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The main chamber of the meeting hall of The High Council of Urv was a stately edifice with towering columns and a decorated, vaulted ceiling. It was centered by a huge oval table of polished stone and ringed with ornate chairs covered in plush upholstery. It was, in fact, a statement, and as Euphrankes Holmynn entered, all he could do was shake his head.
Seated around that table, watching his entrance in solemn silence, an array of gray-haired councilmen waited in frowning silence. Euphrankes had been in the chamber before, and he'd known, more or less, what to expect, but the sheer pomposity of it still made him cringe.
The walls were hung with portraits of still more elders. They dated back to the beginning of The Council. When Euphrankes, as a boy, had asked what there had been before the earliest portrait, he'd been cuffed on the ear and told to keep his silence. He had since come to understand that he'd gotten his answer…they didn't know.
The rule for all those summoned to The High Council Chamber was silence. There were words to be spoken, but though they called it a court, there were no deliberations to be made. There were lines on old parchment that spoke with the voice of the law, and policy never deviated. That is why, stepping into the center of the room, where a slightly raised circular stage stood facing the base end of The Council table, seemed like such a waste of time and a display of idiocy. Euphrankes already knew what they would say.
It didn't matter. He'd made his request because it was his nature to make such requests. He'd stood his ground because he knew that he was not the only man on the planet who wished that things might change – that it was possible to prove the limitations and proclamations of law were not inviolate. It didn't even really matter that they would say no, because he knew that – in the end – there would come a time when it didn't matter what they thought, or what they said. If he died in the attempt, he would die knowing in his heart what was, and was not, the truth.
The chamber was only dimly lit by a ring of flickering lanterns. The only bright spot was where he stood, a trick of lenses and mirrors, and he knew this was to make it difficult for him to meet their gaze or study their expressions, while making it simple for them to do the same to him. Euphrankes' father had helped in the most recent redesign of the chamber, and he still had the books of notes explaining the structure, construction, and purpose of each architectural tidbit.
It was, in fact, the influence of his father, Edwin, that allowed Euphrankes to be granted any audience at all. He knew that he was a disappointment to The Council. His father had done great things at their bidding. His inventions and his innovations, as well as many of the technologies behind the existing infrastructure of the city, had made their lives easier. Euphrankes, rather than proving helpful, had done little in his life but cause them a long string of headaches for which the only cure had proven a semi-banishment to a private dome outside the city. He wondered grimly where they might send him next if he angered them sufficiently.
A phlegmy cough broke the silence, and Euphrankes stood as calmly as he could, facing the length of the table. It stretched interminably into the distance, and at the far end, in a dim pool of illumination, High Councilor Cumby sat and gazed back at him. At least, Euphrankes assumed the High Councilor was looking at him. At such a distance he might have been asleep, or facing the opposite way entirely.
"Good morning, Euphrankes," Cumby said. Despite the distance, the acoustics of the chamber amplified the old man's voice so that it seemed the two were standing side by side.
Euphrankes bowed very slightly and kept his expression as devoid of emotion as possible. He didn't believe there was any chance of his request being approved, but he didn’t want to give them new reason for their denial before they'd even spoken it.
"It is an honor, as always," Euphrankes said.
"Is it indeed?" Cumby asked. "Well, we shall see. I would like to extend my condolences on the loss of your father. He was a great man. He will be sorely missed in the city, and in these chambers. I pray that his passing was a gentle one."
"It was," Euphrankes said. He was surprised at how close his voice came to breaking as he spoke those words. His father had been a great man in the city, but the man Euphrankes remembered – the brilliant mind that had shown him the magic of metal and gears, steam and pressure, mathematics and theory – had been the rock in his life. His father had kept him busy and sane when he'd wanted to rail against The Council and their rules.
"One of the last things he said to me," Euphrankes added, trying to be as politic as possible, "was that I should send his regards to this council. I've chosen to carry them personally, and hope that you will forgive the indulgence."
A soft murmur ran about the table at his words. Euphrankes figured they were nodding and patting one another on the back. They'd always believed his father to be their tool – a man who would do as he was bid and give no argument. So unlike his son.
In truth, for every project Edwin Holmynn had completed for The Council, he'd completed a dozen others in the streets, taking care of those in need, and studying ways and means to move beyond the stagnant, dying city he'd called home. When a small outlying branch of the veil-roads had become untenable, it was Edwin who, through judicious use of his influence and several daring trips by air, between veils, had salvaged the complex to which his son had been banished. It was as if he'd glanced into the future and prepared a safe haven against the inevitable.
None of that mattered now. What mattered was that the city was dying, and these old fools didn't care. They would be perfectly content to sit back and watch, their laws fiercely clutched in liver-spotted, blue-veined hands, as the city shrank around them, becoming in the end a mass coffin. None of them had that many years of life left, and an equal number of them cared for the well-being of the inhabitants of Urv living beyond their immediate circle of acquaintance.
"We welcome you," the High Councilor said at last. "We are informed that you have a request, and we are …eager …to hear what you have in mind. Your family has always served the needs of The Council, and of the city."
Again, Euphrankes gave his small, half bow. Then he stood to his full six foot four inches and squared his shoulders. He was a big man with a slender, muscular frame tapering to powerful shoulders. His hair was long, and he wore it back over his shoulders in a braid, as his father had before him. He knew that they could hear him if he spoke softly, but he chose to project. He wanted to catch them sleeping and maybe, just maybe jostle them awake long enough to win their support.
"As you know," he said, "the roads between the cities are becoming steadily more treacherous. Flights beyond the First Veil run at regular intervals now, carrying cargo and passengers. Still, they are serving a shrinking world."
There were cleared throats and coughs around the room. Euphrankes held his temper in check, and continued.
"It isn't just the cities. The outlying factories and agricultural collectives are failing. Power sources are limited, and the rituals do not always work to repair what has fallen to age or neglect. It is a troubling time."
"Have you come," a voice piped up from his left, "to lecture us on the history of our world, young man?"
Illana Mirkos, eldest of the women serving on The Council, was a shrill, overbearing woman who had never forgiven Euphrankes' father for turning down her offer of marriage. It would have elevated Euphrankes' family to a level where they might – one day – hold a seat on The Council, but Illana had been twenty years his father's senior, and she was insufferable. She was least likely of all the members of The Council to look favorably upon anything Euphrankes proposed.
"No lady," he said, turning to acknowledge her, but unwilling to be cut off before he'd spoken his peace. "I am here talking about our future, and whether, in fact, there is to be such a future if we do not soon take action to ensure it. The prophets predict another ten years might bring a time when there is no ground travel between cities at all; how long can our cities exist without fuel, or food? Our present fleet of airships cannot bear the brunt of such a catastrophe."
"And you have a solution?" High Councilor Cumby cut in. "I assume by your prattle that this is why you are here. You have some way to prevent the roads from crumbling, or to tie the cities one to the other?"
Euphrankes paused. This was the critical moment. What he proposed was actually not intended to help with the roads. It would not, in fact, make moving supplies from one city to another simpler or cheaper. His vision was more far-reaching than that of The Council, and the moment to show that divergence was upon him.
"I have developed a means," he said, ignoring the question and thus dodging the answer, "to travel beyond the Second Veil. The resources of this planet are finite. We lack the material or facilities to repair or rebuild what has fallen. We must look outward, not inward for a solution. We must look beyond the Second Veil, and I have created a ship that…"
Several voices rang out at once. They ranged from high-pitched screeching to angry shouts. High Councilor Cumby glared across the expanse of the table to where Euphrankes stood, letting the tumult grow until the room reverberated with the cacophony, then slammed his hand down on a button embedded in the tabletop. A piercing shriek of sound emanated from amplifying tubes around the room. The vibration of the sound met in the center of the room and swirled, swallowing all the words and screams and protests completely. When Cumby released the button, the room was heavy with silence, and Euphrankes stood, his shoulders shaking with startled anger and outrage.
"You dare?" Cumby said. The old man actually rose from his seat at council, a thing Euphrankes had never witnessed.
"I…"
Suddenly whatever it was that amplified Euphrankes' voice died, and though he continued to stutter into the void, only the High Councilor's voice could be heard.
"You dare to come before this council and suggest that, not only are the laws and the prophecies to be ignored, but that the very safety of our planet should be violated? You dare to suggest," the old man paused and seemed to gasp for the breath he needed before plunging on, "that we cause the very type of damage we fear every waking moment of every day?"
Euphrankes took a hesitant step backward, nearly toppling from the speaker's platform. He had been caught completely off guard by this attack. He'd known they would not condone his research, but this?
"Your Honors," he said softly.
No one heard him.
"You will leave this chamber," Cumby roared, his voice gathering strength from some unknown and unsuspected source, "and you will not return. You will cease any research you have begun toward this blasphemy. You will bend your efforts to clearing the roads and repairing the veils, or by all that is holy, I will forget my respect for your father, and I will have you cast out."
The silence, if possible, grew thicker at these words. It was one thing to be banished to an outer sphere, where he was cut off from all normal road traffic in and out of the city. It was quite another to be released from the veil into the outer atmosphere of their world. It was far too thin to sustain life, and it was a punishment not meted out in the forty-two years of Euphrankes' life. It was a sentence of death thinly cloaked in false charity.
He turned. Without another word, features rigid and limbs so stiff he felt each step jolt through his frame as if he pounded his bare feet on concrete, he turned and walked away from The Council table. He stared straight ahead, and when he reached the air lock he stepped inside. Two guards stood beside the door to ensure he did not try to return to the chamber. Euphrankes heard the soft hiss of equalizing pressure. As the doors closed he heard the shriek of the High Councilor's silence reverberating through the room once more. He wondered briefly what they had to argue about, now that his humiliation was complete, but could spare it no concentration. The time for talking was behind him, and he knew what he had to do.
"Sorry, father," he whispered.
Then the outer portal opened, and he stepped into the stale, slightly thinner air of the street and turned toward a series of tall, imposing towers.
The city was a series of low-slung, rectangular buildings stacked neatly, like a child's blocks, one atop the other. A quick glance gave the impression that the city was one big, continuous structure, but it was misleading. There were walls and boundaries within each building. Everything was built in layers, and each of those layers was – in one way or another – sealed off from all others.
Gleaming metal conduits wound up and around the walls, climbed over the roof tops and joined at huge, hydraulically activated valves. The buildings were all closed loops of breathable air, filtered and re-constituted. Near the edge of the veil, generators hummed and hissed as they sucked sustenance from the planet beyond, just enough chemicals and gases and droplets of moisture to sustain the system and prevent them from choking on their own exhaust. It reminded Euphrankes of the machines sometimes used to keep medical patients alive and breathing when their bodies began to fail.
As he walked, he felt the city closing in around him with claustrophobic, breath-stealing power. Ahead were the airship towers. Each served as a dock for one or two ships, magnetic plates holding the great vessels in position just above the First Veil. The locks – seams in the veil surrounded by special vacuum seals on either side – were located beneath each berth.
The Vector hovered where he'd left her, and Euphrankes made for the lock leading up to his ship with a purpose. He'd never seen The Council so worked up, and was only glad there had been no time for Myril, the High Priest of The Temple, to get involved. There had been no one cast from the city in a very long time – but if there was one on The Council who would relish the opportunity to bring that age-old punishment back into the mainstream of the cities daily life – it was Myril.
Euphrankes reached the bottom rung of the ladder leading up to his platform, and began to climb. As he made his way up, he glanced over at the one structure in the city of Urv taller than The Council chambers. The Temple of the Veils, while as sealed and impregnable as any other building in Urv, had a gleaming white façade of stone and a massive airlock chamber that had once allowed an entire congregation of worshipers to enter at one time. The clang of those huge doors closing had rung like a great bell as they sealed off the faithful. They had remained closed for nearly a decade, but Euphrankes remembered that sound from his childhood, and he shuddered. It had always sounded to him like the doors of a great tomb closing.
On the platform above, two attendants nodded in recognition. One, a tow-headed boy with a big grin, snapped a quick salute.
Euphrankes took a deep breath, expelled it, and willed his anger and frustration to join the stale, filtered air. He managed a wry grin.
"I'm taking off immediately," he called out. "Give me five."
The boy nodded, and Euphrankes entered the bottom lock, which sealed quickly behind him. When the seal was complete, he climbed up through the membrane-like portal to the upper lock, and waited for it to seal behind him. Then, operating the upper lock manually by means of a wheel, he lowered the pressure inside to match the thin, anemic air of the outer atmosphere, and climbed quickly through. He turned, spun the wheel tight, and mounted the dangling rope ladder to The Vector.
Above him, Aria had already opened the outer lock. He smiled. Even though it was much more difficult to catch his breath, the sensation of freedom that stole over him each time he left the lower levels behind buoyed his spirits. He climbed, pacing himself and conserving his breath. He didn't want to become lightheaded. If he fell, the odds were not good that he'd recover enough to climb again, or that Aria could get a lift down to him before he suffocated. He could have worn a suit, but he'd always preferred the risk – and the exhilaration – of facing the air beyond the First Veil on his own terms.
He reached the air lock, pulled himself up the last few feet, and closed the hatch. Immediately, fresh air, purified and drawn from beyond the lower veil by his own pumps, flooded the chamber. A moment later he popped his head up through the main hatch and called out without preamble.
"Cast off and get me away from this place."
He closed the hatch, sealed it carefully, and turned toward the bridge. The Vector was a large, sleek craft, the largest of its type ever built. His father had begun construction before his death, and Euphrankes had completed the work, adding a number of improvements to the initial design.
The ship worked on very simple principles. The main structure was surrounded by a thick membrane similar in function to the veils on the planet. These membranes were filled with a gas his father had named "Freethion," which was considerably lighter even than the thin air beyond the First Veil. The lightness was caused, in some arcane manner, by a reaction to gravity itself rather than physical weight. The lift was so powerful, in fact, that it was only through the employment of electromagnetic "anchors" that they were able to prevent the ship from shooting skyward and bursting through the upper veil. The magnets also provided steering, as the surface of the planet was rich with iron.
Euphrankes settled into the pilot's seat as Aria made her way around the bridge releasing each anchor in turn. He watched her, and his mood lightened again. She was a slender woman, tall and lithe, dressed in the loose, comfortable clothing of an engineer. She hadn't accompanied him into the city for a number of reasons, not the least of which was her disdain for any attire The Council or temple would deem “appropriate.” Her hair hung in dark rivulets over one shoulder, where she'd tied it in the center with a strip of leather.
The two had been companions for more than a decade, ever since she'd come to him to learn the science of the airships. Her family had been cut off from Urv when one of the roadways began losing pressure. Both ends had been sealed, and the only way left between the two cities was through the veils. She'd been a quick student, and though they'd made several trips to visit her parents in Mancea, each time she'd returned. It was the best business arrangement he'd ever made.
The Vector was as different from the Chamber of The High Council as Euphrankes could make it. The crew seats were leather. The benches were wood, but though it was sanded smooth and carefully tooled, it was utilitarian. The metal was polished, but it served a purpose. Nothing was frivolous or wasted.
They could fly the ship with only the two of them, but it was designed for a crew of six on extended trips. They had only a couple of hour's flight to and from Urv, so they'd come alone. Aria crossed the bridge, watching the lines and positioning magnets. They steered by the stars at night, and by landmarks by day. The damaged roads between the cities and outposts were easy to spot, even from a great height, and made navigation a simple matter of connecting the dots. The Vector was tuned to their habits and their comfort, and the two were more at home on her bridge than they'd ever been in their laboratory, or the city.
Aria set the course, and turned back to him, coming to stand by his side. The front of the ship was a great, thick window, round and spoked with metal reinforced beams. As they gained speed, leaving the city and The Council behind, she said, "So, I take it things did not go well with The Council."
Euphrankes swatted at her playfully and she darted away, laughing.
"I think," he said, settling back, "that The Council and I have finally parted ways."
"It's about time," she said, returning to lean in and kiss him deeply. "I was afraid you were getting boring."
"That," he said, "is the one thing you never have to worry about."
She settled into his lap, and he held her, enjoying the closeness and the warmth, and staring up and out of the domed glass portal into the distant stars.
The Outpost appeared first as a bump in the flat, monotonous land ahead. Just to the right, Euphrankes could make out the glowing length of one of the great roads. The Vector had no need to follow the old paths, but this particular road had once led to his father's home, now his home. There was a dark stretch down the center they'd passed over an hour back. That length of road marked the break in the veil that had resulted in The Outpost being sealed off from the city. Only the airships traveled between, and no ship other than The Vector had reason to make a landing there. Not since Euphrankes had been exiled.
The hypocrisy of The High Council was such that they saw no problem in banishing him to The Outpost and requesting work of him whenever the need presented itself. The banishment was a mostly symbolic gesture, as they were well aware he would not have moved back into the city if they'd paid him to do so. They were also aware he'd take the work when he could get it, because it allowed him to trade for the food, supplies, and equipment he needed to sustain himself and his crew.
Over the years Euphrankes had made improvements that allowed The Outpost to be more self-sustaining. He'd brought his own pumps online for oxygen, and since the place had once been a manufacturing facility, it was equipped with its own well and processing plant for water. When the city handed the place over, that plant had been inoperable, but Euphrankes had gotten it working again, and they'd managed to store a great deal of extra water in one of the huge, old holding tanks.
On top of this, they had created a small agricultural pod and begun growing their own food. Euphrankes was under no illusions. The High Council could tire of him at any moment, and when they did, he intended to be ready to survive.
Their landing tower was wider than most. It had been constructed atop one of the great buildings, anchored to the flat stone of the roof. This gave it more stability, and also allowed work crews easier access to when making repairs or modifications. There was a second ship docked at the tower, the Tangent. It was larger than the Vector, but only about half of the construction was complete. The Tangent was the project Euphrankes had been about to broach to The Council. They would not be pleased to know she was half finished before he bothered to mention her.
Without support from The Council, the point was moot in any case. The Tangent would require further a lot of time, equipment, and materials to complete. His crew was too small to maintain The Vector and finish the monumental task of bringing The Tangent to life, and without a considerable influx of Freethion there was no way she could be made stable.
There were other cities he could approach. It would take a good bit of travel, but he thought that he might reach a few of them before The High Council's latest pronouncements rendered him persona non grata. He hated the delay. It would mean months of lost progress. There was Sparana to the east, and along the west road were Kymenae and Bethes. He had contacts in all of them, and in those he had not visited, his father's name would still be known. There was something to be said for being born to a famous parent.
Aria maneuvered the Vector into position beside the Tangent expertly. Below, five or six ground crew members scurried about. They didn't really need a ground crew to dock, but when Euphrankes returned, his people liked to acknowledge him. The High Council of Urv might not approve of him, but those he supported, and who assisted him in his work adored him. It was yet another trait, along with his talent for engineering, that he'd inherited from his father.
Euphrankes rose and helped bind the anchors, three to a side. They cranked the steering magnets back in until they clamped onto the outer hull and powered down the consoles. When in flight, the Vector drew power from solar panels, aided by a charge developed as the forward rotors spun. It was a very efficient system, recharging itself as they moved through the thin, upper air. The batteries were nearly full, but he didn't like to run them down unnecessarily. He never knew when he might have to take off with little notice, and he liked to be prepared.
A few minutes later they dropped through the airlock and climbed slowly through the veil to the tower below. They were greeted by a pair of young men with dark hair and darker eyes.
"Welcome back, sir," the first called out.
"It's good to be home, Myklos," Euphrankes answered. "Lyones, I hope you have something good in line for dinner? I'm starving."
"I'll see what I can do," the man said, grinning. They all shared duties at The Outpost, but Lyones had proven particularly adept in the kitchen, and as such things do, workloads had adjusted to keep him there.
"Where are the others?" Aria asked.
"Bonymede is in the garage, and Slyphie is calibrating the west pump," Myklos said. "It was working fine, but you know how she gets. She said she heard something ’funny.’"
"Then she probably did," Euphrankes said. "One of these days you're going to ignore her and something will blow up in your face."
Myklos laughed. "Did I say it was good to have you back?"
"I wish I'd returned with better news," Euphrankes said. "I'm afraid we won't be going forward with the Tangent any time soon, unless we find some miracle supplier of Freethion, and a way to get back into the good graces of The High Council, we'll have to make some long trips to get everything we'll need."
"And when we do," Aria added, "we'll have to make it look like we're trying to find a way to repair one of the great roads. I wasn't there, but from what Frankes says, the idea of piercing the Second Veil in any form sits poorly on The Council table."
"They haven't got the vision of a child," Lyones growled. He finished adjusting the last of the anchors for the Vector and turned toward Euphrankes. "Will we leave soon, then? Should I start gathering supplies?"
"Whoa," Euphrankes said, clapping the younger man on the shoulder. "First, we'll have to do some serious planning. We have some communications channels still open, and we'll need to take advantage of those as soon as possible, before The Council can spread their poison too far. They'll be watching for us to ignore their directive. They'd like nothing better than to put a squad of their goons out here to watch us and force us to do their work for them."
They opened the top hatch in the roof of the building supporting the tower and descended into the airlock. They sealed the door, pressurized, and exited at the top of a steep stairway leading down.
The Outpost was set up to support a crew of twenty men and women. They had nine in total. In its heyday, the factory had produced machinery for many of the great cities. Pumps, airlocks, anything requiring mechanical parts or machined metal. Metal was the one resource no one lacked. The planet was veined with it, and there was a wide variety available. One type of ore actually served as fuel for the furnaces that drove the super-heated forges.
When the roads had begun to erode and leak, a lot of time, effort, and technology had been thrown at the problem. Euphrankes' father, and then he himself, had contributed significantly to patches; systems of airlocks that repaired bad stretches of road, and then, when the failure of the roads became too much to combat, they'd been among the pioneers of the science of lighter-than-air travel that had helped replace the failing highways. It didn't take a genius to see that it was a battle that could not be won. They simply did not have the resources to recreate the sealed roadways, and those in place were not sustainable. Though it would take lifetimes to fail completely, the system of protections that sustained them was dying.
When Euphrankes had brought this argument before The High Council, he was sent back to The Outpost in exile. Then the road between Urv and The Outpost failed, The Temple proclaimed it a sign from the Gods. Euphrankes proclaimed it a relief. He had no need of the road since he had the Vector, and the less accessible his laboratory and his home was to those living and working under the influence of The High Council, the better.
They passed through a second airlock and stepped onto a high walkway like a metal scaffold overlooking the main laboratory. Euphrankes stopped, leaned on the rail, and stared down into the workspace that represented so much of his life.
They had resurrected one of the old forges, and they had the dies and molds necessary to create pumps and many components of the airlocks used in the cities. When they weren't working on the Tangent, or upgrading the Vector, they spent their time perfecting and creating products they could trade for the things they needed, and for the technology and machinery they couldn't manufacture themselves. The Vector could carry a good cargo, and though Urv would not allow large items to be passed through their airlocks, there were other cities with bigger, more liberal docking facilities. Trade had been good.
They descended slowly.
"It's going to be tough to find buyers now," Euphrankes said. "They know what I'm working on, or what I've been working on. They will alert the outlying cities to watch for particular technologies."
"They can't exist without us," Myklos said. "And you haven't seen what we came up with while you were gone. I think maybe we've upped our value a notch or two."
"The patch?" Euphrankes asked, whirling to his assistant. "It works?"
Myklos grinned.
"Like magic. We have already repaired about a hundred yards of road on this side. We didn't go any farther because we didn't know how your audience would go. If we need to, we can get to Urv by land. It is fast, and strong, maybe stronger than the original veil."
Euphrankes stood very still and thought fast. He'd forgotten that the testing would move ahead while they were gone. He'd focused on The Council, but now? If he'd known the patch would work, he might have used it as a bargaining chip. Then his head cleared.
"That's wonderful!" he said. "We could open the road to Sparana. If we do that, we'll be able to open a more serious trade. They have almost everything we need, including one of the largest, fully functional agricultural pods."
"I want to see!" Aria cried in delight.
They hurried down the rest of the steps to the main floor of the laboratory and out through a long passageway to the main grounds. Unlike Urv, there was no need for airlocks on all the buildings. They were in place, but left open. If something serious went wrong, they could be closed quickly, and if the pressure outside the laboratory and the other complexes dropped too far, too quickly, the buildings would seal themselves automatically. For the moment, The Outpost was one of the safest places on the planet.
They crossed the grounds, which were littered with small garden pods, and came to a huge, arched gateway. The largest airlocks in the compound sealed the entrances to the great roads. When they'd begun to fail, portable locks had been placed between the main locks and the bad stretches in the hope that, eventually, they would be able to open them and repair the damage. That had never happened – the technology just didn't exist…except, now maybe it did.
"We used a very thin layer of Imperium," Lyones explained. “We created a membrane and filled it with Freethion. Slyphie calculated the exact energy of the magnetic field, and we put it all in place remotely. When we expanded the membrane and activated the magnets…"
"The roadway pressurized," Myklos completed the sentence. “We ran tests for two hours, before we entered, but it was as clear as any street in Urv. The patch covers about three meters – the rift is only a meter and a half. We've been monitoring steadily for about eight hours now. It's as stable as when it was new.”
"And powered by magnetism," Euphrankes said.
He stepped through the airlock and waited as they pressurized it, then stepped through on the other side and walked onto the surface of the road. He turned in a circle, and he started to laugh.
"Gentlemen!" he cried. "Ladies! Pay attention. We have changed the world."
In one of the only structures in the city of Urv that rivaled the airship towers in height, a young man named Ozymandes stared through the lens of an ornate silver-plated instrument into the darkness of the night sky. He jotted notes in a large, leather-bound book, and then pressed his eye to the lens once again.
The viewer was an intricate construct designed around layers of magnifying lenses and a sequence of mirrors. Each needed to be adjusted carefully every evening. It was part of the ritual. Ozymandes was particularly careful with the adjustments, and with the rituals, because he truly loved this part of his duties. In fact, it wasn't his night to gaze at the stars at all – he'd traded with one of the older priests who complained of back problems when forced to stand for extended periods.
As he gazed into the viewer, Ozymandes' heart raced. There was no mistake. Something had changed in the face of the never-changing sky. It was a sign – the first in his lifetime. He pulled back, made a couple more scribbled notes, marking positions carefully.
The lens he gazed through was crisscrossed with markers denoting distances and positions. When he glanced into the viewer for the third time, his face drained of all color, and he had to step back to avoid jostling the viewer and disturbing the fine-tuned adjustments he'd spent hours checking. The object had moved, and not a tiny movement, but a significant movement. An entire hash mark on the graded lens.
He marked this quickly in the book, then, without thinking of what might happen to him for defacing the record, he scrawled a set of figures in the margin of the ledger and performed a quick calculation. With a soft cry, he turned – abandoning his post for the first time in his young life, and fled the Chamber of Stars in search of Myril. The High Priest would know what to do, and if he did not, at least the burden would lift from Ozymandes' shoulders.
He took the stairs three at a time, ignoring the danger of slipping, and gulping in the slightly stale air. They only vented the hallways and stairways once a day. The cleaner, more filtered air was reserved for The Temple, and for the sleeping chambers of the priests. Under normal circumstances it was only a minor annoyance, a dryness in the throat as one climbed, or descended, the stair to the Chamber of Stars. At a dead run, the air rasped in his lungs and chaffed his throat. Before he reached the bottom, he'd begun to feel light-headed, and he hesitated. He leaned heavily against the wall and fought to steady his breathing.
It only took a moment for the immediacy of his mission to wash through him once again, and he worked the crank on the airlock so quickly that it made a loud clang when it hit the stops. The sound reverberated from the walls of the narrow stairwell like the voice of a great gong.
He rushed through and sealed it behind him. Even his urgency couldn't offset years of ritual and careful training. The airlocks had to be set. Lives might depend on it one day, and his standing in the good graces of High Priest Myril was tied to careful compliance and absolute attention to detail.
Ozymandes hurried down the main passageway of The Temple. His footsteps echoed, and he tried to keep them silent. The others would soon start poking their heads out of their cells, or the many small chapels that lined the hall. He didn't have time to be chastised, or to engage any of them in discussion, so when the echoes continued, he broke into an all-out run.
When he stumbled through the doorway into the High Priest's antechamber, he was out of breath and coated in sweat. Eldrid, Myril's scribe, glanced up from the parchment he was carefully copying with a start, spattering ink over the document in a fine spray. He gaped at Ozymandes for a second, as if trying to comprehend the sight before him. Then he noticed the ink.
Sputtering angrily, Eldrid rose. He reached for his spectacles, yanking them from his face, and started around the desk.
"What is the meaning…"
That is as far as he got. Ozymandes stepped around him quickly, gave the scribe an apologetic shrug, and darted through the doorway to Myril's inner chamber without a word.
Two things met his gaze the moment he stepped through the doorway. Myril sat, slumped back in his great leather chair, and quite alone. That was the first. The second was that the High Priest was fast asleep with his feet propped directly in the center of his great desk.
Ozymandes stood very still, not certain how to proceed. He didn't want to wake the old man suddenly – but his news couldn't wait, and if he didn't act quickly, Eldrid would be on him. He didn't have time for a scuffle, or the shouting match that might ensue.
"Your Eminence?" he said.
He spoke softly, and all his words managed to elicit from Myril was a loud snort, followed by steady snoring.
"Your Eminence!" he called out louder.
This time Myril started. He choked back another snort, sat up straight very quickly, and nearly topped from his chair as his feet slid off the desk. When he recovered and sat up straight, he caught sight of Ozymandes, and glared in open hostility.
"What is the meaning of this?" he cried out. "Eldrid! Eldrid get in here at once and…"
"Your Eminence, wait," Ozymandes cried.
He stepped forward and actually laid a hand on the polished surface of the High Priest's desk. Under normal circumstances, he would never have dared, but he knew he had only moments to get the old man's attention.
"I have been on duty in The Chamber of Stars, Eminence," he said in a rush. "There is an anomaly – a sign. Something is coming, and very rapidly. I did not know what to do, so…"
"Anomaly?" Myril said. "Anomaly? What kind of anomaly? What are you talking about? What…"
"You must come," Ozymandes said. "Please, your Eminence. I would never disturb you without good reason. I have seen a great light approaching the city. I observed it for only a few moments, and it moved an entire mark on the lens grid. There is not much time…"
Myril's eyes cleared as he came fully awake. Eldrid burst into the room, but the High Priest stayed him with a quickly raised hand.
"You had better be correct, young man," he said, still glaring at Ozymandes, but with less anger now and more purpose. He turned to Eldrid.
"Rouse the others. Send them to The Chamber of Stars immediately."
Eldrid backed out of the room, nodding in confusion.
"Wait!" Myril called after him. "Before you do anything else, send a runner to High Councilor Cumby. He will need to be notified that something is amiss."
"What shall we tell him?" Eldrid asked.
"Tell him that there's an Urv-Blasted anomaly,” Myril bellowed. "Tell him that the stars are aligned for great evil. Tell him that the sky has begun to crumble and fall. I don't care what you tell him – get him to The Chamber of Stars."
Eldrid ducked out of the room without another word. Myril rose and stepped around the desk. He had always been an imposing figure to Ozymandes – a symbol of power. In that moment he looked more like a sleepy, confused old man. His hair waved in gray wisps about his head, and his beard was twisted to one side from where he'd leaned into the chair to nap.
"Well, don't just stand there, young man," the High Priest muttered. "Let's go. I want to see your anomaly before any of the others arrive. We will have to study it, and then, we will have to act."
"What can we do?" Ozymandes asked. He regretted the question almost the second he spoke as Myril's eyes filled with ire.
"How should I know? Do you know how many anomalies have been dealt with by The Temple in my lifetime? I'll tell you, just in case you have fallen behind on your studies and don't know. There have been none. Zero. There is never an anomaly, and duty in The Chamber of Stars has been nothing but a peaceful, quiet hour or two of meditation…until now. What can we do? I would suggest we pray as we walk, and hope that something occurs to us before your anomaly crashes through the veils and depressurizes the entire city."
Ozymandes lowered his head and followed meekly as Myril stalked out through his chambers and into the great hall. There were still stragglers waiting to complain about the noise, but seeing Myril, they kept their silence. When the High Priest passed through their ranks, Ozymandes at his heels, they fell in behind.
As they opened the airlock and began to file inside, it occurred to Ozymandes to wonder just how much weight The Chamber of Stars was intended to hold. He hoped fervently that they weren't about to find out, because he had the feeling that they already faced a problem beyond the scope of their knowledge and abilities, and even for the High Priest, one such catastrophe at a time was more than sufficient. Briefly, he wished that he'd gone to his chambers and read a book, rather than swapping for the ill-fated Chamber of Stars duty. Then the airlock opened, and they were climbing the narrow stairs in a long, solemn line, and all other thoughts slowly drained from his mind.
Far away, in the dining hall of The Outpost, Aria happened to glance up through the skylight. She gave a gasp of surprise and rose from here seat, backing so quickly her drink tumbled and spilled across Lyones' lap.
"What?" the big man said, pushing back from the table.
The others had already followed Aria's gaze. In the sky far above, a brilliant flash of light was crossing the skyline.
"That thing is close," Euphrankes said, standing and moving closer to the window where he could see clearly. "Gods…it's headed directly for Urv."
"What do you think it is?" Lyones asked. "I've never seen anything quite so bright, or close."
"I don't know," Euphrankes said, "but I think we'd better get to work. How many of those patches have you got?"
"A dozen, fifteen maybe," Slyphie cut in. "There will be more by morning. I managed to use some of the old equipment to automate it."
"Before you even knew if it would work?" Aria asked.
Slyphie grinned.
"I always knew it was going to work. It was the rest of you who were skeptical."
Euphrankes laughed, then turned back to gaze at the brilliant chunk of fire dropping from the sky.
"We'd better get going. I think we need to clear the road to Urv, and do it fast. If we can get there with a few of those patches, we might be in time to help."
"Hold on a second," Bonymede cut in. He was a big man, round in the center with slightly bowed legs and arms as thick as most men's thighs. His voice boomed like a loudspeaker. "Didn't they just banish you? Again?"
"That was then," Euphrankes said. "This is entirely different. It's one thing to hold a grudge against the men and women of The High Council – but if that thing causes serious damage to the First Veil in Urv, everyone in the city will be in danger. If we can help, we have to try."
"We could fly in," Aria said. "We'd get there more quickly."
Euphrankes shook his head.
"We couldn't get the equipment in and out of the locks in Urv. We might get them onto the Vector, but we'd never be able to unload. The only way in is down the road."
Lyones crossed the room and flipped on a bright light above a large, square table. He opened a drawer and pulled out a map. It showed the road between The Outpost and Urv. Near the center, on the Urv side, the main breach had been clearly marked. There were several smaller tears marked on either side.
"I think we can drive through,” Lyones said, running his finger down the length of the road. "We'll need serious patches here," he poked the map, "and here. These other breaches are small; they won't need a full patch, just an Imperium shield and pressure."
They gathered around and began to plan as the strange, flaming object plummeted closer to the planet, and the High Priests and High Council of Urv met in a mild state of panic, high above the city streets in The Chamber of the Stars. Time was growing short.
There were a number of vehicles at The Outpost capable of making the land journey to Urv. Most of them were intended for personnel transport, but in this case, Euphrankes chose the largest in their fleet. It stretched nearly fifty feet in length, and was designed to fit narrowly within the confines of the road, providing maximum cargo space. Before the road had fallen to disrepair, the tracker, as they'd dubbed it, had made regular runs, carrying airlock mechanisms and other products of The Outpost's factories to the city. The return trips had restocked food supplies, and carried in natural resources concentrated in remote areas.
Euphrankes father had discovered the lighter-than-air qualities of Freethion gas, for instance, but had not discovered a plentiful source of it near The Outpost. As it turned out, a large pocket existed on the outskirts of Urv herself, so trade had been brisk. The trade continued, but it was much more difficult to move supplies through the cities’ airlocks. The Vector could carry quite a bit of freight, but could only deliver smaller items and machined parts to Urv. There was more leeway in some of the other cities, where larger airlocks had been installed and the airship technology had been more fully embraced, but that trade was precarious as The High Council was the acknowledged governing body over all the cities.
Without the roads, though they would never admit it, The High Council and The Temple ruled over a shrinking and dying world. Half the roads out of the city were damaged, and the half that were still in operation were showing signs of wear. The High Council had been forced to change their stance from complete opposition to traveling between the veils to a grudging acceptance. They had taken a stance against progress, and regardless of the stunning short-sightedness of it, the people had followed their lead. Now the entire structure of their society was on the verge of collapsing from entropy.
When the outlying cities had begun work on the Freethion-powered airships, emissaries and priests traveled the roads, usually by foot, to condemn them. When the Merchants Guild approached The Council with plans for the first airship tower, they were turned down, and taxed. It wasn't until the third of the great roads had to be sealed that they acquiesced, and they put strict limits on the size and number of seals that could be attached to the First Veil.
"The veils protect us," Myril had said. "They have always protected us, and to presume to breach that protection is blasphemous and foolish. Each time we allow ourselves to slice another piece of that holy veil, we weaken it – and we show the weakness of our faith. A higher power encased us in the veils and that power can be counted on to protect us in the future – but only if we show faith. Only if we do not presume to know things we were never meant to understand."
The High Council had taken a slightly more lenient, but infinitely greedier stance. They taxed the merchants heavily for anything moving in and out of the city via the airships. They gouged any out-city merchants coming in for trade, and before one could travel from city to city on one of the ships, at least one who was not part of the crew that flew in on it, it was necessary to obtain travel papers and make an insurance "donation" to The Temple.
Euphrankes had not tried very hard to prevent the collapse of the road joining his outpost to Urv. It was the least damaged of the thoroughfares to have been closed off, but he felt safer with the airlocks than he did with The High Council having direct access to his home. If lives had not hung in the balance, he'd never have attempted to reconnect with the city.
Now that they'd committed to re-opening the roadway, they'd split the crew into shifts. Slyphie and Bonymede went in first. Bonymede was adept with the remote-controlled robotic units they used when working beyond the veil, and the first thing they needed to do was to get the patches into place beyond the first seal. Then they could test it by slowly pressurizing that segment of road. If it held, then the next crew, Lyones and Myklos, would come in and disassemble the airlock, moving it out of the way and making room for the tracker to pass. They would then perform the same action on the far side of the rift, clearing any debris that might have sifted in from beyond the veil as they passed through.
There was one major leak to get past, and if they were successful, two smaller breaks closer to Urv. The trick would be getting the attention of someone inside the city and convincing them to open the locks. Such a repair was unheard of, believed impossible, and despite the fact that it reinforced the veils put in place by "a higher power," it would no doubt be condemned by The Temple. If there hadn't been a fiery ball of –something – falling from the sky on a collision course with The High Council, Euphrankes would never have risked it.
While the others worked through the night in shifts, Euphrankes and Aria loaded the tracker and tested its systems. It had been sitting idle for a very long time. They'd even begun using the cargo compartments for extra storage, a practice the pair came to regret before the night was through.
"I wish we had more of the patches ready," he said, driving a small cargo truck up the ramp toward the tracker's hold. Aria controlled the doors and the lifts that moved the cargo into position. The system was designed for the most productivity possible with a small crew.
"We didn't even know if they would work," she said. "And really – what would we have done with them? This is an emergency, and I'll grant you that they may not fine us, banish us again, or throw us in irons, but if we'd taken one of the patches into The High Council, they would have called it blasphemy. They'd say we were meddling with the affairs of higher powers, and the repercussions would ruin us all."
"You're right, of course," he said. "Still, if that thing creates too large of a rift for us to seal, this is all for nothing."
"We'll be running a rescue mission if that happens," Aria said. "I vote we leave The High Council and the priests and cart out women and children first."
"Deal," Euphrankes said with a grin. "That might not be a bad way to fix things, all considered."
He deposited the crate of parts he'd been moving on Aria's lift and backed away.
"It's only going to take about two more trips," he said. "We either have enough, or we don't. I don't want to overload the tracker first time out. I think it's okay – I checked the engines, and the seals are good, in case something goes wrong with the patches and we have to rely on her for life-support, but she's been idle for too long. Machines that are made to move should do so. Otherwise they fall to entropy far too quickly."
"She'll hold up," Aria said. "It seems like a very long time since the roads closed, but it has been less than a year. Things are changing much more rapidly now."
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