the matching jacket. Though the dress
was sleeveless and had a fairly low neckline, the jacket had long
sleeves with puffs of black lace at the end, and fastened all the
way up and around Iolanthe’s long, thin neck. The hat that went
with this ensemble was a black straw boater, and like so much of
Iolanthe’s hat collection, imitated a man’s style. But in addition
to the black lace veil hanging down to below her neck all the way
around, the top of this boater was decorated with a dozen pink and
black flowers and a small, stuffed bird. She wore no rings on her
fingers or ears, but draped a cameo necklace carefully across her
bosom.

Iolanthe turned and looked at herself in the
floor-length cheval glass. The cameo necklace, the hat, jacket,
dress, shoes and stockings, and the Prudence Plus fairy bust form
corset were only the finishing touches of a process which had taken
the first two hours of the morning. A hot bath and shampoo had come
first, followed by shaving her body (with straight razor), and then
applying four different types of body lotion and body powder. Next
was a careful facial, culminating in the retouching of her very
thin, carefully arched brows. Styling her long auburn hair into a
bun, and constructing small ringlets with a curling iron to frame
her face, had next occupied her. Then she had donned her panties,
her bloomers, her underbrassier, her brassier, and her camisole.
Yuah had careful manicured her fingernails and pedicured her toes.
Finally came rouge, eye shadow, mascara, and lipstick—just enough
to look as though she didn’t need any and thus had worn
none—painted on with the care and attention to detail of the finest
portrait artist .

“You look beautiful, Miss.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Will there be anything else, Miss?”

“No.”

Yuah left and Iolanthe continued to stare at
herself for several moments in the mirror. Once she had decided
that everything was perfect, she hyperventilated for a minute,
before leaving. Doing so allowed her to make it all the way down to
the steam carriage without having to gasp for breath, despite the
small inhalations allowed by the Prudence Plus fairy bust form
corset, though doing so exacerbated the possibility of her
fainting. Women frequently fainted in Brech. It was just part of
the cost of fashion.

The house that the Dechantagne family owned in
the Old City was a large, square, four story building occupying
most of a city block. It was so large in fact, that two thirds of
the rooms were unused, the furniture covered by white linen drop
cloths, and the doors kept locked. Iolanthe had been tempted to
sell the house, as she had much of the family’s other city
properties, but then, finding a new place to live would have
occupied far too much of her time, and she doubted that any place
she found would have been appropriate for entertaining the class of
people that she had needed to entertain during the past year. Since
she had been essentially forced to keep it, she had spent
considerable money modernizing the portions that she used. Houses
built three hundred years before did not have the benefits of
indoor plumbing, and there was no way that she would go without her
bath tub, or for that matter, a modern flushing toilet. Stairs were
fine as well, for making a grand entrance, but for the everyday up
and down of three flights, an elevator was a must. Then there were
the dumbwaiters, the gas lights, and the upgraded kitchen. The only
thing that hadn’t needed to be improved were the servants’
quarters, which were more than adequate.

Iolanthe walked from her spacious boudoir,
stepping through the bed chamber, which was to her mind three or
four times too large to be kept at a comfortable temperature, and
then out into the hallway. The hallway was lined with large and
small framed mirrors, so that she could have admired herself many
times on her way out, had she chosen to do so. She did not. At the
end of the hallway, she entered the elevator which awaited her. She
did not need to look at or address the young man of the household
staff who controlled the elevator car. He knew what to do. Exiting
the elevator on the ground floor, she walked through the spacious
foyer, past the great sweeping staircase. She swept right on out
the front door, not even needing to slow, as the head butler Zeah
was there to open the door and hand her a parasol to match her
outfit.

At the bottom of the steps, another young man
of the household staff waited with the steam carriage running. He
had already filled the tank with water and the fire box with coal,
at least she assumed he had, and if he hadn’t there would be hell
to pay. Placing her high-heeled foot upon the running board, she
stepped up into the seat, taking half a moment to make sure that
she didn’t squash her bustle as she sat down. Then releasing the
brake with her right hand and stepping on the forward accelerator
with her right foot, she zoomed away from the curb, sending a dozen
pedestrians diving one way or the other.

Her first stop of the day was the telegraph
office in the great plaza, just across from Café Carlo, where she
frequently had a light luncheon or tea. It was a short drive,
almost no time at all before she pushed the decelerator, pulled the
brake, and came to a stop in front of the building that must have
once been glassblower’s shop or a bakery or some such, since
telegraphs had not been invented when the structures around the
plaza had been built. Now that she thought about it, the wooden
poles leading away from the telegraph office were somewhat
unsightly among the ornate stone and marble buildings. The
government had even made an attempt to make the gas streetlamps
attractive. The telegraph poles were just oily looking wooden
sticks. Still, she supposed they were necessary. Stepping down from
the steam carriage, she walked around to the rear of the vehicle
and turned the steam relief cock, so that nothing as unfortunate as
a boiler explosion would bother her while she took care of
business. Then she made her entrance into the telegraph
office.

The office was dark, despite having a very
large window in its front wall. All of the walls were paneled with
a very dark wood and were completely unornamented except for six
brass gas lantern sconces. Two large wooden desks sat at odds with
one another. In front of each, sat two uncomfortable looking
chairs, and behind each sat a man with a stiff white collar and a
green visor. Iolanthe stood holding her unused parasol in her hands
and her chin high in the air, until both men in green visors jumped
from their seats, ran around the desks to pull out a chair for
her.

“Miss Dechantagne!”

“Miss Dechantagne!”

She chose the chair held by the older of the
two men. He was about fifty, slightly fat around the middle, and
was wearing a cheap wedding ring. Both men returned to their
positions behind their desks, the older, slightly fat man with a
look of triumph upon his face, the younger man with a look of
dejection.

“My telegrams?” she said.

“Of course, Miss Dechantagne.” He produced them
from a rack at the back of the room as if he had been waiting for
her entrance all day, which he probably had. There were five. She
read each of them carefully.

 


Telegram One:

My Dear Miss Dechantagne.

Will visit city three days hence. Would very
much like to meet you for tea. Anxiously await your
reply.

Prof. Merced Calliere, University
Ponte-a-Verne.

 


Telegram Two:

My Dearest Miss Dechantagne.

Found you as ever, delightful, at the Opera. I
still say you have the loveliest eyes ever. Can’t stop thinking
about them. Would love to have you for tea.

Jolon Bendrin

 


Telegram Three:

Sister.

Have found two wizards that may be of some use.
Need six thousand marks to settle personal accounts. Also have a
girl for you to meet. Get something for Yuah’s birthday.

Augie.

 


Telegram Four:

Miss.

Finished closing up the house. Local business
attended to. Personal baggage to arrive in three days. Staff and
details will follow in five days. Your directions
followed.

Macy.

 


Telegram Five:

Iolanthe.

Mustering out before the twelfth. Hope plans
are going well. Have a full company. Leaving the rest in your
hands.

Terrence.

 


“Take down my replies, please,” said
Iolanthe.

“To Professor Merced Calliere, University
Ponte-a-Verne, Regencia. My Dear Professor. I anxiously await your
visit. I am understandably excited to see the results of your work.
I insist that you stay with us at the house. I will meet you at
station myself. Of course, we will have tea together. Very
sincerely, I. Dechantagne.

“To Mister Jolon Bendrin, Bentin, Cordwell.
Mister Bendrin. Never contact me again. I do not accept invitations
from men who think themselves entitled to take liberties. If your
face is seen within my circle of acquaintances, and my brother does
not shoot you, I will do so myself. Very sincerely, I
Dechantagne.

“To Lieutenant Augustus Dechantagne, Bentin
Cordwell. Augie. I am sending you five thousand marks to settle
accounts, as I am sure you have exaggerated your needs by at least
twenty percent. Leave the girl. I am well aware of your
peccadilloes. Make sure not to leave any loose ends. Bring the
wizards. If you see Jolon Bendrin while you are there, you may
shoot him. Your Sister. I. Dechantagne.

“To Macy Godwin, Shopton, Mont Dechantagne.
Good. I. Dechantagne.

“To Captain Terrence Dechantagne,
Dorridgeville, Booth. I have secured munitions and equipment. Send
your company directly to the ship. Expedite your return if
possible. Your expertise is needed. Iolanthe.

“Do you have all of that?”

“Yes, Maam,” replied the telegraph operator.
“You know, we can abbreviate these messages and save five pfennigs
per word.”

Iolanthe gave him a withering look, until he
dropped his eyes to the desktop.

“Grammar is so very important,” she said. “My
man will be by to settle accounts.”

She stood up and started for the door. The
younger man, who had been waiting across the room for just this
moment, jumped up and rushed to the door so quickly, that he
knocked over his own chair along the way. With a look of utmost
triumph, he opened the door for her. She rewarded him with a nod of
her head, and stepped outside. Turning the steam cock to its
original position once again, she climbed back aboard the carriage
and started once again on her way.

On an impulse, Iolanthe stopped at Durcy Square
just off of Prince Tybalt Boulevard. This was a frequent gathering
place for dealers of moldy old magical artifacts, and one could
occasionally find would-be wizards. She hoped that she might find a
lead on a promising specimen here—perhaps an apprentice who might
lead her to his master—one not already scooped up by the
government. She had even heard of particularly gifted hedge wizards
that sometimes looked for work here. Perhaps she would find some
self-taught thaumaturgist, who might not have yet been noticed by
the over-zealous recruiters of the Royal Brechalon Army, and might
surprise her with unexpected magical gifts. She saw only one
wizard. He was showing off a variety of simple spells to the
delight of a small crowd which had gathered around him. He had a
bowler hat lying upside down on the pavement for the crowd to toss
coins into. His grand finale was to levitate one of the spectators
ten feet in the air. While the crowd thoroughly enjoyed it,
Iolanthe knew that it was not a particularly potent spell as magic
went.

Her next stop was across the city. The Great
Church of the Holy Savior had once stood majestically on a hill
some distance from the city, but the city had grown and swallowed
it up. It now marked the border between that part of the city which
was added on beyond the old walls but still maintained some of the
respectability, if not the majesty of the original; and the part of
the city, hastily slapped together and poorly maintained, which
served as the generally disreputable havens for the teaming and
unwashed masses. Iolanthe paused her steam carriage in front of the
great stone edifice to look at its marble columns and famed cupola
for a moment, and then pulled around to the side of the structure
to park next to the sidewalk. She climbed down, once again set the
steam cock to the release position, and walked around to the front
of the building. She stopped to hyperventilate for a minute, before
swiftly climbing the forty steps to the great, open double
doors.

The Great Church of the Holy Savior was laid
out like every other church in the known world, in the form of a
cross. The narthex was the main entrance hall of the church, and it
along with the nave, where the worshippers stood during services
formed the post of the cross. Beyond the nave was the chancel,
which started at the junction of the left and right transepts that
formed the horizontal portion of the cross, and continued on to
complete the post. The altar stood at the top of the chancel, and
it was in the chancel, where the two transepts met that the Priest
stood during services.

Iolanthe stepped into the church
narthex. It was much darker inside than it had been outside, on
this bright, sunny day. The light streaming in through the stained
glass windows, behind her, above the balcony on the second floor,
created fuzzy images of events from scripture on the floor of the
nave. Along the walls, both left and right, stood marble statues of
the apostles, six on the left and six on the right. Their white
pupil-less eyes did not follow her as she walked directly back
toward the chancel. When she reached the crossing between the two
transepts, she stopped to look up at the alter to see Pallaton’s
recreation, in the finest of Mirsannan marble, of the crucifixion
of the savior. A movement to her right caught her attention, and
Iolanthe turned to watch as a young girl, about eight or nine years
old, in a dirty brown linen dress and a dirty brown wool sweater,
lit one candle among many, and then kneeled down in
prayer.

“May I help you, Miss?” came a voice from her
left. A young man in a white robe, with a blue collar, looked
inquiringly into Iolanthe’s aquamarine eyes.

“I’m here to see Father Kerrdon.”

“Of course. Follow me please.”

The young cleric led the beautiful woman in the
chantilly dress to a door on the right hand side of the left
transept, which opened to a spiral staircase going upwards. Once on
the upper floor, he led her to an ancient wooden door, knocked, and
then opened the door, allowing Iolanthe to enter. He closed the
door from the outside, and Iolanthe found herself in an office. It
was warmly decorated with rich furnishings, including two
overstuffed chairs on either side of a small table, upon a round,
decorative green rug, not too far from a small, black cast-iron
stove. There were six or seven large paintings on the walls, the
subjects of which were all of a religious nature.

“Miss Dechantagne,” said the priest, setting
his book on the small table, and rising from his seat in the
leftmost of the two overstuffed chairs. “I have been expecting
you.”

Father Kerrdon was middle aged. He was thin.
Though completely bald upon the crown of his head, he had thick
graying hair around his ears. This had the effect of making his
head look larger than it actually was. He had a hawkish nose,
lessoned by his golden colored spectacles, as well as thin lips,
and a rather weak chin. He was almost exactly the same height as
Iolanthe in her four inch heels, making him about five foot ten. He
took her proffered hand, and shook it, and then as if suddenly
remembering something, he rushed across the room to a small
semicircular table against the outside wall.

“I have been waiting for a visitor, such as
yourself, to show this off,” he said.

He cranked a small handle on the side of a
device about the size of a hat box, and then moved a small arm
across the little machine. Suddenly music emanated from the
contrivance. It was not the type of music that Iolanthe usually
listened to, though it was not totally unpleasant. It was modern
music, full of pep and energy—the type that was played in the
taprooms and rathskellers where average people would congregate in
the evenings to eat, drink, talk, and dance. Not being average, in
any way that could be measured, Iolanthe did not frequent these
locations. She was aware of their existence though, and the type of
music to be found there. She wanted to say something mildly
complimentary, such as “that’s very nice” or “how amusing”, but the
appropriate phraseology simply did not come to her.

“Have you ever seen the like?” asked Father
Kerrdon.

“My mother had a magical music box when I was a
child.”

“Oh, this isn’t magic,” said the priest, his
words coming faster and faster. “Those magical music boxes only
play one or two songs. This is a mechanical device. It can play
hundreds, maybe thousands of songs. You see each of the songs is on
cylinder, like this one. It has grooves cut all around its
circumference, in which a needle travels as the cylinder spins.
Tiny bumps in the grooves…”

“I really don’t care how it works.” Iolanthe’s
interrupting voice was louder than she had intended in the small
room. “I’m sorry, Father, but I have much to attend to. If we could
get to the point at hand?”

The crestfallen priest turned off the
mechanical music and walked back to the two chairs. With a wave of
his hand, he indicated that Iolanthe should take the right chair.
Once she had done so, he sat down in the left. He took a deep
breath.

“The Bishop has explained to me that I am to
assist you in any way possible,” he said. “But he did not give me
any information as to what endeavor should require my
assistance.”

“The Dechantagnes are a historic and
distinguished family. In the past, we have held positions of great
influence—economically, politically, and socially. Now all that
remain of the family however, are my two brothers and myself. While
still quite comfortable financially, we would like to restore our
lineage to its former greatness, and my brothers and I have come up
with a plan to do this in a single bold stroke.”

Iolanthe stopped to see if Father Kerrdon was
following. He nodded to indicate that he was.

“The world has changed in the last two hundred
years. Our beloved country, as well as Freedonia and Mirsanna, have
become wealthy as trade has become available from distant lands.
But the world is about to change far more than most people have the
capacity to realize. Greater Brechalon will soon have colonies all
over the world. Those who become part of this from the very
beginning will have an opportunity to become rich beyond their
wildest dreams, to become the aristocracy of entirely new regions
of a burgeoning empire, to become the most important leaders since
Magnus the Great. My brothers and I have invested our family’s
entire fortune in an expedition to establish new holdings in
Birmisia, in Mallon.”

“Mallon,” said the priest, quietly. “Good
heavens, that’s twelve thousand miles away from here—twelve
thousand miles away from civilization.”

“No, Father. We’re going to bring the
civilization with us.”

“I see. And how am I to help?”

“A civilized people need a civilized church,
Father. We will of course, establish a church in our new colony. We
will need priesthood members. We will need those who can call upon
the power of the savior. We will need all the accoutrements
required by a church. We will need copies of the scriptures. We
will need crucifixes. We may even need missionaries to convert the
aborigines, if they have either souls or the capacity to be
redeemed. I admit to no great knowledge in this particular
area.”

Iolanthe waited for the priest to process all
of this information and was rewarded with quick nod of
understanding.

“How large will this expedition be?” he
asked.

“Somewhere in the neighborhood of a thousand
souls on the first ship. I have already arranged for additional
ships, one per month for six months to bring supplies and
equipment. It is my expectation that we will have additional
colonists on at least some of these vessels. I also expect that
once the colony is established, more people will
arrive.”

“So you will need at least one full priest,
several acolytes, and perhaps a dozen church laymen,” he mused. “At
least to start. I would think you will need forty to fifty tons of
associated cargo.”

“Can you arrange for this cargo?”

“Yes, of course. It will take time to get it
all together, and it won’t be inexpensive either.”

“You have two weeks.”

“Two weeks?”

“Yes and a budget of twenty five thousand
marks.”

“Hmm. Alright. I think it can be
done.”

“And can you find the priests and the others
for us?”

“Oh that won’t be any problem, Miss
Dechantagne. There are many individuals, both within and without
the church, who would be thrilled to start their lives over in a
new land.”

“That does not surprise me,” said Iolanthe. “My
brothers and I are well aware of the service we are providing.
Please note, that all will be held to a high standard.”

“Oh, I can see that.” said Father
Kerrdon.

“Then I can leave this in your
hands?”

“You already have the Bishop’s assurance of my
help.”

“Yes, I do.”

Iolanthe stood up and Father Kerrdon led her
out of the room, down the spiral staircase, and back into the
crossing between the two transepts of the church. She stopped and
looked to see if the little girl in the brown linen dress and brown
wool sweater was still kneeling in prayer, but the child was
nowhere to be seen. Once again, she looked up at the great marble
statue of the savior.

“Magnificent, isn’t it?” said the priest. “I’ve
always thought it was the most beautiful recreation of the savior
I’ve ever seen. One can see the pain, the hope, and even the
forgiveness in that face.

“Still,” he continued. “I would be willing to
wager that all of the likenesses carved in marble by Pallaton the
Elder are beautiful. I have not seen them all of course, but he is
reputed to be the greatest artist of his period.”

“Perhaps,” said Iolanthe, continuing on through
the nave. “But I have always suspected that the savior was quite
simply a very beautiful woman.”

Outside the double doors of the church,
Iolanthe paused to let her eyes adjust to the brightness,
hyperventilated once more, then made her way quickly down the
steps, around the corner, and back to her carriage. She noted that
the steam coming from the release was much less than it had been,
and with a sigh, opened the coal bin and retrieved the small shovel
which was lying upon the small supply of extra coal. Using the
shovel to lift the firebox latch, so that she wouldn’t burn her
gloves, she shoveled a dozen scoops of coal from the bin to the
flame. She then used the shovel to close the firebox door, tossed
the shovel back into the coal bin, and closed the coal bin door.
She flipped the steam cock to the engaged position and climbed
aboard the carriage. Looking at her blackened gloves with disgust,
she peeled them off and tossed them unceremoniously under the
carriage seat. Then opening the glove compartment, she pulled out
replacements from among several pairs of gloves, a small stack of
handkerchiefs and two loose shotgun shells.

Iolanthe released the brake and pressed down
with her foot on the forward accelerator. The carriage slowly
rolled forward. The steam built up, and soon the vehicle had
returned to its former vigor. Iolanthe tried to drive around the
block of the Great Church of the Holy Savior, and get back onto the
main road to return to the Old City, but the roads in this area did
not seem to follow the normal grid pattern. And there seemed to be
nowhere to turn around. After half an hour of trying to negotiate
the unfathomable maze, she found herself at a dead end. She pulled
the brake lever and sat trying to figure out at which turn she
should have made a left, and how to get back to that
point.

Suddenly a figure approached the left side of
her carriage. It was a dirty man, wearing dirty clothes, with a
dirty bald head, and a big dirty nose. He stepped in close to her
and ran his eyes down the length of her form. Another, similarly
dressed man stepped up behind him.

“Well, this is nice, ain’t it?” said the second
man. “We can have us a little fun.”

“Yeah, fun” said the first man,
pulling a long, thin knife from his belt.

“Careful though,” said the second
man. “She might have a little pistol in her handbag.”

“Does you have a little pistol in
your handbag, Dearie?” the first man asked. He casually waved the
knife in his right hand, as he pawed at her ankle with his left.
Then he stopped when he heard the sound of two hammers being
cocked, and looked up into the twin twelve gauge
barrels.

“I don’t carry a handbag,” said Iolanthe,
pulling the shotgun to her shoulder. She pulled the first trigger,
disintegrating the head of the first man, and sending a fountain of
viscous remains over everything within twenty feet. The second man
had no time to react before the second barrel was fired at him. He
was far enough away however, that though he was killed, people who
had known him would still be able to identify his body.

Iolanthe pushed the lever opening the shotgun’s
breach with her thumb and tilted the weapon so that the two used
shells dropped out onto the carriage floor. She opened the glove
compartment and pulled out the two replacement shells, stuffed them
into the shotgun, and snapped the breach closed. She then returned
the still smoking weapon to its place behind the seat. Reaching
back into the glove compartment, she pulled out one of the
handkerchiefs and wiped some of the blood and jellied brains from
her face.

Looking down at herself in disgust, she said.
“I’ll never be able to wear this dress again.”

 



Chapter Three: The Head Butler

 


Zeah Korlann watched as Miss Dechantagne spoke
to the policeman. If he had come home covered in blood, and then
called the policeman to tell him that he had just shot two men in
an alley, he would be sitting in the deepest, darkest cell in
Ravendeep by now. Miss Dechantagne on the other hand, took a
careful sip of her tea, keeping her pinky straight, from a teacup
that matched her dressing gown, as she told the blue-clad officer
of her “adventure”. She then told him about how she had driven
herself home and taken a long hot bath, after ordering her steam
carriage cleaned and her clothing disposed of. Maybe the key was
not being nervous. Policemen were used to dealing with guilty,
twitchy, little people. Miss Dechantagne never felt guilty about
anything, she never twitched, and she was most definitely not one
of the little people. Then again, the policeman probably wasn’t
listening to a word she said. She sat there with her luxurious
auburn hair hanging loosely about her shoulders, her skin the very
picture of porcelain perfection, her lips painted luscious red, and
those unusual aquamarine eyes. And she was wearing what? Certainly
not a bustle or a corset, just yard after yard of violet and silver
silk dressing gown, from her neck to the floor. Maybe the key was
that, as far as the policemen knew, there were no underclothes at
all under that dressing gown.

“Normally in these situations,” said the
policeman. “We would bring the journeyman wizard from Mernham Yard
to cast a truth spell, but I really don’t see the need. Everything
seems to be straight-forward enough.”

“Thank you officer,” said Miss Dechantagne.
“You have been most considerate.”

“My pleasure, Miss.”

“Would you please leave your name and address
with my man before you leave? I would like to send you a thank-you
gift for your kindness in this trying time.”

“That won’t be necessary, Miss,” said the
policeman, clicking his heels and bowing before he left, but he
gave his name and address to Zeah anyway, revealing the true key to
living an existence free from police trouble. The officer would
receive a gift basket filled with fresh fruit, expensive jams and
jellies, canned kippers, loaves of rosemary and garlic bread, some
very nice cheese, a sausage, and four or five hundred one mark
banknotes.

When the head butler had closed the front door
behind the policeman, he turned on a heel and walked back into the
parlor. Miss Dechantagne already seemed to have forgotten that she
had been dealing with police business. She continued to sip her
tea, but now she did so while reading the latest issue of Brysin’s
Weekly Ladies’ Journal. Yuah entered carrying a small plate with
three carefully arranged peppermint candies upon it. She gave Zeah
a quick wink. It was just like the girl to get cheeky on her
birthday.

“Are you ready to go about your duties for the
day, Zeah?” asked Miss Dechantagne.

“Yes, Miss.”

“A little birdie has reminded me that it is
your daughter’s birthday,” said Miss Dechantagne, biting into one
of the peppermints candies. “I do hope you have plans to celebrate
it.”

“The staff will be presenting her with a cake
at dinner.” said Zeah.

“Excellent.” said Miss Dechantagne, then
turning to Yuah. “Take the rest of the evening off. I shan’t need
you.”

“Very good, Miss.” said Yuah.

“Birthdays are important,” said Miss
Dechantagne. “They come only once every three hundred seventy five
days.”

“Yes, Miss.” said Yuah, and exited the
room.

“Do you have a gift for her?” The lady asked
the head butler.

“I’m picking up a scarf for her
today.”

“Excellent. Pick up something appropriate from
my brothers and me. Charge it to my account.”

“Yes, Miss.”

“I’m sorry to ask you to make an additional
stop today, Zeah. I had planned on stopping by the docks this
afternoon to consult with Captain Gurrman on how much space still
remains in the cargo hold and what other equipment that we might
need. Unfortunately, my ‘adventure’ pushed those plans completely
out of my mind. I need you, after you have completed your other
duties, to stop at the docks and complete this mission in my stead.
I trust this will not make you late for your daughter’s birthday
party.”

“I’m sure it will be fine, Miss.” He said. He
well knew that taking a side trip to the docks, in addition to
everything else he had to do, would make him miss any birthday
celebrations entirely. What he couldn’t figure out was whether Miss
Dechantagne didn’t understand the constraints of time on his
schedule, or did understand and simply didn’t care.

Zeah left the house on foot. Anyone else might
have called the abode a mansion, or a manse, or possibly even a
palace, but Miss Dechantagne called it a house, and so it was a
house. He walked with the brisk pace of a much younger man. He
could have taken the steam carriage if he had wanted. Miss
Dechantagne would have allowed it without a second thought. He had
her complete confidence, as his family had held the complete
confidence of her family for five generations. But he had never
learned to drive, and he was too old to learn now. It didn’t
matter. With the breadth of the horse-drawn trolley system in the
great city, under normal conditions, he didn’t have to have to walk
very far. Going to the docks in the evening would complicate things
of course. He had carefully planned out his journey in his mind, to
minimize his travel time and allow him the efficiency that always
gave him comfort. He would follow that plan to the exact step. The
first stop had to be the bank, and so he traveled due
west.

When he stepped off the trolley in the center
of Avenue Boar, he was in the heart of the city’s financial
district. The great stone façades of the nation’s most powerful
banks, stock brokerages, trust companies, and investment firms
lined both sides of the street, and here, like nowhere else in the
city, or in the entire United Kingdom of Greater Brechalon, could
be found great numbers of the Short Men. He could see twenty or
thirty walking down the street. Two brushed past him, without
looking up.

The Short Men were not really men at all. They
were an entirely different species, as evidenced by their historic
inability to interbreed with ‘normal human beings’. If the articles
in the Royal Geographic Society Journal were to be believed, they
had descended from a completely different, though contemporary,
group of prehistoric cavemen. They were, as their name implied,
short. The average height for males was about four foot six, and
the women were slightly shorter. They were not proportionally
narrow however, and tended to be just as wide as a human being.
Coming in not quite the variety of colors and variations of the
taller people they lived among, most were tan to brown skinned, and
had thick locks of dark brown to black hair, as well as thick,
similarly colored beards.

The Short Men had stayed in the mountains,
living their cave-dwelling lifestyles long after humans had moved
to the river valleys to invent agriculture. This had served them
well, for when the needs of civilization pushed technology beyond
that of stone tools to copper, and then bronze, and then iron, the
Short Man had been sitting atop these precious resources. At first,
there had been wars fought to acquire the raw materials needed by
man, and the Short Men had been faced with the real possibility of
extinction, but they had learned compromise and accommodation and
became part of the procurement process of the riches of what they
called “the tall man’s world.” Over the centuries, they had
parleyed their control of rich metals into the control of even more
rich metals, and the paper representation of those metals. Today
the Short Men were an integral part of the financial world of
Greater Brechalon and most of the other nations on the continent of
Sumir. They owned a great many banks and brokerage houses, and
those they did not own, they managed.

Zeah walked up the steps of the most imposing
of the structures on the street—the First Royal Charter Bank of
Greater Brechalon. It was a stone building that dwarfed Miss
Dechantagne’s house, as well as all the other bank buildings. A
doorman opened the highly decorative, sixteen foot tall door that
led into the main bank chamber. This room alone seemed as if it
might hold the Great Church of the Holy Savior. Three stories tall
at least, with light streaming down from a glass-domed ceiling upon
the hundred or more desks. At each desk sat a Short Man, his
bearded face hunched over his accounting books.

The head butler stood for only a moment, before
he was approached, seemingly from nowhere, by one of the Short Men.
This individual was dressed in a tweed suit, with a velvet vest,
and a stiff white collar barely visible beneath his great beard.
The beard was braided together with beads and gold wire into three
separate ligatures.

“I am Bergren Denholm,” said the Short Man.
“How may I help you?”

“I am here to withdraw funds for my employer,”
said Zeah.

“Follow me.”

The Short Man led him through the great hall to
a desk about halfway back, on the right hand side, two desks away
from the center aisle. This desk, like every other one in the room,
was huge and would easily have served as a small boat, had it been
dropped into the River Thiss accidentally. There were two chairs in
front of the desk, and when Zeah sat down in one of them, the great
desk was as high as his shoulders, and he sat looking at its
mammoth and completely empty surface, as the banker walked around
to take a seat behind it. The butler would have expected the Short
Man to disappear behind the far side, had he not had the experience
of visiting the bank on many previous occasions. But of course, the
banker’s chair was much higher than his own, leaving the Short Man
to look down upon the tall man from at least as high an advantage
sitting down as Zeah had enjoyed when they were both standing
up.

“The name on the account?”

“Miss Iolanthe Dechantagne.”

“And your name?”

“Zeah Korlann,”

“That is a Zaeri name, isn’t it?” the Short Man
said. There was no sneer, nor even the slightest change in
inflection to indicate that he thought less of a Zaeri than anyone
else, but Zeah knew that the thought lay somewhere under the words
and the lack of facial expression. And there was something
particularly infuriating about being looked down upon by someone
who was almost a foot and a half shorter than you. But then, in
some ways, Zeah was more separated from the rest of mankind by his
religion, than the Short Man was by his difference in
race.

It hadn’t always been so difficult to be a
Zaeri. At times, in history, ancient history yes, it had been an
advantage. Two thousand years ago, Zur had been a flowering ancient
civilization, one of many, like Argrathia or Ballar or Donnata.
Then a single dynasty of kings, culminating in Magnus the Great
himself, had conquered the rest of the known world, and taken Zur
civilization with them. Then everyone was a Zaeri, or at least
everyone looked like one. Zur architecture had become the dominant
architecture. Zur dress had become the dominant dress. Zur custom
had become the dominant custom. And yes, Zaeri, the Zur religion,
with its belief in one god, had replaced the pagan religions of the
civilizations that Magnus and his forebears had conquered. Even
when Magnus’s empire had splintered into many successor kingdoms,
the world had remained one where being a Zaeri meant that you were
one of the elite.

Then a generation later, no not even a
generation after the restructuring of the empire, a Zaeri prophet
named Kafira had begun teaching a strange variation of the religion
in the land that had been, and would one day again be called,
Xygia. Kafira had preached the importance of the afterlife, an
adherence to a code of conduct that she said would lead one to this
paradisiacal existence, and a general disregard for temporal
affairs. The last of these three tenets of Kafira’s teaching had
put her at odds with the Zaeri High Priests and the Xygian King,
for supporting the priesthood and paying the King’s taxes were, for
them, priorities. They taught her the error of her ways by giving
her an ignoble death, crucifying her on the cross, thereby from
Zeah’s point of view, turning her from the leader of an obscure
sect into a martyr. She had then, again from Zeah’s point of view,
been elevated by her followers from martyr to savior, as the events
of her life and the miracles attributed to her, both before and
after her death, formed the basis of a new religion. This religion
spread quickly to engulf all that had been the Zur civilization. In
the following millennia, the Kafirites had converted the remaining
pagans to the creed of their holy savior, thereby making it the
only religion in the world of man—the only religion in the world of
man, save those few ethnic Zur, like Zeah and his family, who held
onto the ancient Zaeri belief.

“Yes,” he replied. “It is a Zaeri
name.”

The Short Man nodded.

“How much is your withdrawal?”

“Twenty five thousand marks.”

The Short Man raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say
anything. Several minutes later, Zeah had signed the appropriate
forms and had left the bank, his pocket thick with fifty, five
hundred mark banknotes—a small enough denomination to pay off Miss
Dechantagne’s accounts, but large enough that it would be extremely
difficult to make change should anyone try to do anything else
other than pay off Miss Dechantagne’s accounts.

The head butler’s first stop was the shipping
agent. Miss Dechantagne had been shipping a great many goods and
supplies, as well as people, into the city in the past several
weeks, and she would be shipping even more. Then entire contents of
the Dechantagne country estate, that portion which had not been
sold, would be arriving in just a few days. The staff from the
estate would arrive a few days later. Train tickets would also be
needed for an entire company of soldiers as well.

Miss Dechantagne’s solicitor was the second
stop. It would be he who would pay off the smaller bills—the
telegraph office, the grocer, the baker, Café Carlo. The only
individual store in which Zeah’s employer had garnered a debt large
enough to warrant an individual visit by him was the dress shop.
That would be his third stop. In fact, the bill here was larger
than that of the shipping agent.

It was nearing sundown when Zeah made this
third stop. Paying off Miss Dechantagne’s bill himself, rather than
having the solicitor do so, was necessitated both by its amount and
by his own need to purchase a gift for Yuah’s birthday. He
carefully chose a white silk scarf with small yellow flowers around
its finished seam for his daughter. He found a pair of white lace
gloves that matched the scarf and purchased the pair as a gift for
Yuah from the Dechantagne’s. He knew the gloves would be the
perfect gift in Miss Dechantagne’s eyes because they were just
expensive enough to be beyond his own budget, so she wouldn’t feel
miserly, which she considered beneath her. On the other hand, had
they been any more expensive, she would have felt munificent with a
servant, which she considered beneath her.

When Zeah stepped outside, it was already dark.
The lamplighters were running slightly behind in their duties. Two
of them were making their way up the street, one on either side,
lighting the gas streetlights with their long-handled wicks. The
trolleys were already shutting down for the night, so Zeah had to
walk several blocks until he found a cab still on duty. This
particular one was a shabby old carriage, with an unhappy and
probably flea-bitten horse, not long for the glue factory, if his
speed was any indication. The head butler gave orders to be taken
to the docks, and sat back to ponder the fact that in the servant
quarters at home at that exact moment, Yuah and the others would be
finishing their evening meal and would be looking forward to one of
Mrs. Colbshallow’s carefully crafted cakes.

The docks were located in the geographic center
of city as it now stood. Hundreds of years ago, when the Old City
was the entire city, the river had been a short distance to the
south. The great city now continued to grow on both sides of the
river, but the mighty River Thiss (pronounced tiss) had not been
domesticated. It was still the awe-inspiring waterway it always had
been. No bridge could span it, at least not anywhere near the city.
It was wide and deep enough for the greatest of ships to sail in
from the sea and make their way up more than a hundred miles to
dock here. In the center of the Thiss, on Isle de Fortann, was Fort
Tharbin, bristling with cannons, to insure that any ship that did
so, would be a friendly one.

Zeah directed the cabby to dock Zed Four, where
the ship chartered by Miss Dechantagne was moored. The ship was the
H.M.S. Minotaur, impressive at more than four hundred thirty feet
long, with a beam of seventy five feet, and a draft of twenty six
feet. Zeah knew, having studied these facts, that at thirteen
thousand two hundred tons, it had been one of the largest ships in
the Royal Brechalon Navy. Yet, while it still flew the red, white,
and blue Accord Banner of Greater Brechalon, it was now operating
under the authority of the Dechantagne family. Zeah had to marvel
at the behind the scenes political maneuvering necessary to make
this happen. The cabby shook the horse’s reigns and the old nag
clopped away down the cobblestone pavement, once the butler had
climbed down from the carriage and paid his fare. Unfortunately it
was at this point that Zeah realized he should have had the cabbie
wait for him.

It was quite dark now, and Zeah was beginning
to feel the chill air creep into his bones. A single gas light on
the dockside, fifty or sixty feet away, cast a scant glow. Zeah
walked over to the Minotaur’s gangplank, which was guarded by a
single sailor wearing a pistol and leaning on one of the railing
posts. Hanging from this post was an oil-lantern, casting just
enough light to reveal the seaman’s unshaven face. Fog, rolling in
off the river, rose up from the ground like a foul smoke from
hell.

“What do you want?” asked the sailor, the
emphasis on the word “you”.

“I’m here to see the Captain.”

“What makes you think he wants to see
you?”

“I’m here on the official business of Miss
Iolanthe Dechantagne. Either let me come on board, or notify
Captain Gurrman that I am here. He should be expecting
me.”

“Well, he ain’t expecting you,” said the
sailor. “If he was expecting you, he would be on board, which he
ain’t.”

“Then to whom may I speak?” asked
Zeah.

“Nobody.”

“What’s going on here, Gervis?” said a man
coming down the gangplank through the fog. When he neared the dock,
Zeah could see he was an officer.

“My name is Zeah Korlann. I was sent by Miss
Dechantagne to speak to the Captain.”

“I see,” said the officer. “Officer of the
watch, Lieutenant Staff, at your service sir. However, I really
think it would be best if you return tomorrow. Captain Gurrman and
Lieutenant Commander Frigeffresson have gone ashore and won’t be
back this evening, from what I understand.”

“Bother,” said Zeah.

“Sorry, sir,” said Staff. “I could send an
escort to see you home.”

“That won’t be necessary. If you can just tell
me which direction I need to go to find a cab.”

“Turn around and walk straight back that way,
sir. When you pass beyond the warehouses up ahead, you’ll find
yourself on Avenue Pike. If you can’t find a cab there, make a
right. A half mile up the street is a pub called the Mermaid’s
Ankle. They have their own carriage for delivering patrons who
become, um, indisposed.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant.” said Zeah. He didn’t
deign to look at Gervis, the rude sailor, but turned with his usual
stiff-backed polish and began swiftly walking away from the
dockside, through the fog, toward several huge, looming warehouses.
They seemed to grow larger like some monstrous beasts, as he
approached, and the fog grew thicker and thicker.

Zeah had almost reached the corner of the
closer warehouse, when from ahead, somewhere in the darkness, he
heard a scream. It sounded like a woman’s scream. The butler was
not armed, nor was he unarmed, particularly dangerous or imposing
in any physical way, but no one had ever accused any member of the
Korlann family of cowardice, especially in a moment of crisis. He
ran forward, toward the scream. There was no second scream, so he
had to make his best guess at the origin of the one. He hurried
past the large warehouse and on instinct, turned right down a
narrow path between it and another, smaller warehouse just beyond
it. This led to a narrow alley in what had become a maze of
warehouses and dock buildings. The butler stopped for a moment to
listen. He didn’t hear anything, but moved forward, now a little
more cautious, as the adrenaline in his body began to wane. Even
so, he came upon the two figures in the fog so quickly, that he
nearly tripped over them.

Lying still in the swirling mists, and
illuminated only by an oil lantern that sat upon the ground nearby,
was a woman’s body. Her eyes were open, staring lifelessly up at
the dark night sky, as if looking for the moon which wouldn’t come
up over the horizon for another few hours. She had in life, no
doubt been pretty, in an average sort of way, with shoulder length
blond hair and pleasant features. She had worn, perhaps a bit too
much make-up. She had been stabbed repeatedly and her once blue,
once decorated with pink flowers, once un-tattered dress, was
drenched with her blood. Leaning over her, his hands stained with
her blood, was a man wearing khaki pants, a khaki shirt, digger’s
boots, and a wide-brimmed khaki hat. At first the man’s attention
was totally transfixed upon the woman’s body, but as Zeah
approached, he looked up. The butler stopped in his
tracks.

“Zeah?” said the man.

“Master Augie.” said Zeah, looking down into
the wide-eyed face of Augustus Dechantagne.

The butler was forced to wait almost four hours
for the police inspectors to arrive. He had tried to ask Master
Augie what had happened, but before they could hold a conversation,
Lieutenant Staff and a squad of sailors had arrived, having heard
the scream themselves. One of the sailors had been sent to summon a
policeman, who in turn, had sent a message from the closest
police-box telegraph, for the inspectors. By the time the two
inspectors had arrived, the moon was high enough in the sky to
reveal quite a crowd of onlookers: the sailors, several policemen
now, more than a few dockworkers, and Master Augie and
Zeah.

One of the police inspectors was a priest. This
priest was a sandy-haired young man, who wore a long white robe
with a blue collar, indicating that he was fairly low in the church
hierarchy, not that Zeah was an expert in the organizational chart
of the Church of Kafira. The priest had a large patch above his
heart, with a shield containing both a cross and a star, indicating
that while his first devotion was to his Savior; his work was
primarily for the police ministry. A smaller version of the patch
was on the front of his small blue skufia, or clerical hat. The
second man was a little older. He wore a brown tweed suit and a
brown tweed cloak. He also wore a brown tweed deerstalker hat, with
a bill both in the front and back. He was puffing from a large,
curved, briarwood pipe. He was a wizard. It was somewhat unusual,
though not completely unheard of for two such specialized
inspectors to arrive together at a crime scene. In most cases, at
least one of them would have been a more traditional career
policeman.

The wizard looked at everyone in the group, his
left eyebrow cocked, as the first policeman on the scene, recounted
to the two inspectors what he had learned of the murder scene. The
priest seemed less interested in the living than he did in the
young woman’s body, and when the policeman had finished telling
what small bit he knew, the cleric kneeled down and examined her
carefully, looking in her hair, in her hands, and even her mouth.
He carefully examined her clothing and her wounds. At last, he
removed a small vial from a pocket in his robe, and opening it, he
poured out a small pool of oil into his left hand. Then, dabbing
the tip of his right index finger into the oil, he carefully drew a
cross, in oil, on the dead woman’s forehead.

“In the name of the Holy Father, I anoint
thee.”

The small crowd was carefully watching
him.

“In the name of the Holy Savior, I command you
to speak.”

The alleyway was completely silent.

“Who killed you?” asked the priest.

No life returned to the woman’s eyes, which
neither the priest, nor anyone else, had closed. Her body lay in
the same crumpled position. But then a kind of crackling groan
escaped her and her dead mouth moved to form words that came
breathlessly from her.

“I…don’t…know.”

“Why were you killed?”

“I…don’t…know.”

“What is your name?” asked the
priest.

“Abelena… Gelford,” came the dead
reply.

“Can you tell me anything else?” asked the
priest.

“He… took… my… locket.”

The priest paused thoughtfully. Then he crossed
himself and said. “Rest in peace.”

The woman’s body moved no more. Reaching down,
the priest closed her eyes and began a prayer in Zurian. Then it
was the wizard’s turn. He pulled the pipe from his mouth, and
holding it by the bowl, began to trace symbols in the air with the
mouthpiece. A tiny trail of smoke created characters which hung in
the mist for a moment, before spreading apart to join the fog which
filled the rest of the air.

“Uuthanum,” said the wizard. “The truth alone
will be spoken here.”

Once the truth spell was cast, the two
inspectors began asking everyone in the alley questions. They were
finishing with Lieutenant Staff and his sailors when the coroner
arrived to take the body away. The policemen went on their way, as
did the seamen. The crowd of onlookers, no longer having anything
of interest to view, dissipated as well. Until at last, it was only
the priest, the wizard, Master Augie, and Zeah and the oppressive,
thickening fog remaining in the alley. The two inspectors asked a
number of questions to determine the identities of the two
men.

“So, how did you find the woman?” the wizard
finally asked.

“I heard a scream.” said Zeah. “I came to see
if I could be of assistance.”

“Yes, me too.” said Master Augie. “Zeah and I
arrived about the same time.”

The butler glance quickly over to young
Lieutenant Dechantagne to see what type of effect the truth spell
would create to illuminate this obvious lie. Nothing happened. The
wizard just nodded and continued on.

“Did either of you know the woman, Miss
Gelford?”

“No,” said Master Augie and Zeah just shook his
head.

“I think that’s about it,” said the priest. “We
will contact you if there are any other questions.”

“One more thing.” said the wizard, again
tracing symbols in the air with the mouthpiece of his pipe.
“Uuthanum. Reveal the presence of magic.”

An area twenty feet around where the body of
the dead woman had lain began to glow with an unearthly pale yellow
light. Smaller patches of yellow were on the walls of the warehouse
and dock building on either side of the alley, and a pale yellow
trail led off from the crime scene, in the direction away from the
river.

“Someone has been busy here,” said the priest.
“Have you ever seen this much magical residue at the scene of a
crime?”

“Yes,” said the wizard. “At the last two
murders.”

“Well, I think it’s time that Zeah and I were
getting home.” said Master Augie.

“Just a moment.” said the wizard, placing his
hand on Zeah’s shoulder. “I hear that your mistress is looking for
a practitioner of the arts.”

“The… the arts?” Zeah was puzzled. “I don’t
think she… muh… my employer, is looking for an artist…”

“The magic arts.” said the wizard.

“My sister is, that is my sister and I, are
looking for a wizard,” said Master Augie. “One of considerable
talent. Are you putting yourself forward for
consideration?”

“Not me.” said the wizard. “Oh, I have gifts
enough for my duties at Mernham Yard. But Miss Dechantagne is not
looking for a gifted local journeyman. She’s looking for the
magical equivalent of Pallaton the Elder.”

“You know such a, what was it you said, a
practitioner of the arts?” asked Master Augie.

“I do.”

“A wizard.” said Zeah. “What is his
name?”

“Zurfina,” said the wizard. “And she is a
sorceress.”

 


 



Chapter Four: The Sorceress

 


Iolanthe Dechantagne walked slowly down the
wide, sweeping staircase that led into the vast foyer of her home.
She had expected to make a rather grand entrance, but was
disappointed to find no visitor awaiting her at the bottom of the
stairs. The room was peopled only by several members of the
household staff: the doorman, one of the maids, and a young man on
a ladder cleaning the wall behind one of the gas lamps. Iolanthe
turned slowly to look at Yuah, who stood just behind and to her
right. The dressing maid, in a gray and white dress that made her
look rather more like a governess than a maid, shrank back
slightly. She knew how disappointed Iolanthe was, especially when
she had purchased the new evening gown for just this occasion. It
was white, and the skirt featured seven layers, one upon the other,
each trimmed with red and black, the hem creating a circle more
than five feet wide as it swept the floor. The bodice featured
matching red and black trim. It was of course so thin at the waist
that no one could have worn it without a patented Prudence Plus
fairy bust form corset and it featured, as was the style, a
prominent bustle in back. It was strapless, leaving an unobstructed
view of Iolanthe’s long, thin neck, her smooth shoulders and the
top several inches of her chest. Instead of a hat, she wore an
arrangement of red and white carnations atop her carefully curled
hairdo, which matched the rest of her outfit perfectly.

“She was here, Miss.” said Yuah.

It had been two days since her brother had
learned from a police inspector that a powerful sorceress was
available for hire. She had arranged a meeting, carefully setting
the precise date to give herself plenty of time to prepare. When
one met a powerful magic user, especially when one intended to hire
a powerful magic user, one had to make a good impression. If
Iolanthe was going to hire this woman, if this woman really
possessed the gifts that she and her brothers would need in their
great enterprise, she intended to show the woman, right from the
beginning, who was boss.

Yuah scrambled down the steps of
the sweeping staircase and whispered to the doorman. The doorman
whispered back. Then Yuah ran back up the stairs to Iolanthe’s
side.

“Master Augie just took her to the
library.”

“Bloody hell, Augie, you idiot,” said
Iolanthe.

She stomped her way down the remaining steps of
the staircase and through the foyer, stopping just outside the door
to the library. Hyperventilating for a moment, she stepped through
the door with a stately and unhastened grace. Yuah followed her,
several steps behind. The library was a relatively small room,
about thirty by thirty feet, but with a ceiling two stories high.
All four walls were completely covered in bookcases to the ceiling.
Two railed ladders allowed access to the books at the very top. The
room made quite an impression—when full of books. Unfortunately,
the books had been packed and loaded onto the H.M.S. Minotaur. The
resulting room, empty except for the three overstuffed chairs, two
small tables, two oil lamps, and a single volume—Baumgarten’s
“Brech Stories”—was noticeably unimpressive. Along the far wall,
Augie leaned against one of the ladders with practiced nonchalance.
In the center of the room stood the woman—the sorceress.

She looked like a demon or a deviant
prostitute, or some combination of the two. Her shoulder length
blond hair was styled as though it had been cut with garden shears
and it stuck out in all directions. She had dropped charcoal dust
into her large grey eyes, creating thick black borders around them
like the ancient Argrathian queens, and she had framed them with
green malachite eye shadow. Her lips were so dark that it was more
the red of blood than that of the rose. Though her skin was
alabaster white, as was Iolanthe’s own, she wore no rouge on her
cheeks to give her that aura of health and vitality. She wore no
hat, and to Iolanthe’s eyes, no clothing.

The woman’s ensemble was bizarre and lewd in
the extreme. It was clearly meant to frighten and baffle at the
same time. It was a collection of women’s undergarments transformed
into outer clothing. Her arms were covered in fishnet gloves,
though they couldn’t really be called gloves, because they didn’t
cover her fingers. They simply attached to rings around her thumbs
and her pinkies and then ran up almost to her shoulders, where they
were held on tight with silken bows. She wore a corset made of
black leather with a series of five belt-like straps with buckles
running up the front, which Iolanthe suddenly realized would allow
the woman to don and doff the device without the aid of anyone
else. The low-cut brassier portion of the corset left much of the
woman’s chest bared and exposed two tattoos, each a five pointed
star, two and a half inches across, outlined in black but filled in
with red ink. She wore a kind of leather skirt over the corset, but
it reached down only about fourteen inches from her waist, leaving
the tops of her stockings and the twelve suspenders connecting them
to the corset, completely exposed. The stockings were fishnet mesh,
matching the gloves. They were mostly unseen however, as the
woman’s leather boots reached all the way past her knees to
mid-thigh. These boots each had seven of the same belt like straps
with buckles that her corset had, as though they were made to
match, which they probably were. The boots had thick square four
inch heels. This last detail was the least striking, as high heels
were the fashion. Iolanthe’s own shoes had similar heels, and owing
to the fact that she could look the woman directly in the eye, the
two women must have been of about the same height, with or without
heels.

“Zurfina, I presume,” said Iolanthe.

“Zurfina the Magnificent.” The woman had a
husky voice that put Iolanthe in mind of a teen-aged
boy.

“Am I supposed to call you Zurfina the
Magnificent?” asked Iolanthe. “Do I say ‘good morning Zurfina the
Magnificent’ or ‘meet me for tea, Zurfina the Magnificent’ or ‘look
out for that falling boulder, Zurfina the Magnificent’?”

“You are of course quite right, Miss Iolanthe
Dechantagne,” said the woman. “We shall be on a first name basis,
Miss Iolanthe Dechantagne.”

Iolanthe heard a small sound coming from behind
her and to her right and suspected that Yuah was suppressing a
laugh, or perhaps, worse, a smirk. She didn’t turn to look at the
dressing maid, just aimed evil thoughts in her
direction.

“Show us some magic, then,” she said. “I feel
the need to be impressed. I know my brother is already.”

Augie, who had been so engrossed in the woman’s
posterior, that he had not even noticed that his sister had entered
the room, suddenly startled to awareness and stood up straight. The
blond woman favored him with a sly smile over her shoulder. Then
she raised her arm out straight in front of her, palm down. Turning
her hand over, a flame sprang up in her palm. Within two or three
seconds, the flame had coalesced into a humanoid figure, eight or
nine inches tall, which immediately began pirouetting and spinning
in a miniature ballet, all without leaving Zurfina’s
hand.

“That’s it?” asked Iolanthe. “That’s your great
magic?”

“Well I thought it was smashing,” said
Augie.

“You don’t like fire?” said Zurfina. “How about
ice?”

The tiny figure turned from fire to ice, but
continued dancing, breaking off little pieces of itself as it did
so, to fall to the floor like tiny snowflakes. Iolanthe pursed her
lips.

“My brothers and I are preparing to embark on a
great expedition,” she said.

“I know all about it,” said the
sorceress.

“Then you know I need a magic user with real
power. Just dressing like a necromantic whore doesn’t make you a
powerful witch.”

“Oh, you are so right,” said the sorceress.
“Clothes do not make the woman.”

She waved her hands in front of her own body,
and her clothing became an exact match for Iolanthe’s own evening
gown, right down to the red and black trim.

“Or does it?” Zurfina said.

She waved her left hand in front of her face
and it became an exact match of Iolanthe’s. She even had the red
and white carnations atop her head. The false Iolanthe gave a very
flouncy and very un-Iolanthe-like curtsy, then raised her chin and
said in a very Iolanthe-like voice. “Yuah, fetch me a white wine!”
Yuah took several steps forward before remembering herself and
stopping.

“Outstanding!” shouted Augie, clapping his
hands.

Iolanthe took a deep breath. “Not bad, I do
admit. But show me something that I won’t see one of our journeyman
wizards do.”

The sorceress pointed her arm at Yuah, fingers
splayed. “Uuthanum uastus corakathum paj.” There was a grinding
sound, as though someone were walking upon gravel, and suddenly
Yuah froze in place. She, her grey and white dress, and everything
else she wore had been turned into a stone statue. She looked like
one of the apostles which lined the nave in the Great Church of the
Holy Savior. It was as though Pallaton the Elder had been brought
from his time into the present to capture the essence of a Zaeri
dressing maid.

“My God!” said Augie, absent-mindedly crossing
himself.

“Now that is most impressive,” said Iolanthe.
“We have to sit down and discuss your terms and my
conditions.”

“Tomorrow,” said Zurfina, waving her arms and
returning to her original appearance. Then she raised both her arms
above her head, and not with a flash, not with a puff of flame or
smoke, but with the smallest of pops, she was gone. Vanished.
Augustus Dechantagne crossed himself again.

“Knock it off, Augie,” said Iolanthe. “You
don’t even attend church.”

Then she turned and breezed out of the
room.

The rest of Iolanthe’s evening was ruined. She
had to find another staff member to help her undress, and the girl
was so unskilled that she pinched Iolanthe’s skin several times as
she helped remove her corset. Her tea was cold. Her dinner was
cold. Her bath water was cold. It was if the entire household staff
had simply forgotten how to do their jobs. And Zeah was no help. He
would not tear himself away from the frozen form of Yuah in the
library. Augie was just as bad, walking around, wringing his hands.
Why didn’t they understand that Iolanthe would take care of
everything on the morrow? After all, someone who knew how to turn
flesh to stone would know how to turn stone to flesh.

The next morning proved to be no better at all
for Iolanthe. Finally she sent Augie in her steam carriage to fetch
Zurfina the Magnificent. Even though it took him several hours to
return with the woman, Iolanthe was still in her dressing gown,
unable to find skilled help to don her day dress. The sorceress
arrived in her same bizarre black leather ensemble that she had
worn the day before. It took her scant seconds to transform Yuah
back to her original, flesh and blood form. Then Iolanthe and
Zurfina sat down in the parlor.

“Two percent,” said the blond
sorceress.

“Two percent of what?”

“Two percent of everything: the land, the
resources, the trade.”

“Alright,” said Iolanthe. “Assuming that real
world application of your magic is at the same level.”

“You won’t be disappointed.”

“See that I’m not.”

“You are a remarkably confident
woman, Miss Dechantagne. Make no mistake, I have great power.
Remember that when you speak to me.”

“There are all kinds of power, Zurfina,”
replied Iolanthe. “Remember that when I speak to you.”

The sorceress left once again, this time by
conventional means. One of the staff drove her home. Yuah helped
Iolanthe get dressed before going off to bed mid-day. Apparently
from Yuah’s point of view, no time had passed between her being
turned to stone and her being turned back again, so she was ready
for bed as though night—last night in this case—had come. Iolanthe
had chosen to wear a striking violet dress festooned with black
bows. She mated it with a black boater, identical to the one she
had worn with her chantilly dress, though that hat and the
chantilly dress had both been burned after the ruffian in the alley
had befouled it with his blood.

Augie met Iolanthe in the hallway outside of
her boudoir.

“I have Zeah and young Saba getting the steam
carriage ready,” he said. “They’ll go with us to the
station.”

“You still seem out of sorts, Augie.
Why?”

“Kafira’s blood, Iolanthe!”

Iolanthe pursed her lips.

“It was Yuah. Don’t you even care?”

“Yes, I know it was Yuah. And of course I
care.”

“It didn’t seem like it. God, Iolanthe. I grew
up with Yuah. We used to play together. She’s like our
sister.”

“I know,” said Iolanthe. “I know and I care. I
care just as much for her as I do for you.”

Augie looked her in the eye for a moment.
“That’s what I’m afraid of.” He turned and started to walk
away.

“Let me ask you something,” said Iolanthe.
Augie turned back to her.

“Were you so upset about Yuah that you did not
stop to bed our magnificent Zurfina before bringing her
over?”

Augie looked at her unsteadily for a moment
before turning and walking the rest of the way down the hallway,
and then down the long sweeping staircase to the foyer.

The trip to the great train station was a quiet
one. Augie drove the steam carriage with Iolanthe in the passenger
seat. Zeah and Saba sat hunched in the pull down auxiliary seats
behind them. It was a relatively short drive, though once at the
station, finding a place to park the carriage took a great deal of
time. Given the large number of steam carriages, along with those
few vehicles which were still pulled by horses, Iolanthe reasoned
that it might behoove the government to set aside a plot of land
strictly for the temporary storage of such conveyances.

The great station, or the Princess Aarya
Boulevard Station as it was officially known, was not particularly
impressive from the front. It appeared to be, like many other
buildings in the neighborhood, a large two story, columned edifice.
One could not tell from the front that it stretched out hundreds of
yards in the back to house the many loading platforms and track
changes that were required of a central hub on the nation’s primary
line. Once inside, one passed from one massive hall to another,
moving through ticket offices, baggage storage areas, and boarding
lounges. The four members of the Dechantagne household stopped near
the information board outside one of the lounges. A workman on a
ladder was using a long pole with a hook on the end of it to change
the arrival times for some of the inbound trains.

“The B320 arrives at 11:15 from Shopton,” said
Iolanthe. “Augie, you and Zeah locate the train. The teamsters that
I hired should be there waiting. Make sure that all of our things
have arrived, supervise the loading, and see that everything is
taken directly to the ship and is put aboard.

“The G417 arrives at 11:05 from Ponte-a-Verne.
I’ll go meet it and collect Professor Calliere.

“Boy, you come with me,” she said, addressing
Saba Colbshallow.

Like many members of the Dechantagne household,
Saba Colbshallow’s family had been among the family’s servants for
generations. His mother was Miss Dechantagne’s cook, and his
grandmother had been the dressing maid of Miss Dechantagne’s
grandmother. Saba was a happy young man of sixteen, tall and lanky,
with short blond hair and happy green eyes. Though his official
position in the household was rather vague, he often performed
duties as a runner and a step-n-fetchit.

Iolanthe started off in the direction of the
loading platform, with Saba following quickly behind. She had gone
thirty yards and was preparing to turn down a long corridor, when
something made her turn around and look back at the point from
which she had just come. Augie and Zeah were still standing where
she had left them and seemed to be having some kind of heated
debate. Augie was gesticulating wildly with both hands while saying
something to Zeah. A moment later, Zeah was saying something back,
pressing his right index finger to Augie’s chest. It seemed that
they were shouting and Iolanthe expected to hear their words even
over the noise of the crowds streaming through the station, but she
didn’t hear either one of them.

“What could they be arguing about?” she
wondered.

“Miss?”

“Come on,” she said absent-mindedly.

At the end of the long corridor was boarding
platform eleven and the G417 already stood next to it, blowing
billowing clouds of steam to the annoyance of the throngs of
passengers disembarking, and the parties waiting to greet them. The
train had four passenger cars, a baggage car, and a dining car, and
an indeterminate number of boxcars. And sandwiched between the
foremost passenger car and the coal tender, was a flat-bed freight
car. It immediately caught Iolanthe’s attention. Sitting upon it
was a very large piece of equipment, covered by a canvas. She
attempted to make out the shape of the object under the canvas, but
was distracted by someone calling her name.

“Miss Dechantagne!”

She looked to see Professor Merced Calliere
stepping down from the second passenger car, waving in her
direction. She raised her hand in a return wave. The professor
would have been easily spotted even had he not called out to her.
At six foot four, he was almost a head above most of the travelers.
He was a distinguished and handsome man, with blond hair and grey
eyes and wore no facial hair. As he stepped onto the platform and
made his way in her direction, Iolanthe noted with appreciation the
perfectly tailored cut of his grey suit. He carried his white straw
boater in his left hand. When he had reached her, she held out her
hand, and he bent over at the waist to press it to his
lips.

“Miss Dechantagne. What a great pleasure to see
you again.”

“I am so pleased to see that you have arrived
safely, Professor.”

“Please Miss Dechantagne,” he said. “We have
already been through so much together. You must do me the honor of
calling me Mercy.”

“Mercy,” said Iolanthe, as if trying it out on
her lips. “Very well, Mercy, and you may call me
Iolanthe.”

“I will endeavor to do so,” he
replied.

“My boy here,” she said, indicating Saba “will
carry your luggage.”

“I have a suitcase right over there. It’s the
yellow one.” Saba hurried over to retrieve it.

“Mind the gap,” she called to the
boy.

Mercy turned to Iolanthe. “They’ll be taking
the freight cars to the docks. I’ve already made the
arrangements.”

“That is one of the things I like about you,”
said Iolanthe. “You plan ahead.”

“Stop. I’ll blush.”

“Is that it? Under the tarpaulin?”

“That is it,” said Mercy. “I’m surprised that
you want to take the space for it aboard ship. I’m still working on
ways to use it—in addition to the military applications we’ve
discussed before.”

“I like to plan ahead too,” said Iolanthe. “Do
you know what the first thing that the steam engine was used for?
When it was first invented, I mean.”

“I suppose I should. Textiles, I’m
guessing.”

“No. It was a toy. It sat on a table and just
spun around. It didn’t power anything at all. It was a century
before someone realized its usefulness. Your machine, Mercy, is
going to revolutionize the world. It’s going to be used in ways
that we cannot possibly even imagine now. But whatever those ways
are, you and I are going to be the ones benefiting from their
discovery, not some lucky fool who comes along after we are dead to
build upon your work.”

“And that is what I like most about you,
Iolanthe,” said Mercy. “You are a Visionary.”

“Do you have a name for it?”

“Yes,” he said. “I call it the Result
Mechanism.”

Saba, now carrying a large yellow suitcase
rejoined them. Iolanthe led Professor Merced Calliere at a
leisurely pace back through the great station. The professor, for
his part, never let his eyes stray from the auburn-haired beauty
more than was strictly necessary for maneuvering through the great
building and the throngs of people in it. For that matter, neither
did young Saba.

“Do you have everything with you for the trip?”
asked Iolanthe. “Or are we expecting further baggage
deliveries.”

“No, I have everything with me,” replied Mercy.
“With the exception of my two assistants. Mr. Murty and Miss Lusk
will be arriving later in the week.”

“Miss Lusk? I don’t recall ever hearing her
name before.”

“You are quite right,” he said. “While Murty
has been with me for years, Miss Lusk is the more recent addition
to the project. She is vital however. She’s as sharp as a razor.
She is developing a language, so to speak, which will enable us to
communicate with the Result Mechanism.”

“It doesn’t speak Brech? Or at least Zurian?”
asked Iolanthe.

“No, no. It has its own language—the language
of numbers. However, once Miss Lusk has done her part, it should be
able to understand us, at least after a fashion.”

“Most fascinating,” said Iolanthe.

She guided Mercy and the boy out the columned
front of the great station, and down the steps to where the steam
carriage was parked. Saba filled the furnace with coal from the
coal bin, loaded the yellow suitcase into the back, and then
climbed in with it. Mercy helped Iolanthe up into the driver’s
seat, and then walked around to climb into the forward passenger
seat. Iolanthe pulled the carriage away from the curb and slowly
accelerated down the street.

“Did you eat on the train?” Iolanthe
asked.

“Brunch.”

“Well,” she said. “I do believe that I owe you
tea.”

“I believe you do,” said Mercy.

Iolanthe maneuvered the steam carriage through
the busy streets until she reached the Great Plaza, and steered
toward Café Carlo. She turned left, slammed on the decelerator, and
pulled up on the brake, coming to a stop just to the left of the
café entrance, with one wheel on the sidewalk. She waited for Mercy
to climb down and come around to assist her in getting down, not
that she truly needed any assistance. Once out of the carriage, she
took his arm and the two of them walked in. As they entered, they
passed a young girl on the sidewalk with an enormous broom. She
seemed somehow familiar to Iolanthe, which caused her to wonder at
herself. She usually didn’t notice people like that.

“This is my favorite spot for tea,” said
Iolanthe. “It’s called Café Carlo.”

The fat proprietor, Iolanthe didn’t know his
name, came out to greet her and her guest. Iolanthe had him show
them to her usual table. It was outside near the black wrought iron
fence that divided the dining area from the sidewalk. Iolanthe
preferred it because she could be seen eating an expensive meal by
important individuals passing on the street in their steam
carriages. If unimportant people, walking by or riding the
horse-drawn trolley, could also see her, well there was just no
helping that. She glanced up at her own carriage parked along the
street and noticed with annoyance that young Saba still sat in the
backseat. He was waving at the little girl who was sweeping the
sidewalk with the enormous broom. She waved her hand for the
proprietor, who was there in a flash.

“How can I be of service?” he
fawned.

“Have my boy there in the carriage taken in
back somewhere and fed.”

“Will my suitcase be alright?” asked
Mercy.

“I will have your vehicle carefully watched.”
said the fat man.

“Very good,” said Iolanthe. “And bring us a
nice tea spread.”

When the master of the café had left, she
turned back to Mercy.

“I don’t think we need to worry about your
suitcase. One reads about crimes in the city all the time, but
honestly I’ve never been bothered.”

“Well it certainly is a magnificent city,” said
Mercy. “I haven’t been here in almost two years… well, you
remember.”

“Yes, well you should enjoy it while you can.
It may well be more than a few years before you or I have a chance
to return.”

“Yes. It is a beautiful sight to see, but I’m
looking forward to the adventure. And of course with you absent, I
doubt the city will be nearly as beautiful as it is
currently.”

The fat café proprietor returned with an
enormous metal platter covered with dishes, which he began to place
carefully on the table in front of them. There were lovely cucumber
sandwiches, with the crusts cut off the bread, just the way
Iolanthe liked. There was a selection of fine cheeses, sliced
apples and pears, and cream-filled cake-shell cookies. Iolanthe and
Mercy were each poured a cup of steaming hot tea. Then on an
impulse, Iolanthe ordered a bottle of champagne. Soon two sparkling
glasses joined the rest of the repast on the white linen
tablecloth.

“Here’s to our grand endeavor,” said Iolanthe,
lifting her glass.

“Here, here,” said Mercy, smiling.

 



Chapter Five: The Steel Dragon

 


Senta stood on the sidewalk and stared at the
palace where the beautiful woman lived, the one whom she had
watched so many times in the plaza. It was exactly two weeks since
Granny had died, and it was four days since the beautiful woman had
almost run over Senta while parking her steam carriage in front of
Café Carlo. That day had been Senta’s birthday, though she was sure
she was now the only one in the world who remembered that. On her
birthday, when the woman had almost run her over, Senta had spoken
to the young man, older than she, who had ridden in the back seat
of the woman’s carriage. From him, she had learned the woman’s name
and she had learned where the woman lived. In the four days since,
Senta had spent almost all of her free time watching the comings
and goings of the many people who lived in the woman’s palace. It
wasn’t as if she had anything more enjoyable to do.

The morning after Granny had died, she had
gotten up and gone to work just as she always had. She had done so
every day since. But despite keeping up her routine, Senta’s world
did not stay the same. It began to slowly unwind. Bertice had
arranged for Granny to be buried in Potter’s Field. Then the next
day, she had announced that Geert and Maro would be going to live
with a distant relation. The day after that, when the two boys had
packed and gone, Bertice explained that she would be getting
married to Tait Vishmornam, an older man who was one of the
managers of the shirtwaist factory where she worked. She would be
taking Didrika and Ernst with her, but there was no place in the
household of the future Mr. and Mrs. Vishmornam for Senta. She
would live with Mrs. Gantonin who lived on the third
floor.

Mrs. Gantonin wasn’t mean or horrible, nor did
she ever hit Senta or threaten to hit her. She gave her a place to
put her bed made of three crates and a hand-sewn mattress. Mrs.
Gantonin did smell funny though. And she took all of Senta’s money
and didn’t ever give her back a single pfennig for herself. And all
she ever cooked was cabbage. And she made Senta do all the cleaning
and washing. And she wasn’t Granny.

So that day, when the beautiful woman almost
ran over Senta on the sidewalk, and Senta had spoken to the young
man who had ridden in the back of the beautiful woman’s
steam-powered carriage, and she had found out the name of the
beautiful woman and where she lived, Senta had gone to see for
herself the home of this woman, whom she had so often watched. In
the ensuing four days, Senta had watched the front of the palace so
much that she could identify many of the people who came and went.
She frequently saw Saba Colbshallow, the young man that she had
talked to at Café Carlo. She also often saw the head butler, always
tall and straight, and always looking as though something violently
displeased him. Almost every day she saw the younger of the two
soldiers she had seen have tea with the woman on the day that
Granny had died, though he wasn’t a soldier any more. He liked to
step out and talk to the maids while they worked and he stood with
his hands in his pockets. Sometimes the tall blond man, with whom
the woman had tea four days before, would come out with him, and
then he would pretend the maids weren’t there, and instead talked
to the tall blond man. Twice she had seen a very pretty maid with
thick black hair, wearing a grey and white dress. She was so pretty
that she could have been a princess if she was not a maid.
Yesterday she had seen the older of the two soldiers, though he too
was no longer a soldier, as he arrived with his duffel bag. She had
yet to see the beautiful woman go in or come out of the palace
though.

“What’s so special about that house?” came a
voice from behind her.

Senta turned around to look at a strangely
dressed woman standing in the shadow of the building. The woman
wore knee-high black leather boots and black leather pants. She had
a red and black corset, cut low enough to expose a large star
tattooed atop each bosom. Her arms and shoulders were bare, though
she wore a spiked collar. Her short blond hair was formed into
spikes, pointing in every direction, and made her look
frightening—an effect enhanced by her black-lined eyes and deep red
lips. The most remarkable thing about the woman though was the ring
of sparkly, brightly colored, gem-like objects which floated around
her head, making a circle about three feet in diameter, like a
large rainbow-hued halo.

“What’s so special about that house?” the woman
repeated. Her husky voice reminded Senta of Geert. She wondered if
he, now living with that unknown distant relation, still went to
the King’s warehouse for apples.

“I just like to watch it,” said Senta. “I like
to watch the people there.”

“Mm-hmm. Me too.”

“Are those real diamonds?” asked
Senta.

“Are what real diamonds?”

“Are those things floating around your head
real diamonds?”

“There’s nothing floating around my
head.”

“Uh-huh. I can see them.”

“What do you see?”

“I see those sparkly things. They’re like
diamonds. There are red ones and blue ones and green ones and clear
ones. And there’s one purple one.”

“My, my, my…little girl. You are an interesting
one.”

“My name is Senta Bly.”

“Yes, I know. And you live with your
Granny.”

“Granny’s dead.”

“Oh? I see,” said the woman. “So who do you
live with now?”

“I live with the neighbor… Mrs.
Gantonin.”

“None of the rest of your family took you in?
And you’re still looking at the glamours.”

“What are they?”

“You’ve seen magic spells used before, haven’t
you? Hedge wizards showing off in the park?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I am a sorceress. I can cast magic
spells—spells more powerful than you can possibly imagine. I can
also cast spells that will wait until I need them to take effect.
That’s what you’re seeing—my spells which are waiting for me to
activate them. Except you’re not supposed to see them. No one else
does.”

“They’re pretty.”

The sorceress stepped forward and knelt down in
front of Senta. She stuck out a finger and poked Senta on the
nose.

“You’re pretty, too. Are you afraid of me? No…
you’re not. You should be, but you’re not.”

“I’m not afraid of too much,” said
Senta.

“That’s very good. That’s very good indeed.
Because, you see, my little Senta, you are going to come and live
with me. And if you are very good and do everything that I tell
you, I am going to teach you things. Ponderous things.”

“I don’t know what that means,” said
Senta.

“I know you don’t. My name is Zurfina the
Magnificent.”

Zurfina stood up and took Senta by the hand and
led her down the sidewalk, away from the palace where the woman who
had once worn the white pin-striped dress lived. By the time she
had taken her fourth step, Senta no longer wondered at the strange
turn of events which had overtaken her. By the time she had taken
her tenth step, she no longer thought of pulling her hand from the
grip of the blond sorceress and running away. By the time she had
taken her sixteenth step, it seemed to Senta as if she was exactly
where she was supposed to be, walking down the street at the side
of her mistress.

“Come along, Pet.”

Zurfina led Senta on a long walk through the
city, finally turning south on Prince Tybalt Boulevard and passing
Hexagon park. Throughout their trek, none of the many people on the
street seemed to notice the strangely dressed woman leading a small
child along by the hand. No one turned a head at all. Just past the
park, they turned west on Prince Clitus Avenue and came to a small
storefront. There was a sign above the door, but Senta couldn’t
read it. It seemed to be written in a strange language. Zurfina
opened the door and led her inside.

The shop contained counters and shelves filled
with goods, though Senta couldn’t make out what they were. Several
shopkeepers scurried about to help the half dozen customers making
purchases. But something was very strange. The customers, the
shopkeepers, the counters, and the shelves were all translucent, as
if they were made of the same stuff as rainbows, gathered together
and transformed into the semblance of people and things one would
find in a city shop.

“What do you see?” asked Zurfina.

“I see ghosts.”

“They aren’t ghosts. They’re illusions. To
everyone else, they seem real enough. To the people on the street,
this shop is just one more emporium of useless mundania. No one
ever questions it, and no one ever comes in.”

Zurfina, still holding Senta by the hand,
walked through the shop, and through a doorway in the back, to a
staircase leading upwards. At the top of the stairs was a landing
and a door, but the sorceress continued up a second flight of
stairs to the third floor, where the stairs ended in a blank wall.
The sorceress waved her hand and a door appeared. She opened the
door and led the girl in to a large and dark room, filled with all
manner of strange things. More of the translucent people were
moving about. Here they were packing away items in large black
steamer trunks and stacking trunks into great piles. Unlike
downstairs in the shop however, the steamer trunks and the items
being placed within them were not, like the people, partially
transparent. The items being packed and moved here were real,
opaque, and completely solid.

The first thing that caught Senta’s eye in the
room was the dragon. It was almost an exact replica of the dragon
that sat in front of Café Carlo—about three feet long, with a
wingspan of about four feet, sitting on a stone plinth. Instead of
a burnished brass color, though, this dragon looked as though it
were cast from steel. The effect was that this dragon looked far
less lifelike than the brass one at the café. It looked far less
lifelike until it moved. First it blinked its eyes, then it yawned,
then it folded its wings and curled its neck up, exposing the
underside of its chin. Zurfina rubbed the bottom of its long neck
with her fingers, but when she pulled her hand away, it snapped at
her with a mouth full of needle sharp teeth.

“Cheeky twonk!” said the sorceress.

It was difficult for Senta to pull her eyes
away from the steel dragon long enough to look at the rest of the
room, but she did so, glancing back at the small reptile again and
again. Light in the room came from two sources. At the far end,
beyond a large four poster bed, was a round multi-paneled window,
which brought in a stream of daylight illumination. Closer on the
left was a glowing orb about a foot in diameter that gave off as
much light as the gas lamp that had graced Granny’s apartment. The
bed was placed in the center of the room and all around it, against
the four walls, were bookshelves stuffed with books, scrolls, and
strange artifacts, small tables covered with open volumes, maps,
and unusual mechanical devices, and wardrobes, most with the doors
hanging open and various articles of clothing, mostly black,
hanging upon those open doors.

Zurfina let go of Senta’s hand and took her by
the shoulders to lead her through the many steamer trunks and other
objects in the room to a door on the far wall. Opening it, she
pushed the girl into a bathroom. It was the first real bathroom
that Senta had ever seen. Of course she had seen water closets with
modern plumbing and flush toilets, but she hadn’t seen a room with
a basin designed for no other purpose than to immerse a person.
This room had such a basin, a great claw-footed tub large enough to
drown in, as well as two small wash basins and a flushing toilet.
The entire room was covered in tiled pieces of ceramic and glass;
blue, green, aquamarine, turquoise, teal, and a number of other
blue-green shades for which she had no name, forming a mosaic
picture of fish and squid and dolphins and mermaids holding
tridents. The knob on the faucet above the bathtub turned of its
own accord and water began filling the tub and judging by the
steam, this water was already hot.

“Get those clothes off and hop in the tub,”
said Zurfina. “When you get out, we’ll get you dressed
appropriately.”

The sorceress picked up a small bottle of bath
salts, dumped them into the water, and then left, closing the door
behind her. Senta peeled off her brown sweater, her brown linen
dress, and her full-length bloomers, and then climbed over the edge
of the great claw-foot tub. The water was now almost the same
aquamarine color as one of the shades of ceramic on the wall—an
effect of the bath salts. It was steamy and warm and Senta took her
time enjoying the sheer luxury of being able to totally submerse
her own body. When her fingers and toes began to look like prunes,
she climbed back out. She was going to put her clothes back on, but
Zurfina appeared, and pulled her still naked back into the main
room, where the small steel dragon still sat on his plinth,
watching. The sorceress stood the girl in the center of the
room.

“Your hair is a mess,” she said.

Zurfina pointed with her index finger and drew
a circle around Senta’s head. There was a gust of wind and the girl
felt her hair fly up and then settle back down. She ran her hand
through it and was surprised to feel that it was clean and smooth,
and was now shorter than it had been—chin length all the way
around. The woman handed her a pair of knee-length black bloomers
with puffs of lace at the bottom of the legs and a black camisole,
both of which Senta scrambled into. The dress which she was given
next was smooth and rather amorphous, with no pleats, belts, beads,
or decorations of any kind. And it was completely black.

“It doesn’t cover my legs,” said
Senta.

“Don’t worry, you’ll have
stockings.”

The stockings, or more accurately woolen socks,
turned out to be knee-highs, which tucked under Senta’s bloomer
legs, and had inch wide alternating horizontal black and white
stripes. Then the sorceress handed her a pair of very shiny black
leather shoes, with square heels, and leather straps with buckles
for fastening them on.

“No button hooks for us, Pet,” said
Zurfina.

Senta was not used to wearing shoes, but after
trying them on, decided that they were not too uncomfortable. The
final piece of her ensemble was a black ribbon, which Zurfina tied
around the back of her neck and over her hair, forming a huge bow
on top, as big as her head. The woman, again guiding her by the
shoulders, moved her to stand in front of a cheval glass, so that
she could see her own reflection. The girl could hardly recognize
herself. There was certainly no doubt about to whom this child
belonged. She, like her mistress, stood out as a shadow stands out
at mid-day.

Zurfina called over one of the translucent
people who were still wandering about the room, packing up books
and objects d’magik. This ghostly person was a tall man in a stiff
suit with a bowler hat. He had a stern face, through which Senta
could see one of the bed posts. The sorceress handed her mystical
servant an envelope. The tall man bowed at the waist, allowing
Senta to look through his head at a row of books on a bookcase
across the room from her. He then turned on his heel and
left.

“That’s a letter for Mrs. Gantonin,” said
Zurfina. “Along with a sizeable remuneration for the loss of your
income. Now.”

Zurfina sat on the edge of the four-poster bed
and, holding Senta by the shoulders, turned the girl to look her in
the face. She peered deeply into the girl’s eyes for a long time as
if searching for something. Just as she was beginning to feel
uncomfortable with the staring contest, Senta felt something change
in the back of her mind. It was as if something clicked in her
brain.

“Alright, let’s see what you can do. Repeat
after me. Uuthanum.”

“Uuthanum.”

“Again, Uuthanum.”

“Uuthanum.”

“No, it’s four syllables. Uuthanum.”

“Uuthanum.”

“Good. Now hold out your hand.”

Senta held out her left hand, open, palm up.
Zurfina placed a gold coin in it. Senta had never held a gold coin
before. This one was very shiny and had a picture of a sad looking
man with a mustache on it. After a moment she realized that she had
been staring at the coin for an overly long period, and looked back
at the sorceress’s face.

“Do you want to see the other side?” asked
Zurfina.

Senta nodded.

“Point with your other hand. Then twirl your
finger around above the decimark.”

Senta did so.

“Now do that and say the magic
word.”

“Uuthanum,” said Senta, while twirling her
right index finger over the coin.

The coin suddenly flipped over in her hand. The
obverse featured a cross wreathed in laurels. Senta stopped
pointing and crossed herself.

“Yes, the Kafirites own the world,” said
Zurfina, placing a finger on her chin. “But it wasn’t their savior
that made that coin flip over. That power didn’t come from her or
her father, the Zaeri God. It was magic: power left over from the
gods of old—Omris and Siris, worshipped by the Argrathians who
built great pyramids to honor them; Juton and Treffia, gods of the
Donnata who held great games in their honor; and Worron and
Tommulon for whom the Ixecians sacrificed human blood, long after
people in northern Sumir had begun planting crosses in the
churches. It was magic, and it was all channeled through
here.”

The sorceress pressed her finger to Senta’s
forehead.

“You can keep the decimark,” she said, and
started to stand up, then quickly sat back down and looked into
Senta’s eyes once more. “What would you buy with that?”

“A doll.”

“What kind of doll?”

“A girl doll.”

“What girl doll.”

“The doll in the window of the toy
store.”

“Is it a mechanical doll? Do its eyes open and
close when you lay it down or sit it up? Does it say
‘Mama’?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Good. Go get your doll. But practice your
magic.”

Senta walked slowly to the door, holding the
gold coin in her open hand, as if it might disappear at any moment.
She stopped near the steel dragon, sitting on his plinth, and
turned back around to look at the woman in the strange black
apparel—waiting for additional confirmation that it was indeed all
right to take the coin and go to the toy store. Zurfina waved her
on. The steel dragon let out a long hiss.

“Cheeky twonk!” said Senta.

The steel dragon, with his mouth the size of a
house cat’s, took a snap at her. She jumped back and squealed. Then
she dashed out the door, down the two flights of stairs and through
the shop filled with strange translucent proprietors and strange
translucent customers. She found herself once again on the street.
People were walking up and down the cement sidewalk. Steam
carriages were driving up and down the cobblestone street. The
horse drawn trolley was moving along at its same clopping pace. And
Senta stood in her strange black costume, with black and white
striped legs—the only new clothes she had ever owned—clutching more
money than she had ever dreamed of holding.

Closing her fist tightly around the coin, Senta
took off down the street, around the corner and down Prince Tybalt
Boulevard. She was running faster than she had ever run. She
thought that, to the other people on the street, she must appear
nothing more than a black streak flying by like magic. Like magic!
She was just about to reach the corner of Avenue Phoenix, around
which sat the toy store, when her feet suddenly stopped and of
their own accord, took her into the alley just behind the row of
stores. She stood against the wall and opened her left hand to look
at the coin. Magic! She pointed at the coin with her right index
finger.

“Uuthanum,” she said, and twirled her
finger.

The coin flipped over in her palm.

“Uuthanum,” she said, again twirling her
finger.

This time the coin sat up on its edge and began
to spin.

She could do magic!

“Hey, gimme that!” said a voice
nearby.

Senta looked up to see a boy a few feet away
from her. He had been sitting in a pile of trash, but now rose to
his feet. He was a bit older and about twice as thick as Senta, but
about the same height. He wore a pair of pants that might have once
been white, but now were decidedly dark grey. His shirt, if the
upside down writing on the front were any indication, had once been
a sack of Farmer’s Best Grade “A” Flour.

“Gimme that.”

Senta closed her fist around the decimark and
put her hand behind her back, but she didn’t say anything. The boy
moved closer and balled up his fist. Senta pointed at him with her
right index finger.

“Uuthanum!” she said.

She didn’t think it would really work, but if
she could flip the boy over, like the coin, then she could run back
out onto the street. The boy didn’t flip over. Instead, a blue cone
sprang from her outstretched finger, expanding to engulf the boy.
There was a crackling sound. The boy’s skin turned blue. Frost
formed on his hair, his eyelashes, and his nose. Senta pulled her
finger back, but the cone remained for a moment before fading. The
end of the boy’s nose turned black. He opened his mouth to scream,
but his lips cracked and began to bleed. He turned to run, and then
fell screaming. He got back up and ran away down the alley, but he
had left a frozen big toe on the ground where he had
fallen.

Senta walked over and bent down to look at the
frozen big toe on the packed dirt ground of the alley. She had a
sudden urge to pick it up and put it in her pocket, but she didn’t.
She did reach out and touch it with her finger. It wobbled
slightly. Standing back up, she walked out of the alley and around
the corner to the front of Humboldt’s Fine Toys. The same toys were
in the window that had been there when she had last looked
inside—the life-like, singing bird; the mechanical ships, trains,
and steam carriages; and the doll. With a feeling she had never
felt before and could not put a name to, Senta walked over to the
door, pushed it open, and walked inside.

A bell hanging above the door chimed as Senta
walked in. Though brightly lit, the room seemed somehow darker than
it really was because it was so filled with toys. Overflowing
counters left only tiny little aisles through which to negotiate.
There was no shopkeeper to be seen, but the girl heard a muffled
call from the back, and a moment later a man walked into the main
shop. He was an older man with thinning grey hair and a bushy
mustache, wearing a white shirt with brown suspenders. He wore
gold-framed pince-nez glasses. When he saw the child standing in
his store, with fine, new, frighteningly inky black clothing, he
visibly started.

“Hello, young miss,” he said. “What can I do
for you today?”

“I want the doll.”

“Which doll?”

Senta looked around, suddenly realizing that
there were scores, maybe hundreds of dolls in the shop. There were
dolls on the counters and dolls on the shelves along the back wall.
There were even dolls hanging from the ceiling. Most, like the one
in the window, were cloth-bodied dolls, with ceramic hands and
feet. Some wore beautiful miniature gowns, though others wore day
dresses. They ranged in size from a petit six inches to one which
was nearly as tall as Senta.

“I want the doll in the window.”

Nodding, the man went to the window and
retrieved the doll. He carefully held it by its cloth body, with
its porcelain face peeking over the top of his hand and the cloth
legs with black porcelain shoes dangling below it. He walked back
to the counter and slipping back behind it, set the doll down in
front of Senta.

“I can see the attraction,” said the toy
maker.

Senta suddenly realized that the doll looked
like her; or rather she now looked like the doll. She hadn’t this
morning when she had gotten up, but now she had a new black dress,
and shiny new black shoes, and a new short haircut.

“It’s four marks,” said the toy
maker.

Senta placed the decimark on the counter next
to the doll. The man looked at it for a moment, and then bent down
to retrieve a box from below the counter. He opened the box, picked
up the gold coin, and placed it inside. Then carefully picking
through the contents of the box, he pulled out six one mark
banknotes and put them on the counter. Senta picked up the
banknotes and folded them until they fit snugly in her hand. She
then tentatively reached out for the doll.

“Wait,” said the man, and Senta
jumped.

Putting the box back under the counter, the man
rummaged around for a moment below the counter, reappearing with a
small piece of black ribbon. He tied the ribbon around the back of
the doll’s neck and over the top of her hair, making a large black
bow.

“There you go. Now it’s perfect.”

Senta picked up the doll. It was lighter than
she expected. Its body was full of fluff, and its head though
porcelain, was empty. There was something special about it in any
case—something weighty, but not in the way that real things
weighed. It was connected somehow to the magic that had been turned
on in her head. Or maybe the magic was there all along and Zurfina
had made it so that Senta could see it. Senta suddenly realized
that these were thoughts that she never would have had before. They
were, like the doll, weighty but weightless. How could that be? For
the first time in her young life she glimpsed an idea which seemed
paradoxical, though she didn’t yet know that word.

“Uuthanum,” she whispered, and the doll seemed
to smile back at her.

Stepping out of Humbolt’s Fine Toys, Senta
heard the calliope playing from the park across Prince Tybolt
Avenue. The six wadded up one mark banknotes poking her palm
reminding her of their presence. If such fortune had passed to her
in the past, she would have not thought twice about buying fish and
chips or a sausage on a stick and sitting down on a bench in the
park to enjoy it. Now however, she felt something pulling her in
the opposite direction. She walked west down the Avenue Phoenix,
past the women’s clothing stores and the men’s clothing stores, and
the millinery shop, and the haberdasher, past the bookstore, and
the store which sold fine glassware. She passed the clockmaker, the
tobacconist, and the jeweler, the store which sold lamps, and the
florist. She then reached the great plaza. Before she knew it, she
was standing at the entrance to Café Carlo, looking at the menu
that stood behind a pane of glass, just to the left of the brass
dragon, which she had so many times polished.

From the vendors who worked from their carts, a
single mark would buy a huge meal: three pieces of battered fish
sitting on a cone of chips, or four sausages on sticks, but at Café
Carlo, most of the entrees cost more than two marks. Senta however
felt rich with the six one mark banknotes wadded up in her hand.
She stepped into the doorway of the café. New clothes meant money,
and it took only a moment for Carlo to notice someone with money,
regardless of how young, standing in his doorway. He was suddenly
there, his corpulent middle arriving just before the rest of
him.

“Can I help you, young miss?”

Senta couldn’t believe it. Carlo didn’t
recognize her. She knew that she looked different in her new
clothing, draped in inky blackness. That couldn’t be enough for him
not to know who she was, surely. Perhaps the strange new feeling
that she was experiencing was having an influence upon her outside
as well as her inside.

“Is it too late for tea?”

“Heavens no,” said Carlo. “We’re still serving
the luncheon. Can I get a table for you and… your
parents?”

“Just me.”

If Carlo thought it unusual for a nine year old
girl to dine alone, he made no indication of it. He led her to a
table several seats away from where the woman Senta now knew as
Miss Dechantagne often sat. This seat was more to Senta’s liking
than the one the woman preferred, further away from the wrought
iron fence, which divided the outdoor portion of the café from the
sidewalk and street. The wide restaurateur pulled out a chair for
the girl, and she sat down. She didn’t think the chair was any more
comfortable than any other chair she had ever sat on. He handed her
a menu, then disappeared.

About half of the other tables in the outdoor
portion of the café were occupied. Each of the tables, including
the one at which she sat had four chairs arranged around it. Senta
sat her doll in the chair to her left. It leaned its head back and
look skyward. She didn’t need to look at the menu. She knew what
she wanted. When Carlo returned, she made her order. Within a few
minutes, Senta had a plate with a cucumber sandwich, carefully cut
into fourths and with all of the crusts cut off. Next to that was a
steaming pot of tea in a porcelain teacup. Senta poured herself a
cup of tea and poured one for her doll as well, then let them sit
to cool. Then she daintily picked up a piece of sandwich and
brought it to her lips. It was cool and crispy and light—not like
real food at all.

“Is it as good as you thought it would be?”
asked a husky voice next to her.

Senta turned to find Zurfina at her right
elbow. The sorceress pulled out a chair, opposite the doll, and sat
down.

“Well, is it?”

Senta nodded and took another bite. Although he
seemed strangely wary when he returned, Carlo nevertheless rushed
to see to the needs of the additional patron seated at the
table.

“Bring us some tea cakes and two glasses of
white wine,” said the sorceress, and then she reached over and fed
herself one quarter of Senta’s cucumber sandwich.

Zurfina, Senta, and Senta’s doll sat at the
table in Café Carlo, in the great square and enjoyed their tea.
Senta had her first taste of teacakes, which she loved. In fact,
she ate hers and most of Zurfina’s teacakes. She also had her first
taste of white wine, which she really didn’t like. In fact Zurfina
drank most of Senta’s wine.

 



Chapter Six: The Minotaur Sails

 


Zeah Korlann stood on the dock and
watched as the sailors prepared the H.M.S. Minotaur for launch. In
his left hand, he carried a clipboard with numerous lists of
people, equipment, and supplies that had to be on the ship when it
left, as well as lists of things that needed to be done before the
ship could leave. All of the papers were covered with pencil marks
and notes. As far as he could tell, everything was finished. Miss
Dechantagne, Master Terrence, and Master Augie had all boarded. The
Dechantagne household staff had too. Professor Calliere and his two
assistants had boarded this morning, as had the sorceress Zurfina,
carrying some kind of animal in a travel case. The sorceress led
her ward, a thin little girl, like her mistress decked out in
black. The night before, more than two hundred soldiers, recently
mustered out of the service, and transformed into a private army by
Master Terrence had arrived and had found their bunks below deck.
Shortly thereafter the settlers had boarded—families who thought
they could find a new life in a new world—a total of two hundred
sixteen men, two hundred eighty eight women, and one hundred ninety
five children. They would be a vanguard of immigrants into what
Miss Dechantagne hoped would eventually be a thriving colony. The
very last on the ship, besides Zeah himself, were the clergy. A
priest named Father Ian had arrived with two acolytes and a dozen
church laymen.

“Are you ready to go, Mr. Korlann?” called
Lieutenant Staff from the ship.

Zeah waved to the affirmative and made his way
up the gangplank, which as soon as he was aboard was withdrawn to
the ship by several sailors who had been waiting. Others hurried
about to cast off lines. The H.M.S Minotaur, unleashed from the
dock, slowly pulled away, the current of the river doing the work
of a tugboat. Her great bow slowly swung around to the south, and
the great engine began to throb, pushing the ship forward against
the flow of the river, so that she didn’t drift into other vessels
below her. It took the Minotaur twenty minutes to swing completely
around, under the guns of Fort Tharbin on Isle de Fortann, and
begin sailing west down the Thiss.

Zeah made his way down the length of the ship
toward the stern. Because the Minotaur was a battleship rather than
a liner, it was working with what was essentially a skeleton crew,
in order to make room for over one thousand passengers. These
passengers had to pitch in to complete the duties normally
performed by the sailors. Zeah thought that this was probably all
for the best. On a voyage that would take more than fifty days,
people would need something to keep them occupied. He would have
preferred it not to be his job to assign all the duties, but it
was. When he reached the open deck near the stern, Zeah found the
representatives of the settlers waiting for him. He dug through the
papers on his clipboard and handed the lists of duties to each man.
Then he climbed down the series of ladders to the cabin, which he
shared with five other men. It was about the size of a small closet
in the Dechantagne house, which they had left occupied by a small
staff of caretakers in the great city.

Since Zeah had been up all night, supervising
the final preparations for departure, he had scheduled for himself
a much deserved nap. The head butler found his bunk and fell
immediately asleep. Later that evening he worked to make sure the
needs of the three Dechantagne siblings had all been met. He was
surprised to find that they needed very little help from him. Both
of the men had served in the army and were used to the relative
privation and restrictions of movement found on a ship. Miss
Dechantagne had been given the Captain’s cabin for her use during
the voyage. This gave her approximately sixty times as much space
as Zeah enjoyed for the trip, though admittedly, even this was a
tiny fraction of the size of her boudoir at home in Brech. She
faced this hardship stoically. With his duties many, but
manageable, Zeah was able to go to sleep with the rest of the
passengers on the first night of the voyage, and so he was asleep
as the great ship left the flowing waters of the Thiss and entered
the open ocean.

Though he slept well with the droning engines
reverberating through the metal bulkheads, when he got up the
following morning, Zeah quickly became seasick as the Minotaur
rocked back and forth in the ocean waves. He had thought the
position of his cabin, roughly in the middle of the ship, as seen
lengthwise, would help prevent sensations of movement. The ship
didn’t sway end to end though, but rather side to side. He got
dressed made his way up the series of ladders, but had to stop and
vomit into a bucket before he made it all the way on deck. Once
topside, he saw that breakfast was being served to passengers and
off-duty crew who were forming a queue near the stern. Zeah got in
line, though he didn’t feel like eating. When he reached the front
of the line, one of the Dechantagne household staff, whom Zeah knew
well, handed him a bowl of porridge and a piece of pumpernickel. He
tried to force his mind to take control over his stomach. Eating a
little something would probably make him less sick, he reasoned.
Taking the food, he wandered forward.

There seemed to be more people milling around
on the starboard side of the ship, so he headed to the port, in
hopes of finding a spot to sit. When he rounded one of the
battleship’s great gun turrets, Zeah saw why most of the others
were eschewing this particular location. Zurfina the Magnificent
was standing near the railing. Her blond hair was its usual,
carefully cultivated chaos. She was wearing a dress which
completely covered her from head to heel, but which was so tight
and so contoured to her body, that it was more lewd than if she had
been standing there naked. Zeah would have sworn that it was made
from rubber, had such a thing been possible. The girl that had
accompanied the sorceress when she had boarded was with her now.
She too wore a black dress, in a more traditional style, though
made of the same shiny substance. And the question of what type of
animal that the sorceress had brought aboard with her was now
answered. The case that she had carried when she had arrived now
sat beside the girl, and on top of the case perched a small,
sinewy, winged reptile. It had a long, snakelike neck, and an
equally long, snakelike tale, four legs and two thin wings. It was
covered in scales the color of new steel, even its wings. When it
suddenly flapped them, sparkling reflections caused Zeah to cover
his eyes. It was a dragon, the first that the head butler had ever
seen. The girl was feeding it pieces of raw, red meat with a gloved
hand. Between bites the tiny dragon would make growls reminiscent
of an angry housecat and the girl would giggle.

Zeah paused for a moment uncertainly. He was
about to turn around and go back the way he had come, but the
sorceress looked up and saw him. Not wanting to be seen a coward by
one so powerful, he squared his shoulders and stepped forward with
his porridge and pumpernickel. The girl was sitting on a case
covering some type of shipboard equipment, and the butler moved to
sit next to her only a few feet from the dragon and the obscenely
dressed magic user.

“May I join you?” he asked.

“You are more than welcome, Mr. Korlann,” said
Zurfina, in her smoky, sultry voice. “We are at our lessons.
Perhaps you can benefit from them as well.”

Zurfina raised her hand and a glowing sphere
rose up from the deck. It floated up until it reached the height of
her shoulders, and then began expanding and becoming more opaque,
until Zeah recognized it as a globe of the world, which stopped
growing at eleven or twelve feet in diameter. As it slowly spun in
mid-air, Zeah could make out the shapes of the landmasses and
oceans of the world.

“This is Greater Brechalon,” said Zurfina, and
the shape of the four islands making up the country
glowed.

“It’s little,” said the girl.

“Yes it is, Pet,” said Zurfina. “It’s just one
of many countries on the continent of Sumir and Sumir is just one
of the twelve continents. We’re going to this
one—Mallon.”

Another portion of the globe was illuminated as
it slowly rotated around in mid-air. This was a large portion of a
tremendous landmass made up of four continents, and was almost on
the opposite side of the world from Greater Brechalon and the rest
of Sumir.

“And this area right inside of Mallon, is the
land of Birmisia”

“It’s little too,” said the
girl.

“True, it is only a small portion of Mallon,
and yet it’s larger than all of Greater Brechalon. You see, that’s
why the King and the Prime Minister want colonies on all these
other continents. There is all this land, just sitting there,
filled with the riches of nature, and no one to reap them—a vast
world without the benefits of civilization.”

“What’s so great about civilization?” asked the
girl.

“You see, Mr. Korlann?” said Zurfina. “Out of
the mouths of babes come great truths.”

“Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings hast
thou ordained strength over thine enemies, that thou might slay
them and lay waste to their lands and their flocks,” quoted Zeah.
“For the kingdom of the Lord shall reign over all the other
kingdoms of the world.”

“Yes, well,” said Zurfina. “She has plenty of
time to become disillusioned later.”

Zeah was startled by the tiny steel dragon, as
it let out a short growl. The little beast was undeniably
beautiful. It reminded the butler of a statue that was heavily
detailed—the pointed barb and the end of its tail, the whiskers
around its face, each individual scale fitting neatly together as
it moved.”

“You have a question, Mr. Korlann?” asked
Zurfina.

“Is this a real dragon?”

“Most assuredly.”

“Aren’t they… well, dangerous?”

“Most assuredly.”

“How large will it get?”

“Far too large to sit where it is now sitting,”
said Zurfina, her smoky voice punctuating the image.

The girl fed the dragon one last piece of meat,
and then took off the leather glove that had protected her hand.
The dragon, evidently unhappy that his meal was over, let out a
particularly long and unhappy growl.

“Does it have a name?” asked Zeah.

“Of course,” said Zurfina.

“We don’t know it yet,” said the girl. “He’s
too little to talk.”

Zurfina clapped her hands and the giant globe
disappeared. She snapped her fingers and the carrier, on which the
little dragon sat, popped open. The dragon squawked unhappily, but
climbed down into the carrier, then tried to bite the girl as she
reached down to close the door.

“Brassy berk!” said the girl.

“No more lessons today, Pet,” said Zurfina.
“I’m going to take a nap. Put our boy away and then practice your
magic.”

The girl picked up the animal carrier and began
lugging it forward. Zurfina smiled at Zeah and winked. He half
expected her to raise her arms above her head and disappear, but
she didn’t. She just followed the child carrying the dragon, and
all three passed through an open hatch and out of eyesight. Zeah
ate several bites of his porridge; just enough to have something on
his stomach, then poured the rest over the side and tossed his
bread in the ocean after it. Then he walked back to the stern to
return his bowl.

Zeah didn’t see Zurfina the
Magnificent for more than a week after that day, but she was not
the only purveyor of the mystical arts aboard. Two wizards had been
hired by Master Augie, and had joined the expedition as part of the
mercenary company commanded by Master Terrence. The first was a war
wizard named Dudley Labrith, who had served with Lieutenant
Dechantagne’s battalion in the Royal Colony of Birmisia. He was a
tall, well-built man with dark black hair and a neatly trimmed
mustache, and had been born in the great city of Brech. He dressed
like the rest of the military men on the expedition, in khakis and
pith helmet. The other wizard was from Mirsanna. His name was Suvir
Kesi. His dark complexion and unusual comb mustache alone would
have made him stand out among the crew and passengers, but he
accentuated his differences even more by wearing traditional
clothing of his homeland—a bright blue silk shirt and loose fitting
black pants tucked into his high black boots, and a yellow fez with
a blue tassel on top. Several days after his encounter with the
sorceress, her ward, and the dragon, Zeah found the two wizards
huddled together along the railing. As he approached, they both
turned to greet him.

“Good morning, Mr. Korlann,” said Kesi, his
pronounced Mirsannan accent making his words sound oily and slick.
“It is Mr. Korlann, is it not?”

“Yes. And I have the pleasure of addressing the
Great Wizard Labrith and the Great Wizard Kesi?”

Regardless of just how great they might be,
Zeah assumed that it was a good idea to play it safe. Even low
level wizards could be quite dangerous for someone with no magical
talent at all, like himself. The two wizards nodded in
acknowledgement.

“Tell me, Mr. Korlann,” said Labrith. “Which
cabin belongs to Zurfina the Magnificent?”

“It’s…why do you want to know?”

“To introduce ourselves,” said Kesi. “Give her
a chance to get to know us.”

“Oh, I’ve long been an admirer,” said
Labrith.

“I, as well,” said Kesi.

“It’s… you know,” said Zeah. “I’m afraid that I
don’t remember which cabin she was assigned. I must have it written
down in my notes, back in my cabin.”

The two wizards glanced at one
another.

“Don’t worry yourself about it,” said
Kesi.

“No. It wasn’t anything important,” said
Labrith.

“You know,” said Kesi. “This Zurfina is quite
well known among practitioners of the arts. I am quite surprised
that she would sign on to this type of expedition. With power of
her sort, she could be the royal wizard in any country she chose…
if this is the same Zurfina of which I have heard.”

“Quite, quite,” said Labrith. “It was my
understanding in fact, that the Ministry of War was looking for her
in Brech, but was never able to find her. How were you able to find
her, Mr. Korlann?”

“Miss Dechantagne contacted her,” said Zeah,
“on the advice of a wizard from Mernham Yard.”

“Interesting,” said Labrith.

“Yes, indeed,” said Kesi.

“Well, I have much to attend to,” said Labrith,
nodding. “Good day to you, Mr. Korlann. Good day to you, Wizard
Kesi.”

“Yes. Good day to you, Wizard Labrith.” said
Kesi. “Good day, Mr. Korlann.”

The two wizards turned and departed, each in a
different direction. Zeah continued on his way. He had much to
attend to as well, though he couldn’t help but wonder at the
strange twists of fortune which would place an ordinary butler on a
battleship in the middle of the ocean with several wizards and a
dragon.

The very next day, Zeah had an enormous
brainstorm. Almost a week in close confines with limited washing
facilities, was beginning to tell in the odoriferousness of the
ambient air aboard the Minotaur. Organizing several dozen workers,
Zeah arranged to cordon off the rear portion of the deck and divide
it into a dozen rooms by hanging sheets strung up on lines. Each of
these make-shift rooms was then supplied with a wash tub. Hot water
was pumped up onto deck from the boilers below, and cold water was
pumped up from the sea. Soon a queue was formed and over the course
of ten hours, hundreds of passengers and crewmembers alike were
afforded the luxury of a bath. The occasion was so successful that
it was continued the next day, and Miss Dechantagne, no doubt just
as bothered by the unpleasant redolence as was Zeah, ordered that
it be made a weekly event.

It was on the second day of the organized
bathing event that Zeah was approached by a young woman about his
daughter’s age, with red hair and large green eyes. She was quite
lovely with a carefully sculpted nose and a delicate complexion.
Somewhat on the short side, she was wearing a brown bonnet, and
light blue dress with a dark blue shawl. Zeah knew that he had seen
her before, but with all the people he had supervised boarding the
ship, he couldn’t quite place her.

“I understand that we have you to thank for all
this,” she said to the butler.

“Just doing my job,” he replied.
“Miss?”

“Lusk. Egeria Lusk. I am Professor Calliere’s
assistant.”

“Oh yes, of course,” said Zeah. “I should have
remembered. How are you, Miss Lusk?”

“I’m fine, Mr. Korlann,” she said and smiled.
“I’ve been able to get a great deal of work done.”

“Really? It was my understanding that the
Professor’s machine was not going to be available until it could be
set up at our destination.”

“That is correct,” she said. “But you see my
work is more on the theoretical side.”

“Oh?”

“My job is to create programs for the Result
Mechanism.”

“Programs?”

“A series of instructions. Mathematical
calculations really.”

“Oh.”

“You see, Mr. Korlann. I’m not just a pretty
face. The downside is, that I won’t be able to tell if my work is
correct, until we get where we are going and I can input the
programs into the Result Mechanism.”

“Then you can see if it follows the directions
correctly?” asked Zeah.

“Precisely.”

“What if it doesn’t?”

“We shall have to wait and see,” she said.
“Either the machine will get stuck somewhere, and I will have to go
back through my work to find the error—that’s the better of the two
possible outcomes. Or it might finish its instructions and the
final results would be unreliable.”

“And would this have important consequences?”
asked Zeah.

“Are you asking if my work is important, Mr.
Korlann?”

“No, of course not. I am merely a butler. Such
things are beyond my concern. I was just trying to understand so
that I could be of service if needed.”

“My first program for the Result Mechanism was
a mathematical formula to determine trajectories for firing large
artillery pieces. It was just a test really. I’m working on all
kinds of other mathematics now.”

“I see,” said Zeah, though he didn’t. “And can
I do anything for you to make your voyage more
comfortable?”

“Yes, Mr. Korlann. You could join me for a
stroll on deck tonight after dinner. Meet me right here at, say,
eight?”

Zeah was at a loss. He had been carrying on his
conversation strictly as a butler and a servant, never suspecting
that the young woman might have other motives. A dozen questions
began to run through his head at the same time. Was she really
asking him what he thought she was asking? Why would she be
interested in a man old enough to be her father? What was her
social status relative to his? Was she wealthy? Was she poor? She
wasn’t a Zaeri, was she? Was she a Kafirite? Did he have something
that she wanted? Would it be appropriate for him to meet her? Would
people talk? What would they say? Did he find her attractive? The
last question at least was easily answered.

“I um… don’t know,” said Zeah. He paused to
bite his lip. “If that would be appropriate.”

“Then you don’t know that it wouldn’t,” she
said. “It is a public place. There will no doubt be other people on
deck. And I happen to know that you usually have the evenings
free.”

“You do?”

It wasn’t precisely true that Zeah had the
evenings free; so much as it was that he made it a point to avoid
the Dechantagnes in the evening. This was to give himself a chance
to mull over his activities during the previous day and plan out
what needed to be done the following day. While the two male
Dechantagnes seldom added considerably to his workload, though
Master Augie could often be good for an unusual request, their
sister was of the opinion that any time she saw Zeah, she should
add twenty or thirty new items to his list of chores. This was not
usually a problem for him, as he was at least three hundred percent
more efficient than she expected. But it was a fool who made
unnecessary work for himself.

“I’ll tell you what,” said Miss Lusk. “I’ll be
here on deck at eight. And if you choose to meet me for a stroll,
so be it.”

Miss Lusk turned and walked away, and Zeah
allowed himself to do something that he rarely did—to enjoy the
beauty of the feminine form. Modern bustles and corsets did more to
hide a woman’s body than to enhance it, yet there was little doubt
the young lady was well constructed. Miss Lusk was quite slender,
but no more than five foot four, and she was probably wearing
heels, though her shoes were completely hidden by her dress. Her
hair was up, but Zeah could see a few red tresses peeking out from
beneath her bonnet. He saw the sway of her dress as she started to
turn around, so he was able to look elsewhere when she turned to
see if he was looking at her.

The butler busied himself ensuring that there
were no problems with baths and later, that all of the tasks aboard
ship had been properly assigned and were being properly carried
out. His mind was not on his job however, and returned again and
again to his conversation with Professor Calliere’s assistant. He
was thinking of Miss Lusk, when he looked up and across the length
of half the ship, he spotted her talking to someone. He couldn’t
tell who it was at first, but then she moved and he made out the
small black dress and black and white striped legs of Zurfina’s
diminutive disciple.

That night dinner was served on the stern deck
of the battleship—an area that had come to serve as a kind of
common area for the passengers. Food was served from tables in,
what Zeah thought of, as a lunch wagon style. Each passenger would
take his plate and find some convenient place to sit or stand while
eating, making a bit of conversation with those around them. Then
many would stroll around the rear of the ship, while others would
return to their quarters. If one were so inclined, one could easily
find card or dice games going on below and above deck. Children
played any number of games wherever they could find room, though
running on deck was strictly prohibited.

Zeah had finished eating and just by accident
found himself standing in the exact spot where he had met Miss Lusk
earlier that day. It was just as much an accident that he waited in
the exact location for eight o’clock—almost an hour. There was
absolutely nothing to be construed by the fact that he had changed
before dinner into his best jacket. And it was sheer luck that
today was the day that he had chosen to polish his shoes this week.
As fate would have it, just as Zeah’s better judgment was telling
him to quickly slip away and forget about such an obviously bad
idea, Miss Lusk arrived.

Professor Calliere’s assistant had traded in
her bonnet for a small couture hat of mauve and black with mauve
feathers streaming out the back. Red curls cascaded around her
face. She wore a mauve evening gown with black trim, which left her
shoulders bare and made it difficult for Zeah to breath. It
couldn’t have been that easy for Miss Lusk to breathe either, with
her waist cinched down to twenty inches, and her bodice so tight
that each time she did breathe her breasts threatened to burst it
at the seams.

“How pleasant to see you again, Mr. Korlann,”
said Miss Lusk, without the least appearance of shortness of
breath.

“The puh… pleasure is all mine, Miss Lusk,” he
said, thinking that any moment he would pass out and fall
overboard. When he realized that the stutter he had worked so hard
to be rid of had reappeared, he bit his tongue to punish
it.
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