The Speculum Convergence

by Johne Cook

"What sharp blades you have," she said, as I rode past, and I reined in my horse and regarded her, she of the flashing green eyes and sparkling copper hair.

"My blades are sharp," I admitted, "but they are not the most dangerous weapon in my arsenal."

"You must buy me a cup of cava and tell me about it," she said.

I breathed a prayer for strength myself and nodded toward a cafe on the next corner.

"How about there?"

She was so delighted to have gotten the attention of a Dove that she twirled around in place (displaying her own arsenal). I reached down my arm and she swung up behind me on my steed.

The surge that went through me when she reached her arms around me to hang on was shocking.  I smiled to myself and gathered my wits.  

This one could be dangerous, too, I thought.

#
I told her the story about the ambush over iced cava and warm gullers.  

"I was walking through the Fishmonger's Quarter late two nights ago when rough looking men stepped out of the shadows and blocked off both ends of that dark, dusty alley.  Looking around, it appeared that there were maybe nine of them."

"Who were they?", she asked, and her deep contralto might have been sultry if it were an effect, but the more she talked, the more I suspected it was just that sexy.

It was hard not to shiver just a little.

"They were a form of alley highwaymen.  They call themselves "the Rat Street Hunters".  I've actually heard of them before.

'You shouldn't be here,' said the leader.  

'One of us shouldn't be,' I agreed.

"They started to close in on me, so I drew my broadsword and waited.

'He's got a sword," one of them said.'"

She took a sip of her cava and thought it over.  The sunlight brought out the most amazing color in her hair, and her attention was intoxicating (a figure of speech as Doves don't imbibe as a general rule, at least not on duty).

"Isn't that sort of a funny thing to say about a Knight?" she said, and I had to smile.

"As rough as Beladri can be, the number of people who carry actual swords is smaller than you might think.  Besides, he didn't know I was a Knight, not at first.  My cloak is a nondescript dark brown on the inside and I frequently turn it inside out when walking through such streets.  

Especially when I'm hunting.

They rushed me.   I took the outstretched arm and the breeches of the first man in front of me and launched him into the crowd at my back, mowing them down, then parried the three remaining swords in front again, dealing with their attack before starting to push them back.

In all fairness, I had the advantage as the narrow alley hampered their attack, but that was one of the things we've been trained to look for when outnumbered.

The fight broke off as quickly as it started.

'Who is this guy,' wheezed one.

I grinned in the dark, but I doubt came across as humorous, and quickly I charged the mob getting their bearings behind me.  Three went down with minor cuts, but they wouldn't be walking without help anytime soon.  

"Right about then, I heard a querulous reed sound close to me in the darkness.

'Now you've done it,' hissed the leader, bleeding from where my gauntlet had cuffed him across the mouth, and within moments, ten other Rats had come running, filling the alley.  They were yelling, calling out to each other, until they'd all assembled and noticed that they had one man surrounded.

"Me."

The look I received from those deep green eyes stirred me.  "One against so many?  How did you get out of that scrape?"

I looked her straight in the eye.  "I used my most /dangerous/ weapon," I said.

"With so many cramming into the alley to get a shot at me, I took that opportunity to drive my blade into the packed dirt of the street in front of me and dropped to one knee."

The look on her face was priceless.  She worked it out quickly enough.  "You pray to your god before battle," she asked, revealing that she knew something of the Doves, although her tone of voice was a mystery.  I couldn't tell whether she thought that was a bad thing or a good thing.

"The posture of a penitent man is useful for many things," I said, "When I rose, I raised my right arm and fired off a single white flare I'd drawn from my boot.  The flare went up  and illuminated the entire neighborhood, including singularly a dirty smoke trail that led right back down to me.  

Looking around me, I asked 'Is this all you have?'  

The leader bared his teeth with a feral grin and flickering torchlight glinted off his gold teeth.  'Enough to flatten your wings, Dove,' he said.

And then I dropped my inverted cloak to the ground, revealing the unmistakable write and gold uniform of a Dove of Beladri.  

'It's a good thing I have a second sword, then,' I said, pulling it slowly, letting the grating metal of sword and scabbard  reverberate through the cramped alley, and the mood in the alley got noticeably cooler.

'Throw down your arms before it's too late,' I said maybe a trifle too loudly, and my voiced echoed up and down the alley.

'Strong words for an outnumbered man,' scoffed the leader.

'We shall see,.' I said.

There wasn't anything left to say, then, and I backed up against one wall to get them all in front of me, both swords out and twirling gently, looking for my first opening.

And so it was that their combined attention was on me as the thunder of hooves announced the arrival of reinforcements.

"Too late," I said.

The leader looked from me to the Knights filling the alley and back again, and then he looked back at me, astonished.

'You know I pray,' I said in answer to his unanswered question, and then they were rounded up and carted off on wagons.'

Then I took a sip of my cava and watched her reaction.

I thought she might be impressed that I'd stood off a mob much larger than me, and with the result my prayer.

I clearly don't understand women.

She brushed some of the flaky guller away from her lip.  "So you called for help, and help came," she said.

I raised my cava in salute to the statement, then said "Yes," I conceded.  "But that doesn't explain why there were that /many/ mounted Doves within sight of the flare in that part of the city, that late, on that night," I said, and I sipped my cava.

She sat back and waggled her finger at me (without stating exactly what she meant by that - I just enjoyed watching her.)

Then she stood suddenly and my sleeve rattled my dishes as I hastily rose in deference.  

"It was very nice to meet you, Sir Thoren.  I am Tiselle," she said, "and I would like to hear about more of your adventures sometime.  I'm usually around every day but Market Day, when I make deliveries of flowers and herbs around the city".  

Then almost as an afterthought, she leaned forward (a nice effect) and kissed me on the cheek (another nice effect), and then turned and left the café, trailing the scent of wildflowers.

I reached across my face and touched where her lips had brushed my check, just a little stunned, and then slowly wiped off my check.

I had successfully resumed my seat and my repast without further mishap before it occurred to me that she knew who I was even though I had not given her my name.

I didn't know if that was a bad thing or a good thing, either.

#
I found myself outside Tiselle's place on the corner that night in the driving rain.  I stood there in front of her door, dripping and torn (if you take my meaning).

I'd been here once already in the past day.  I'd had her on my mind ever since she'd stopped me on the street that day.  I'd given her a ride to the café, and she'd pressed her warmth against my back, making an impression that stayed with me long after I dismounted.  Likewise, her kiss when she left stayed with me even after I rubbed it off. She'd gotten under my skin somehow.

The next few weeks were humiliating.  I'd find myself riding past her home on the corner by the market and watch her hang clothes out to dry or twist flowers in her hair or beat the dust out of her door carpet. I'd sit at the café and just watch her door, aching for a simple sight of her.  Then, when I realized that I was consumed, I'd scold myself for a fool and get back to work.

And so it went.  I hadn't actually spoken to her since the café' but we'd had many conversations in my head, and she was always erudite, witty, and sultry.

One thing was for sure--she was crazy about me, at least in my head.

And so I'd arrived there that morning, determined to speak to her.  I squared my shoulders, cleared my throat, and had stalked up to the door to knock on it when I heard her voice through the open window.

The gentle morning breeze was playing games with the soft cotton curtain,  and a man was in there playing games with her.

I hadn't seen anything with my own eyes, but I'd heard enough.

I could have raged through the door, killing the interloper, and standing over her.  She would have fallen to the floor, and might may well be clutching her soiled sheet to her bosom to to cover herself in her terror, in her anguish.  "I loved you," she might say, "only you".   "I was wrong, I was wrong."

But I whirled and left the door before I followed through with my impulses, and I burned with fury, with sadness, with betrayal, with hurt.

With loneliness.

I left with her cries of pleasure still ringing in my ears, and the blood in my head was pounding with a very base beat, my own heart torturing myself, again, again, again.

#
Khell was seated across from me at the Cote when I calmed down enough to realize where I was and what I was doing.

I actually blinked when I noticed him there.

"What happened?"

I wasn't going to say anything, I'm the strong, silent type, right?

"Tiselle."  I said.  "She…"

My voice cracked, and my heart choked my throat, and I was suddenly furious at my body for betraying my emotions.

The light dawned quickly in his eye, and his face fell.  I'd spoken of Tiselle before and I could see, now, that he'd secretly been pulling for us.

"You knew it was a possibility," he said, finally.  "This is Beladri. There is little union, here, as a matter of culture.  It is custom for a man to take any woman he wants, and a woman to take any man she desires.  It is entirely legal, and popularly correct.  Can you blame her for acting the part of a normal, beautiful, desirable woman?"

"That's not the right question," I snapped, and my mouth tasted like lies, like betrayal.  "Sometimes, what's 'right' supersedes what is popularly 'correct', or even 'legal',".

"But is this 'right'?", he said, even while appearing to be more interested in his gullers than a conversation that was worth my entire life.  It occurred to me that I hadn't remembering him ordering them. I hadn't had gullers since I'd had breakfast with her the morning that we'd…

I paused for a long moment.  "That is /is/ the right question," I finally muttered, stirring my cava.  I was still muttering and stirring cava some time later when I noticed that he wasn't there anymore.

I hadn't noticed him leave.

And so I was sitting there at the table thinking about killing a man I hadn't even met when someone else walked up to my table in sat down across from me.

"Khell," I started, irritated, when I looked up and saw a complete stranger sitting there, looking at me.  He had a half goofy expression on his face, not unkind, but too happy for my current frame of mind.

"Do I know you," I said, my voice grating.  "Because if I don't know you, you're going to find that I am not good company to be with at this moment."

I didn't come right out and say "Go away!", but I might as well have.

Except that he wasn't taking the hint.

"I suppose you've heard about the Vulgarian fleet," he began, and that got my attention.

"Some people say they don't exist, that they are a figment of the opposition to make us afraid and draw closer to the King.  Some people say they're confined to the islands on the other side of the world from here."

I started to say something uncharitable when he quietly placed what was left of a ruined right hand on the table and leaned forward.

"Some people only believe what they see.  You're not such a man, though.  If I tell you that they are right now making their way up the north coast, raping, burning, killing, leaving nothing unmolested or whole, you'll know what I'm saying," he said.

"Won't you?"

"I…" I managed.  Thoren of the Silver Tongue.

"You have maybe a month before the fleet turns and arrives here in time for the Winter Festival."

He looked me in the eye, then, and the happy, naïve passer-by was gone.  In his place, I saw a fellow warrior, a no-nonsense man of action, an intelligent eye, an indomitable will.

Like me.

"I thought someone should know," he said, and he rose, then clapped me once, firmly, on my shoulder with his good hand, and brushed past me.

Shocked, I shot up and spun around.

He was gone.

I spotted Khell sitting and chatting with other Doves.  "Did you see that man," I interrupted.

Khell looked up.  "Excuse me," he said to the others and looked at me, frankly concerned.

"I saw you talking to yourself in a rather animated fashion," he said.

 "Is there something you want to say to me?"

My mouth opened and closed, twice, without anything uttering forth, and then I ran out of there.

#
And so I found myself standing there in the rain, thinking hard, and going nowhere with it.

I have never been more embarrassed to be a tall, wet, fool.

I was standing there, dripping, staring at her door, when it opened right in front of me.

"Oh!", she said, only it wasn't her.  The voice was the same but thisone had flaxen hair and her nose was slightly flatter.  Other than that, she could have been…

"Tiselle," she said, looking me up and down like one would judge a side of beef.  "You have a 'visitor'.

I heard a clatter from another room.  I was consious of rain dripping off my nose.

"What's your name, charming?" the woman purred, and I flushed, right there in my soggy uniform.

"I…" I said, and as ineloquent as that was, I was suddenly strangely relieved that at least this time, my voice didn't crack.

"Who's there, Tonni", I heard, and then there she was, and the scent of wildflowers was stronger than ever.

"Sir Thoren!" she said.  "Good Market Day!  What brings you out on a night like this?"

Market Day.

One look at the wild-haired Tonni and a quick flashback to the café and Tiselle's parting kiss, and I felt every inch the fool.  Market Day.  When she makes her rounds, with the wildflowers, and the vendors.

"Come in, come in, "said Tiselle, and her voice weakened me seriously in my knees.  "I don't believe you've met Tonni yet."

"Tonni," I said.  "Let me guess.  You're sisters?"

Tonni gave me a frankly approving grin and I made a mental note that if Tiselle was dangerous, her sister was positively lethal.

"I'd better get you a cloth," said Tiselle, "and I'd better get your wrap, Tonni."

"You stopped by at a perfect time," Tiselle yelled from the other  room.  "Tonni was just leaving."

Tonni seemed quite amused and not at all anxious to go anywhere.  "Oh, that old thing won't keep me warm," and she tossed it aside and settled back onto the arm of a chair and crossed her long, athletic legs.

Looking at her, I found myself thinking for perhaps the first time that day.

"Allow me to keep you warm, " I said gallantly, and her eyes widened slightly in appreciation.  If anything, her smile got even wider.  She looked positively predatory, and a slight cloud flitted across Tiselle's expression until I got her eye and winked.

"My lady," I said, turning back to Tonni.  "This will see you home", and gave her my cloak.

"Yes," said Tiselle, smoothly, as she came up to stand beside me.

"That will keep you warm as you leave, now."

"You'll have to let me know where you live so I can return it," Tonni said, but she was reaching.

"Oh, it's nothing.  Tiselle will know where to find me," I said, grinning.

Tonni stepped forward, kissed me on my other cheek, took the cloak and the hint, and left.

I turned and looked at Tiselle.

"I am sorry," I said.  "The reason I was outside is that I was by earlier to see you and heard...  I thought that she… that you…"

Tiselle had wildflowers all over the house strung together in bunches  and an errant hair straying down by her face.  I suddenly wanted to brush it from her beautiful face, relieved, embarrassed, speechless.

There was so much to say, and so few words.

Tiselle looked at me, really looked at me, and comprehension dawned on her face.

She walked right up to me, folded herself into my arms, and hugged me tight despite my soggy clothes.  Then she looked up at me and I noticed that she had a tear in her eye.

"That's the nicest thing that anyone's ever said to me, " she said, only partly kidding, and then we kissed.

What a kiss that was!  I hadn't realized what I was missing until it was there, and then I never wanted to miss it ever again.

I was conscious at first of how cold and wet I was, how warm and dry she was, but was then conscious of other things, and soon pressed her  body to mine, and lost myself in the moment, in her arms, in her eyes, in her lips.

We were both a little breathless when we separated, and then she stepped back and took my hand in hers.

"Welcome, Sir Knight," she said, and her grin warmed my heart and melted my mood.

"I have something to tell you," I started, but she held a finger to my lips and tugged gently but firmly on my hand.

Despite what it did to my heart, I stopped her before following, though I wanted to with everything that was in me.

"I cannot be with you just once," I said.  "It would kill me.  Our order has a secret tradition of the  War Wife, where a Knight holds only his Lady forever and ever, and she, him.  I would have you, but not just tonight."

"And I would have you," I repeated for emphasis, my voice suddenly husky.

She grasped the leather strand that tied up her bodice and pulled, opening it smoothly.

She looked me in the eye and took a deep breath (knowing exactly what effect that would have on me) and smiled, a feline huntress playing with her dinner.

"I accept," she said, "Lets get you out of those wet clothes."

I have never been more grateful to be a tall, wet, fool.

#
I gently stroked the sweaty, copper-colored hair from the face of my War Wife as we lay tangled up together and drowsing.  She was snoring lightly, although she would never admit to such an unfeminine thing, and I would never reveal it.  Polite fiction is one of the keys of a strong relationship, knowing what and what not to say.

It was just one of a thousand little things I longed to share with her, but we had too little time together as it was, and I had other, more important things to say on the occasions we could steal away and be together out from under the glare of Beladrian society.

She was a remarkable woman.  I will never know what she sees in me that persuades her to risk everything just to be with me, a Knight of the House of the Dove, a monogamous man in a city of socially-prescribed sexual "sharing".

As if to prove her exceptional worth, her sea-green eyes fluttered open at just that moment, and her eyes focused on me, and met my gaze.

She gave me a sultry smile and nuzzled my neck, and then she lay her head on my chest.

"Ok," she said.  "Now tell me about it."

Pertinent fact is another of the keys to a strong relationship, knowing what to say and when to say it.

Except that this wasn't the right time to say what must be said, and I didn't know the right way to say it, and I was out of time.

So I told her everything: about the Vulgarian fleet scudding up the coast, raping, burning, killing, leaving nothing standing or alive; that they were implacable, invisible, inscrutable, essentially unstoppable.

Her reply was thoughtful.  "If they are sailing North along the coast, what is the problem?"  She was playing the straight one with me, and I loved her the more for it.

Not that her cooperation made what I had to say any easier.

I thought for a moment and attacked it from a tangent.  "You know I pray," I said by way of preamble.

"Yes!" she said enthusiastically, smiling widely and kissing my chest.  "That is what brought you to me," and her tongue flitted out, licking lightly, playfully.  My God was not her God--yet--but she approved of everything He had directed in me thus far.  I knew from experience that it would not always be thus but didn't have the heart to ruin the moment in that way.

Besides, I had entirely too many ways to ruin this moment, and I knew I would not avoid them as easily.

It was difficult to focus on what I had to say next, and I picked my words carefully.  She was cooperating with me in a way that made sense to me.  I would return the favor.

"I have had an answer to my prayer," I said. "I have received...  'information'...  that I could not possibly know.  I believe this knowledge could well determine the future of Beladri."

Looking at her, I could see she was puzzled, that she was trying to understand my statement but didn't have an appropriate framework in which to understand.  

I couldn't blame her, remembering what it was like for me the first time I received knowledge from beyond myself.  I tried again from a direction that she was more likely to understand.

"Think of it as an deep premonition," I said, and her eyes flashed to hear that sort of language coming from me.  

She moved and lay her fiery head on her pillow and met my gaze.  I knew she was superstitious, and she knew I was not.  It was a language that she understood, however, and she gave me time to work it out for her.

"And...?," she said, and her blind acceptance and frankly cooperative tone of voice made me want to hunt her again right there.  With an effort, I stayed on the trail, but my mouth tasted like ash.

"I believe the Vulgarians will turn back South," I said.

She withdrew, shrinking away from me, from those words.  It was watching a person deflate right in front of you.  The effect of my words was painful to see and a kinder man would have stopped there.  

I could not be that man.

"I believe they will come here," I continued, doggedly, "and if left unchecked, will attack Beladri."

I wanted to stop, but there was one last thing, and distasteful as it was, once I started something, I always saw  it through.

"It will be the end of our way of life."

And there it was, ashes all around.

She wept then and covered her face.  I was helpless to interject, and I controlled myself with an effort, waiting.  Then, when her tears were spent, she brushed back her hair and looked at me again.  The little girl was still there, fearful, but it was the woman who spoke.  

"So what will you do?", she asked.

I was so proud of her in that moment.  Despite her fear and her singular danger at allying herself to me as my War Wife, she set aside her desire to keep me for herself.  In that moment, she gave me back to the city.

I moved closer to her until our noses were almost touching and then I breathed my declaration, so softly that only she could hear me, and so gently that I almost didn't get it out: "I can not assume that anyone else has this 'knowledge'.  I think it is up to me to raise the alarm, to mount a defense."

I screwed up my courage for the last thing I had to say.

" It would mean a great deal to me if you prayed with me before I left.  While I am pursuing this task, I will not be able to return to you lest I draw attention to our love.  I would not do that to you.  When I leave here today, I will not return until the fleet is thwarted."

She looked at me for a long moment and I realized that I was holding my breath, such was the power of this woman over me.

She gently framed her hands on both sides of my head, looked me square in the eyes, and spoke: "May your god take you and be with you and work through you to save our land.  If your god returns you back to me, I will love you, and through you, him," she said.

And then she rolled over on top of me and we expressed our wordless prayer right there together as she joined her fate to mine and covered me in tears, and kisses, and her copper-covered hair.

#
I dressed quietly while she still lay sleeping, drew one of her wayward locks off to the side with the tip of my finger, and padded silently into the grainroom, closing the heavy linen curtains behind me.  Then I donned my boots and removed the barrels and the heavy capstone, revealing the ladder descending into the network of the catacombs below.

I replaced the capstone from below in the darkness and made my way down the ladder to the bottom of the shaft, finding my torch by the right side of the ladder and the flint materials on the left.  I lit my torch, replaced the flint in a loose brick in the wall, and started off on the labyrinthine, but otherwise uneventful journey to the upper levels.  

While it was widely suspected that we Knights practiced devotion to one woman, such was the appreciation of the people to our order that they generally did not rub our faces in the pie.  However, such was also the fickle nature of the people that these freedoms did not in any way extend to the women found to be War Wives, and if found out, their persecution was strident and lifelong.  Therefore, each of us who embraced this doctrine found other ways to meet with our beloved in ways that would not draw attention to them.

I made my way through the untravelled passages to the more common catacombs in the cellar of the House of the Dove.  Making my way upstairs,  I ducked across the street and around the corner to the Dove's Cote, a greasy implement that catered to our bunch.

The place was bustling, as always.  Swords in their belts were hung up on worn, sturdy pegs on the wall.  You never saw such an arrow of pointy metal.  You could tell about each weapon's wielder by how plain or ornate their sword belt was.  Mine was of sturdy leather with hand-tooled emblems stamped into it depicting my various adventures and victories.  Of course, that was all my War Wife's doing, so seeing it was like seeing us and not just me.  It made me feel like she was part of me even when we were apart, and especially when I was in battle.

I strode through those good men, all broad shoulders and white cloaks.  I spotted Khell back in a corner and he caught me eye.  I strode over and slid in opposite of him.

"What are you having," he asked.

"Whiskey," I said, and he nodded soberly.  "You?"

"A nice Porter over here, " he said, and looking up, he got Mendal's attention and held up two fingers.  Before long, we had two steaming cups of cava, milk, honey, and lemon.  We joked about drinking because even though we were free to drink whatever we wished, few of us indulged when we were on the job, preferring to wait until we weren't working.  

This is, of course, an inside joke, as we tend to take our work with us.  It goes along with the old joke, "What do you call a drunk Dove?".  "A first."

"So, what'd you do last night?"

"I spent the evening with my favorite copper teapot," I said, naming my favorite piece of cookery but referring to something quite different.

"Ah," he said.  "I spent the evening at Deckers with the boys.  I'd be up three Rooks if we actually played for money."

I grinned and stirred my cava.

Khell leaned in.  "What's wrong," he said.

I looked up at him.  "What do you mean?"

He leaned back and grinned.  "I mean you're a horrible snob when it comes to cava and you haven't sniffed over your drink even once yet.  That means that you have something on your mind, unless I'm mis-reading something."

I glanced at him and then shook my head in amusement.  How could someone so humble look so smug?

"I had this dream," I began.  It was instructive to watch his eyes widen as I spun it out for him, then I sat back and sipped my cava.  Needed more honey.

"So what do you think," I asked.

He stared into the steam rising up off his mug as if trying to make sense of the tendrils dancing before him.

"There's no help for it," he said, finally.  "You have to go see the Lord Knight."

Perhaps it was some trick of the collective conversation that the entire cafe seemed to go silent just as he spoke those words, and if the place was accidentally quiet before, it was struck dumb by as that news thundered out into those assembled.

Somewhere, somebody dropped a spoon and I confess, some of us jumped just a little.

I cocked my head and looked at him as if to say, "could you say that any louder"?, but I didn't mean it, and his helpless shrug indicated that he didn't take it personally, what could he do.  Then he stared at his mug.

I would have, too, come to think of it.

I started to stir my cava but my pewter spoon rattled against the side of my mug.  I drew it out too fast and spilled cava on the check.

Khell was so absorbed in the moment that he didn't think to complain when I got up to do what I had to do, leaving him with the check.  

Two can play /that/ game, I thought, not completely unkindly, in the manner of men.

I squared my shoulders, drew my white cloak around me, and , and was off to see our Lord Knight.

#
I nodded to the House Steward and asked to be seen by the Lord Knight at his convenience.  Then I ducked aside and entered the Knight's Chapel.

I found him where I expected to find him, laying down on a pew in the front row of the Chapel, and humming quietly to himself.  I approached the pew and stood there for a few moments, expecting him to acknowledge me. 

I cleared my throat.

"Hmm?  What?," he said, sitting up, his grainy hair all disheveled, his chapel hat hanging by a string.

"My Lord Friar," I said.  "It is Thoren, come with a problem that only you can help me with."

He squinted at me unsuccessfully, replaced his ornate monocle, then grunted in approval.

"Thoren, Sir Thoren.  Welcome.  You caught me at morning Prayer."

He gestured, and I sat beside him.

"What brings you here this day?"

He asked, so I told him all of it.  His cheeks flushed warmly as I described my activities with my WarWife and his eyes went wide when I told him of my dream.  When I'd finished, he sat there rocking gently on the edge of the pew, thinking furiously.  Finally he said, "Thoren, m'lad, I'll have to pray about this.  In the meantime, you must notify the Lord Knight."

I stood.  "I'm pleased to hear you say that.  I'm on my way there right now."

He stood slowly and when he straightened, the sound of the bones of his back cracking echoed throughout the tiny chapel like thunder from a gathering storm.

#
This does not sound like much, but in point of fact, it is the first time that I have thus presumed on my Lord Knight, and knew that it would get his attention.

I was not mistaken.

Many important figures have a big desk in their offices to make them appear bigger.  The Lord Knight had his desk against one wall and had a couple of chairs around a small round table in an alcove overlooking the city.  He stood from his desk as I entered and beckoned me over to the table.

"Sir Thoren," he said, and greeted me with an ornate bow and a simple grin.

"My Lord Knight."

"Please sit," he said, and I did.

"I know something about you," he said, which got my attention.  "I know that you do not waste my time with things that you think you can handle yourself, and I know that while we have spoken in the Great Hall, you have never presumed upon me in chambers."

I bent my head as a casual bow, acknowledging the truth of his statement.

"Therefore, I would know what it important enough to beg my attention."

And there it was, my moment of truth.  If only I felt more confident about relating what was on my heart.  My heart was in my throat and I would have rather been almost anywhere else.

"You know I pray," I said by way of preamble.  I knew he did as well, which made this next bit possible.  "I have been following the trail of carnage from the Vulgarian fleet for some time.  I have been confused by the direction of their movements as heading North going into the teeth of the winter makes no sense.  Then I was walking with...  walking through the markets and it was observed how early the mid-winter vendors are setting up.  That stuck in my mind.  Then, later that night, I prayed for wisdom before retiring for the evening and dreamt."

I hesitated and he gestured with his hand to continue.  I nodded.

"In my dream, the Holy Child is welcomed into the city as a conquering hero with the green ferns of peace and dyed straw.  It is a clear, sunny day..."  (one eyebrow raised momentarily, then resumed - it was, after all, a dream) "...and then, in his moment of glory, a great black cloud obscures the sun.  The Vulgarian fleet emerges from the cloud and sails into the center of the city, leaving a black swath in its wake as it approaches the Great Palace.  Just when it appears that the city is doomed, the Great Flag Ship runs into the chimney and explodes in flames.  It is then that I awoke without knowing the significance of the dream."

My Lord Knight was silent for a moment, considering.  "I note that you do nor refer to this as a 'vision'," he said.

"I have no special knowledge whether this is anything more than the fevered fears of man sleeping off the ardor of his lover."

My Lord Knight smiled knowingly, thought for a few moments, and then replied.

"If this is only the aftermath of some stolen moments with your...  'lover', then I will not be able to commit resources to this dream."

I nodded.

"But if this is, as you imply, something more prophetic from our God Jed, then I am mindful that He revealed this vision to you, not me, and you will be instrumental in its working out.  In either event, there is nothing that I can do at the moment in this regard."

I nodded again, slowly.  This thought had not escaped my imagination, but it wasn't what I wanted to hear.

"For my part, I will join my prayers to yours.  If I receive any guidance, I will act on that with all speed.  Fair enough?"

I wasn't happy about this, but it did have the ring of wisdom.  I bowed my head, stood, and turned to leave.

"And Sir Thoren?"

I turned.

"Do return sometime when this is all over.  We can pull a cork and look back on this together."

I relaxed and smiled a little, pleased that I would be able to spend a little more time in the company of this great man without being prompted by a prospective apocalaypse.

I just hoped that we both would still be around for the next meeting.

#
Nothing seemed to go my way the rest of the day.  A passing chariot splashed mud on my cloak, my stew was cold for dinner at the cafe around the corner from the House of the Dove, and then, on my way home as they lit the globes, I was shot by a Vulture.

I never saw the arrow coming, but that's how these things work with the Vultures.

There are two Houses of Priests under the Caducean Order: the House of the Dove, Templar Knights; and the House of the Vulture, Dire Knights.  Both are as much men of the cloth as warriors, although the former are more men of belief while the latter are men of religion.  Both are interested in the hereafter – we Doves are interested in the quality of the afterlife, the Vultures are merely interested in sending you to it.

While the Doves are lords of battle, the Vultures are loners, agents of shadow and misdirection.  We are said to be two sides of the same coin.

Both Houses deny that.  To call what we have 'an uneasy peace' is an exercise in understatement.

And so I found myself pinned to the wall where this Vulture's arrow pierced the flowing blouse of my shirt.

I was in no mood for a confrontation, but was mindful of the uneasy truce between our houses.  The last thing I wanted to do was evoke a meeting of a different tone in front of my Lord Knight.

A figure separated itself from a shadow in the alley and stood forward.

"There is no future in pursuing your current path," he said.  

He sounded young, to me. I looked at him and any number of thoughts went through my head.  My approach came forward unbidden - I would have preferred to do and say something else, but that is part of being a servant.

"You seem to have lost an arrow," I observed.  "I took the liberty of catching it for you with my shirt."  I made it appear that I couldn't move my arm, waggling it weakly for comic effect.

"You have been warned," he said, but it sounded weak to my ear.

"Really?  Warned from what?" I said.

He stepped forward.  "You..."

I deftly plucked the arrow from the wall and stepped forward until I was towering over him.  "Yes?", I said mildly, scratching my neck with the back of the arrow.

He scrambled backward and nearly fell, then turned and threw something on the ground.

That maneuver is supposed to detonate a smoke bomb, but his bounced off a basket before finally going off, giving me time to see him "vanish".

He probably thought that he'd lost me, but I'd spent enough time in the catacombs myself to divine his egress from the darkened alley, and it wasn't long before I was again padding through the tunnels on silent stocking feet.

The hunter had become the hunted.

#
While I'd grabbed a torch on my entrance to this stretch of the catacombs, it remained unlit as I pursued the Vulture archer.  He took me a route that I'd never traveled before, but noticed a small fluttering of flame at one point along the way and resolved to come back to it if I could.  I would have my chance sooner than expected.  As we got closer to the subterranean Vulture entrance, I stopped and retraced my steps to the place where I'd felt the breeze.

It was a tight squeeze, but I managed to get into the gap.  However, in the process of gaining the gap, I caused a rockslide that sealed the entrance behind me.

I was committed.

#
This was the third level of catacombs, lower than I'd ever explored.  I suspected there might be more.  The air down here was dank, but fresher than expected, and the darkened stones were cunningly laid.  They suggested a city more ancient than I expected.

Thinking thoughts related to antiquity, I reached the end of one tunnel and led the way down another.  Passing by a single jutting rock I stopped and returned to the shadowed rock and looked at it.  If one held one's torch at the normal level, the light played along one side of it and then the other, but never lit the underside of the rock.

On impulse, I squatted and lit up the underside of the rock.  Was there an indentation...?

I felt a little thrill go through him as I transferred the torch to my  left hand and felt under the stone, letting my fingers find...

There.

There was a granity crack and a door made of stones swung open a little, releasing a sudden, compressed gust of air and dust that blew open my cloak and, more to the point, snuffed out my torch.

Disaster.  I felt a chill go down my back.  If I couldn't relight my torch, there would no way to successfully navigate a way back to the surface.

So there, in that moment, I prayed, as was my way.

As my eyes adjusted to the sudden darkness, I started to notice two things.  It felt as if there was fresh air coming out of the crack, and there was something else.  

Was there light within?

I pushed the torch down into my belt sash, found the edge of the door with my hands, grasped the door, and pulled it open with a grating sound.  

I stepped into the chamber and was astonished at what I saw.

Looking up the great, brick hole, I grinned.  In a flash of intuition, I knew what this was, and where I was.

Exactly where I was.

#
The droning Reverends speak of "the heart of Beladri", but they're referring to something metaphysical.  Some say that the Heart of Beladri isn't a metaphor, but is, in fact, a place.

This place.

The great stone chimney in the center of the city really did bring light to the Heart of Beladri.

I stared me in wonder.  Here he was deep underground in a secret room off a forgotten catacomb, and natural light filled the room.  It was the very credo of my House, "Light in the Darkness".  In fact, I recalled the side of the chimney taking up a corner of palace itself in the center of the city.

I got up closer to the opening and saw that the light from above was delivered by what appeared to be a series of cunningly positioned mirrors to deliver bright daylight and reflect down into a diamond on the floor, that, in turn, dispatched the light into other parts of this most remarkable room.

I started to follow the beams of light and the dancing dust motes to the walls, where I found something even more thrilling, and subsequently, chilling.

Books.

Not just scrolls – wall upon wall of leather-backed, ancient tomes of knowledge, mystery, wisdom.

The vast store of knowledge here sent a charge up and down my spine.  I knew in that moment that I would be expected to report this place to the Scribners Guild.

I also knew that I wasn't going to do that, despite the probable penalties of banishment or death.  

Of course, if I was right about the Vulgarians, the Scribner's Guild would have to get in line for a chance to threaten my person with bodily harm.

#
I was torn.  I had all this wisdom right here available to me, however, what wasn't available to me was time.  

I was pacing and the light of the perennially cloudy day far above was still potent enough to blind me as I walked around and around the Heart of Beladri.

It was frustrating.  I felt very keenly that the answer was right in front of my eyes.

The Vulgarians had designs on Beladri and could very well be marshalling their forces for a sneak attack on Beladri.  The Vultures might or might not somehow know that, and might or might not stop any opposition to the Vulgarian fleet.  The Beladrian fleet consisted almost entirely of merchant ships, some of them fast enough, but none of them really equipped for a sea battle.  The best we could do for them would be to scatter them out to ports in the twelve corners until it was clear that there was a Beladri to return to.  If the Vulgarian fleet attacked the Port of Beladri, there was no way to defend against that attacking force with the Knights that we had.  We would have to devise some other method of evening the odds if we hoped to make it past the midwinter festival.

The more I paced, the more lost to my thoughts I was.  Dark / light / dark / light…

The answer simply wasn't coming.  Frustrated, I knelt on both knees there in the center of the Heart of Beladri, and I prayed me a prayer.  I hoped I made up with sincerity what I lacked in fancy words.  

I don't know how long I was there – I'd lost track of time as I was composing my feeble and desperate petition – when it happened.  A casual observer would have seen me kneeling there at the Heart of Beladri underneath the reflected light from the great chimney above.  This observer would have seen me lost in prayer.  One hand strays up to brush lightly at the crook of my neck.  Once, twice, this happens, and then my eyes to pop open and I jump to my feet (losing my balance and falling on my backside because of the loss of blood flow to my lower legs and feet).

I sprawled there on the floor and held out my hand to cup the reflected light from the surface, directed deep down into the center of the Heart of Beladri through a man-made understanding of a physical principle pertaining to the focusing and redirecting of a solar lightsource.

Lords of Light, indeed.

#
It took some time to put my plan together.  Meeting with the Lord Knight, I convinced him of the worth of my requisition.  He was skeptical but curious, making it perfectly clear that if this didn't work, it would embarrassing to the House and could be the end of my career.  I smiled at that.  It was the least of my worries.

#
He sets some to get as many mirrors as they can get.  He sets others to prepare the defenses.  Finally, he sets the rest to meet in the Chapel.

#
The night before was darker and more tumultuous.  Great gales of rain and wind roared through Beladri, and I could almost feel the marauding fleet racing toward the city on wings of fire and thunder.

"Friar, I've got something only you can help me with," I said, and when I told what I was looking for, his eyes shone.  I started to lay down and saw his bemused expression.

"What are you doing?", he asked.

I stammered a little.  "I thought..." I started, and gestured in his general direction.  He started laughing and laughing.  "I have this bad back," he said, and I started laughing, too, and assumed or more relaxed posture.

We spent a quiet, productive hour, and then I left him to his specialty and prepared myself for the morrow.

#
The next day dawned bright and clear, a rare day of sunshine and calm.  I nodded in approval and made my way to the stone balcony overlooking the bay.  I sent word to the Order that this was the day, and that we were on.  Then I stood back and watched the arrival of the mirrors.

In a rare, nearly unprecedented display of Order solidarity, Doves and Vultures showed up, bearing polished glass, and looking bemused, confused, sullen, and generally curious as to why they all were asked to bring mirrors.

I met with the various leaders, told them what I wanted, and watched as they spread out along the walls.

The ships appeared on the horizon two hours later, and by noon, the fleet was tacking into the harbor behind the biggest, blackest ship this world had ever seen.

The Vulgarian fleet had arrived right on time and now we'd find out all manner of things.

Thoren has an arrow left by Sakmeth.

"Bring the Vulture," I said, and my archer friend from the Catacombs stepped forward.

"What's your name," I said.

He looked at me belligerently but grudgingly spoke.

"I am Sakmeth."

"Sakmeth the Archer," I said, trying it on for size.  "I like it."  

"When you and I first met in the alley, you picked out a target and hit it.  You remember?"

His eyes strayed nervously from my face to his master's and back again.  "Yes," he said, finally.

Holding his gaze with mine, I pointed at the flagship where the mirror light was converging.

"You think you can hit that target," I asked, and I watched as comprehension dawned on his face.

He looked at his Master.  While his expression seemed impassive to me, he apparently saw something there that I didn't.

He straightened his back.   "Yes," he said firmly.  "I can hit that."

"Sakmeth the Archer," I said, "light it up", and presented him with a fire arrow.  He walked to a brazier, lit the arrow, and stepped briskly to the edge of the wall.  He measured the span, the wind, the air, and then, in one fluid motion, he pulled and released.

#
"You know I pray," I said, grinning, and walked away leaving him to worry that one out by himself.
