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Chapter 1
The Siege of Pingwot


A cheer washed over
the military supply train that trundled me into the city of
Benshma, one of six created by the Andrian Empire to support their
siege of Pingwot. Ruddy faces, normally lathered in the sweat of
hard labor, glowed in the sheen of heavy afternoon drinking. 
Giggling children weaved and dodged the draft horses and carts,
lobbing flowers at anything that moved. 

“They appear happy to see us,” I told the teamster next to
me.  To be heard over the cacophony I had to use my Homily
voice, the one that carried to the back corners of the Cathedral
when it was my turn to preside over mass.

“It’s a tradition,” the battle-scarred Andrian replied. 
“The supply train’s arrival is the high point of their year. 
It’s a waste of time and money—these towns have been
self-sufficient for years—but High Command has never gotten around
to pulling the requisition.”

A middle-aged man with a missing tooth limped up to pass a
tankard to the teamster, who hoisted it above his head in
thanks.  “Doesn’t mean I’m not going to participate, mind
you.”

As the wagons halted near the city center, I thanked the
caravan’s Captain for the passage, and offered him a special
blessing—for what it was worth, since the man seemed an agnostic
but too polite to tell me.  He wished me well on my
assignment, and pointed across the square at an imposing brick
building, identifying it as the office of the Grand Siege
Commander.

Beyond the parapet of the civic building rose the high towers of
Pingwot, ringed with a curtain wall the way a shock of grain at
harvest is bound by twine.  Impenetrable for six centuries,
those walls separated me from the objective my Bishop had
assigned.

In the daytime, the city was an imposing sight.  But
nightfall would bring what I had traveled for six weeks to see.

I hoped the lights were every bit as fantastic as people had
described.  After all, they’d likely get me killed; it would
be a shame if they turned out a disappointment.

 

The General was
unavailable, the sentry at the door told me, but his adjunct, Major
Rickard, would be more than capable of seeing to my needs. 
Rank didn’t matter; humility had been forged into me in youth by
various Benedictine canes and switches.  A raw recruit would
suit me, as long as I was granted passage to the front gates of
Pingwot.

I quickly identified eagles as the motif of Rickard’s office.
 Judging from the man behind the desk, the décor was the
result of a fraternal affection.  His eyes, little beady
things set close together, gazed at me over a hooked, sharp nose.
 The Major kept his hair pomaded and combed back over the top
of his skull.  Unlike the other Andrian soldiers, his uniform
sparkled with brightly polished metal buckles and insignia, his
studded leather vest supple with nightly coats of oil.  This
assignment had all the appearance of a temporary one for the Major,
one held until the Andrian Imperial Council could find a neighbor
willing to fight them.

“Good afternoon to you, Father.”  His voice, tenor in
register, detracted from his otherwise intimidating persona. 
“I apologize to the Diocese on behalf of my commander: Every
Moons-day the General presides over civil court proceedings in one
of the other cities.  I can assure you, however, I am quite
capable of serving in his stead.”

I tried a disarming smile.  “Thank you, Major.  You’ll
find I require little and will stay out of the way as much as
possible.  I’ve been sent by my Bishop to conduct an inquiry
into Pingwot.”

He leaned forward.  His hands curled around a marching
baton on his desk like talons gripping a perch.  “What would
the Church possibly want from a city where they marry their cousins
and live in their own filth?”

I ignored the last part of the question; my travels have shown
me so much regional and racial prejudice that I believe it would be
easier to stop the ocean tides than eradicate stereotypes. 
“I’m here about the lights.”

If Rickard were capable of smiling, I’m certain he would have,
but all he could manage was a sneer and dry chortle.  “Yes,
Pingwot has been engaging in their little mummery show for a few
months now.  I hardly see how such parlor tricks are worth the
Church’s scrutiny.”

“Word has spread; some in the Chancery worry that the common
folk ascribe them to witchcraft.  His Excellency has sent me
to enter the city, evaluate the lights, and determine a
more…worldly explanation.”

Rickard nodded, and I wasn’t sure if he believed it as my whole
story or not.  I’m uncomfortable with fabrications—that had
been forged out of me by various Benedictine canes and
switches—but my story was more of a half-truth than an outright
lie.  Telling the Major more might provide the Andrians with
something to tip the balance of the siege, and the Church
remembered the hard lessons of being involved in politics back in
the time of First Man. 

“It sounds like quite a small task for all the travel you’ve
endured, Father.”  His eyes narrowed on me.  “But one
should not make light of any quest for the truth.” 

Perhaps I just imagined extra emphasis on the last word.

The Major leaned back, pulling the baton into his lap.  “I
can accommodate any request for access within Benshma or any of the
Andrian camps or cities.  Feel free to walk around the bottom
of the Pingwot mesa and look.  Unfortunately, that’s all I can
permit. The City is under siege.  You cannot enter
it.”

“But surely, since this is Ch—”

“—Have your Bishop register a complaint with the Imperial
Council, then.  I understand my orders, Father, and regardless
of what I do or don’t believe on my own time, I do not
violate orders.”

I wanted to press further, but could tell it was
pointless.  Rickard exuded discipline but not necessarily
initiative, and since the Andrian empire hadn’t been in a real war
for a while, I suppose the upper ranks of their military were rife
with such bureaucrats.

I thanked him for his time, but certainly offered no
blessing.

 










Chapter 2
Priestly Insolence


I wandered the
streets of Benshma, the Festival roiling all around, my presence
apparently a waste. I paused for a moment, looking up at Pingwot’s
towers, tantalizingly close, when someone big and meaty bumbled
into me.

“Hey, chum—oh! Excuse me, Father.”  His broad face was all
cheeks and eyeballs, and though his grin slipped, I could tell it
would be back up at any moment.

“Quite alright,” I assured him, “I’m taking a risk standing and
staring at the city.”

The oafish Andrian glanced up, then back at me.  “Oh, pay
no mind to those cousinfu—uh, they’re not very nice people up
there, Father.”  He gave me an awkward look before his face
brightened.  “Oh!  I just realized you’re empty-handed,
Father!”  He goggled around before calling to a serving girl
with hair of burnished copper and ruddy cheeks.  “Marta! 
Our guest here needs a drink!”

“You assume I do drink,” I told him, though with a
smile.

“Oh, beg pardon, Father.  That’s my way, I guess: beggin’
forgiveness is easier than askin’ permission.”

I gratefully accepted a tankard from the girl, who I thought was
far too young to attract the libidinous stare my new acquaintance
lavished on her, and told him: “In this case, it’s worked out for
you.  But in my line of work, I’m obligated to warn you: it’s
far easier to ask forgiveness here, than to ask Him when he
calls.”  I pointed skyward.

He responded with a hearty laugh, a guzzle from his own tankard,
and a slap on my shoulder.  “Then I might be looking around
for you in the morning, Father.”  He performed a clumsy spin
and dove into the mass of people, no doubt in search of something
to engage in which would provide for a colorful confession.

I picked through other loud, happy Andrians to lean on a
waist-high stone wall to enjoy the contents of my stein.

My taste buds were treated to a flavorful, dark ale, with a
pleasing toasted malt aroma.  Though I found it a bit gritty
for my preference, it didn’t take long to finish.  I studied
the sediment of grain bits at the bottom of the mug, wondering if a
second one was in order.  Over the rooftop across the street,
the towers of Pingwot beckoned in the early evening. 

What was the worst that could happen if I just…walked up there?
 After all, the people in Pingwot might want to kill a nosy
stranger; so what if the Andrians wanted my head as well?
 

I remembered a discussion I had back in the seminary about birth
control in premarital relations.  “If you’re already
committing one Mortal sin,” my friend Roque—who later got himself
expelled—said, “you might as well commit the other.  Can’t go
to Hell twice.”

Perhaps there was a time and place for the Andrian lunkhead’s
bull-in-a-china-shop philosophy. 

I set my empty tankard on the top of the wall with a resolute
clank and set off toward the outskirts of Benshma, and the
towers beyond.

The sun finished
its descent into the western horizon as I crossed a potato
field.  On the far side, I detoured between blocky stones in
haphazard heaps and tall stacks: Pingwot’s long-abandoned lower
wall.  Beyond was a narrow path hewn from the rock, so I
angled toward that.  The city now loomed over me, the
towers—to my perception—leaning outward, cantilevering over my
head. 

Just then a light, a genuine manmade one, flashed a
glowing cone against one of the structures.

Others flicked on, bathing the pale walls in an otherworldly
glow. I forced myself to look down before I tripped on
something.

Over the fading sounds of revelry came the unmistakable patter
of horses.  Still a bit emboldened by the ale, I refused to
give them the satisfaction of looking over my shoulder. 
Despite the hopelessness of the situation, I forced myself to keep
walking until the riders thundered past and wheeled around to block
my path.

“Father Dorini,” came the unmistakable tenor of Rickard. 
“You couldn’t have expected I’d just assume you’d take no
for an answer, after so many days of hard travel?”

I briefly considered walking past them.  Then I visualized
Rickard giving the order to have my head caved in by a mace,
leaving my body among the ruins of Pingwot’s lower wall.  “Do
I at least get a ride back into town?”

Rickard favored me with a sneer.  “Right to the front door
of our jail.”










Chapter 3
"You Vermin-Eaten, Incestuous, Diseased Old Crank!"


At least, back in
Benshma, the party continued, so cheerful faces surrounded me as I
paraded past to the siege headquarters building.

A short, white-haired man in Andrian uniform stood on the steps
holding a tankard, which he handed to a junior officer at our
approach.  “Ah, Major!  I was wondering if you’d finally
decided to storm the walls yourself.”

Rickard deflated a little, though he still threw a crisp
salute.  “No, sir.  I would certainly ask for orders to
that effect.”

“What have we here?  Going on a ride with—oh, a man of the
cloth!  Good evening, Father!  Have you come to give
Father Peter a hand at Saint Jon’s?”

“From what His Excellency tells me, Father Peter works best
alone.  I’m Father Bertolo Dorini, Order of Saint
Francis.”

“How do you do.  General Farson Burz, Siege
Commander.  I see you’ve met Major Rickard.  What brings
you this far south, Father Dorini?”

“He wishes to enter Pingwot,” Rickard answered for me.

General Burz gave his adjunct an annoyed look, but didn’t ask me
to state my business in my own words.  “I believe Sergeant
Gordeon can arrange an escort for you.” He pointed to a thick,
pasty-faced man standing behind him.  “Of course, we will have
to examine your bags for contraband.  This City is still under
siege, after all.  We’ll regrettably have to confiscate any
gold, food, alcohol, tobacco, or literature that you have brought
with you.  Except, of course, a Bible; we’re not
barbarians.”

I shrugged in response.  “I brought no bags with me,
Sir.  I’m a Franciscan, after all.”

I recognized the polite horror on his face.  I see it all
the time on those with a measure of power or wealth.  An
educated man willing to go through life with nothing but a walking
stick and the clothes on his back is nobody they want to have
around for long.  An inner voice asks such a person if
they could renounce their station as St. Francis had
done.

Before the sight of me could trouble him too much, I thanked the
General for his city’s hospitality, taking special care to
complement the local brew.  Sergeant Gordeon, an aging,
leather-skinned man with the scars of real combat, began leading me
out through the crowd.

Rickard glared at me as I passed, with the beady, predatory eyes
of a raptor on his perch, but said nothing.  Forgive me, Lord;
there was a smirk on my face as I walked past him.

For the second time
that evening I approached the city, and started to ascend the trail
hewn into the mesa when Gordeon grabbed me by the arm.  “Not a
good idea, Father.  There’s a right way and a wrong way to do
this, and we’ve spent a few centuries figuring out protocol. 
Holy garb or not, they’d likely skewer you with fifty flaming
arrows before you managed a dozen paces.”

He extracted a white cloth from his pocket and tied it around
the spearhead of the pike he used as his walking stick.  He
waved the makeshift flag over his head for a minute, until a single
flaming arrow left the battlements, tracing an arc through the sky
until it struck the first switchback on the trail.  That
seemed to be the sign Gordeon wanted; after giving me a nod, he
began the climb.

After an interminable series of steps up the narrow trail, we
approached the massive main gate, a stone’s throw high.  I
doubt that anything less than a team of draft horses could have
opened them.  They obviously weren’t made for frequent
use.  Gordeon approached, pensive, glancing back and forth at
a pair of archers’ loopholes cut into the wall at either
side.  He grabbed a purple cord that ran into a hole in the
door, and pulled on it once.

After a minute, a creaky voice addressed us through one of the
firing slits.  “Gordeon, you fat, ugly drunkard!  What
brings your oversized carcass up here at this late hour?”

The Andrian held his arms apart, as if preparing to embrace a
pachyderm, and sang out, “I bring you a Churchman, you
vermin-eaten, incestuous, diseased old crank!”  Over his
shoulder to me, he murmured: “Beg pardon, Father.”

“Step forward, visitor.  I’m deeply sorry you had to be
near that old coot, breathing his feculent stench.”

I took two steps forward, in front of Gordeon.  “I am
Father Bertolo Dorini, of Minaplas.  I have come at the behest
of my Bishop, his Excellency Mark Andrew, to engage in a
fact-finding mission within your city walls.  I believe he
sent a courier ahead to notify you of my coming.”

The voice inside howled with laughter.  “Damned Andrians
haven’t let us get mail for six…uh, pardon the language,
Father.  So you want in?  And they’ll let
you?”

I merely nodded, then turned to Gordeon.  “Thank you for
the escort, Sergeant.”

He backed away to begin his descent.  “Think nothing of it,
Father.  Any demons you can expel from these foul wretches,
especially that old crank Dinsmore, would be most appreciated.”
 Then he turned and walked back down the trail.

“That’s right!  Run away, coward!”  jeered the voice
inside the gate.   Whether Gordeon did not hear, or
simply lacked the energy to respond, I never found out. 

 

 










Chapter 4
The Wizard


Dinsmore required a
few minutes to extract himself from the globe and let me in. 
From one of the cyclopean main doors came a clatter of pins sliding
from boltholes, followed by a screech of metal on metal, and a plug
the size of a large dog retracted inward.  I squatted to look
inside; the opening was large enough to crawl through, but doing so
would leave my neck exposed.

After hesitating, I decided if they were depraved enough to
decapitate a lone priest, they’d have already used me for target
practice.

I righted myself after crawling through and came face-to-face
with a bear of a man in quilted armor.  “Welcome to Pingwot,
Father.”  His voice was a warmer, more vital version of the
one that had challenged us and hurled invectives at Gordeon. 
He extended a hand, nearly crushing mine when I clasped it in
greeting.

“You’re Dinsmore?  The same one who was just insulting the
Andrian?”

His laugh sparkled with mischief.  “We like to project a
certain image to them.  They picture us as an inbred, fetid
lot who constantly suffer pestilence and famine as we barely cling
to life.”

“If you wish to keep them at bay, shouldn’t you project the
opposite image?”

“We’ve found our way works better.  Those sodden idiots
down there haven’t had an interest in storming the city for a
couple of centuries.  In fact, we haven’t even had a healthy
skirmish in over three generations.”

“Nobody’s discussed a truce in all that time?” 

“Come,” he offered with a dismissive laugh, “the Andrians are an
inhospitable sort, about as interesting as root paste.  I’m
sure your intellect has been screaming for attention if you’ve had
to travel all the way from Minaplas with them.”  He
clapped a palm on my shoulder and led me through an entryway, fifty
paces or so in length.  Above, a number of murder holes
peppered the ceiling.  Below, I noticed many of the flagstones
had larger than normal gaps between them and wobbled slightly.

Dinsmore noticed my interest.  “If anybody breached that
door,” he commented, “they’d get arrows or boiling oil from above
and from below, they’d…well, I guess I’d better not be too generous
with the strategic information, should I?”

“If it’s any consolation, the Church hasn’t had a standing army
for almost 1500 years.  And we aren’t equipped to meddle in
the political affairs of others.”

The Pingwot gave me another laugh.  “Oh, relax,
Father.”  He spread his arms as we exited the passageway, and
the full city in its entire splendor came into view.  “We’ve
had far more interesting things to do than persecute
strangers.”

I gasped.  None of the exterior views of the city could
have prepared me for the sight.  There was so much
light!  From thousands of different sources, countless hues,
shades, and tints jostled for my attention.  I craned my neck
to follow a tower bathed in emerald illumination.  It was
so awe-inspiring that I barely noticed when I fell on my
arse.

Dinsmore doubled over, hooting and snorting.  He helped me
regain my balance as I asked, “How is it done?”

Dinsmore shrugged, filling me with disappointment.  “I’m a
door guard and soldier by trade, Father.  Raymond has those
answers; he’s the wizard.  You’ll have to draw his attention
away from his current project, though. He says he can make a
thinking machine, if you can believe that.”

“Truly?”  I couldn’t hide the concern that rose in my
throat.

Raymond lived
simply; that was obvious the second I stepped into his
quarters.  He lived in what looked to be a medium-sized
warehouse packed with work benches and half-completed experiments,
with a bed shoved in a corner as an afterthought. 

From Dinsmore’s description, I’d expected a man in flowing, dark
robes, with long wisps of white hair protruding from his
chin.  Instead, the ‘wizard’ was in his early forties, with
close-cropped hair and a few days’ stubble.  I’d guess he was
about my build, but my initial study of him was cut off when I
caught a flash of reflected light from one of his eyes.

“You wear lenses?”  I should not have been so shocked; if
he was capable of artificial light, he could surely figure out the
principles of refracting it.

“Oh, these?” he asked, self-consciously pushing the wire frame
that held the lenses up on his nose.  He didn’t seem to mind
that his first words to me were anything but momentous.  “Yes,
I get terrible headaches without them.  Unfortunately the
vision in my right eye is far worse than my left; I’m afraid it
might be the onset of glaucoma.  I—”

His mouth hung open on the word; he must have grasped that I was
a stranger.

I extended my hand to him.  “I’m honored to meet you,
sir.  My name is Father Bertolo Dorini.”

He took it, but in an underhand position, his elbow straight and
his thumb on top.  I adjusted as best I could, but still
suffered an awkward moment.  He blushed, and retreated back
toward one of his work benches.

“You’ll have to excuse my rusty manners, Father.  I haven’t
seen an outsider for as long as I’ve been here.”

“And just…how long is that?”

“Oh, about seven years now.  Dinsmore tells me the last
time the Church sent a delegation was almost twenty years ago, and
there were a half-dozen in the party.  Mainly poking about to
see what we did about our souls without a way to ordain new
priests.”

“Seven years?  What would motivate a man to come to Pingwot
from the outside?  Surely you had to sneak in somehow. 
Are you an Andrian fugitive of some sort?”

He gave me a weary smile, his eyes lowering behind the
lenses.  “No, I’ve never even seen an Andrian
face-to-face.  I’ve got a long story, but I’m not certain I
can trust you with it.”

“Then, perhaps, we can table the tale until I’ve earned
it.  Could you show me some of your work from a technical
perspective?  I was sent…” I paused as I chose my words
carefully.  “Well, the Church has certainly heard of the
lights of Pingwot.  And the stories indicated to me that they
must be artificial.  Electricity.  I’m the closest we
have to an expert on the subject.”

“You’ll have to forgive me, Father, if I hesitate to share with
you.  I’m a little…out of touch with current events.  The
Church, historically, wasn’t the most nurturing to the scientific
community the last time it held such prominence, if you know what I
mean.”

I winced, knowing exactly what he meant.  In the
era of First or Second man, I would have been an inquisitor,
brother to those that had Galileo imprisoned for daring to say the
Earth wasn’t the center of the universe. 

I looked around his shop for any item that might serve as a
conversation piece, when I saw something familiar. 

“A checkers-board?”  I asked.  Only this one was not
painted cardinal and ebon, but a stark jet and white.

He was intrigued at my interest.  “It can be used for that,
I suppose, but I prefer to play a game called chess on it.”

“Only nobody will play with him,” chimed in Dinsmore.  “He
tried to teach me once, but there’s so many silly little rules it
seemed like he was just making them up as we played.”

“Your game might be a little like what we called ‘Quest’, back
in the seminary.  You play it on a checkers-board, but you
have sixteen different pieces, each representing a different church
office.  You had one Pope, two Bishops, two Templars…”

“Did they look like these?” he asked hopefully, opening an
intricately carved wooden box.  Inside, several playing pieces
made of bone or ivory rested on the felt lining.

“A little.  There’s only one way to find out if it’s the
same game.” 

It wasn’t exactly identical, but close enough that I
could figure it out after a couple of games.  After midnight,
Dinsmore showed me to a room with a bed, a plain table and chair,
and a window that allowed me to gaze out at the lights.  After
staring at them for a few minutes I begrudgingly went to
sleep.  










Chapter 5
Over a Chessboard


Over the next few
days I fell into a loose routine, occupying my mornings around the
city, meeting citizens and sharing small talk.  I spoke with
them as they engaged in their crafts.  

The agricultural workers used rooftops, window-ledges, and small
land plots between the buildings, and displayed a far greater
knowledge of producing food than their counterparts on the
outside.  Many other citizens worked as artisans, blowing
glass light-globes, smelting exotic metals from the caves down
below, or, in the case of one intense but talkative man, concocting
a hard, moldable material from vegetable resins.

Each day, after taking dinner, I played several games of
Raymond’s ‘chess’ with him, before retiring to my room to admire
the lights and sleep. 

In the middle of a match on the fourth evening, he sighed as I
took one of his Altar-Boys—or ‘Pons’ as he called them—and said:
“Okay, Father… Your patience exceeds mine.  Each night I’ve
braced myself for an interrogation, yet you haven’t asked for any
more than my opinion of the weather.”

I gave him a nod; nothing more.  I’ve found people more
verbose in answering their own questions than they are in answering
mine.

He leaned forward to reach for a piece, but kept his eyes fixed
on me.  “I could have you kicked out.  But…you’re just so
damned polite.” 

“Thank you.”

He exhaled in a huff.  “Okay.  I know you’re here to
find out what I’m up to.  I’m still not sure I can trust you
with anything.  Maybe if you tell me what
you know… I can at least acknowledge if you’re warm or
cold.”

I took my time hoisting a Templar and setting it in a position
that threatened his Bishop.  “The lights, you mean.  I
believe they’re what Second Man called ‘incandescent’. 
Electricity passes through a material that resists it, which builds
up heat, causing the material to glow.  The whole thing has to
be protected from the air or it burns, which is why it’s enclosed
in a glass ball.”

He nodded through all of this.  “That’s about it.  Why
did you need to enter Pingwot to verify something you could
conclude from the outside?”

I faced two paths: one of deception or a direct, honest
approach.  I considered for a moment before finally
answering.

“The power source.  You have to generate electricity
somehow.  And if you’ve figured out a generator, it’s simple
enough to reverse it and create an electric motor.  Then
you’ve got a distributed power system.  A solid foundation for
heavy industry.”

“Ah.” He nodded, allowing a smile to flit across his face. 
“So my initial hunch was correct.”

“That I presented a threat?” 

“That the Church has taken it upon itself to slow the wheels of
progress.  Our species nearly destroyed itself twice, after
all, because technological advance enables an individual to be
capable of an ever-increasing amount of damage.”  He extended
an arm, sweeping it across the room.  “We’re trapped within
Pingwot’s walls, but our light isn’t.  It tells the
world beyond that we know how.”

He sat forward, resting his elbows on his knees, a hint of
defiance on his otherwise friendly face.  After a moment’s
silence, he took my Templar with his other Bishop, which he’d kept
lurking on the back row.

“Well reasoned,” I replied.  “Except I’m but one person,
and unarmed at that.  There’s nothing I can do to
you.”  I lowered my gaze long enough to move a lowly Altar Boy
forward and threaten his Bishop.  “If you were anywhere else,
it would be simple for me to threaten you.  But
excommunication means nothing in a city that’s been cut off from
the world.”

“Yes, but the Church has other means of applying pressure… Or
else they wouldn’t have bothered sending you at all.”

“I suppose you’re hinting at a crusade.”

“That’s the word I was afraid you’d say.”

Lower lip out, I shook my head.  “I intend to leave here
with a determination that ‘demons do not hold sway inside these
walls’, our code for ‘they stumbled across this technology, but
don’t really understand it’.  But your concern is
well-founded: Were I to return with a different conclusion, a dozen
nations would unite under the Holy Cross to finally conclude the
siege.” 

“I appreciate your…lenience.  But how can I be
certain that’s the message you bring back?”

“You can’t.  But what you can be certain of is
that if I fail to return to my Bishop, he would judge Pingwot as
hostile to Christendom.”

He had been suspicious of the Church’s intentions from the
beginning, yet his eyes still widened at my revelation.

I shrugged.  “Honestly, Raymond, I don’t want people to die
over this.  But there are others in Minaplas with more
influence than I who wouldn’t think twice about it.  They
don’t want to see technology wipe humanity out on its third
attempt.”

He stood and paced to a window, gazing out at his beloved
illumination for a while before turning back to me.  “But you
realize: if we don’t allow it, nobody sets foot in this city. 
Yet, conversely, if the Andrians don’t allow it, nobody
leaves the city either.  You’ve got us, and our
technology, trapped.”

“History is full of futile attempts to ‘trap’ ideas.”

“Yes, but these ideas are mine alone.  Oh, sure,
the artisans help me build the bits and pieces, but I have
no apprentice.  And who on the outside can I communicate
with?  You’re the first visitor to the city in a
generation.”

I thought for a moment.  “The lights would have to start
burning out, without replacement.  When the last one is gone,
maybe people will stop talking about Pingwot.”

Raymond returned that thought with a bitter laugh.  “And,
of course, you’d be so naive that you’d assume I wouldn’t continue
my work here?”

“Unfortunately, Raymond, I think we’re at a… What did you call
it a couple of games back?  A ‘stalemate’.  I can promise
you that I’d go back to my superiors and tell them you’re no
threat, and you can promise that you’ll let the lights burn out,
but what good would those promises really be?”

Before he could respond, I rose.  “Why don’t we sleep on
this.  Perhaps the morning light will make an arrangement
based on words appear less…rickety?”

I took two steps toward the door when he stopped me. “Father
Bertolo: Why didn’t you ask the other question?”

“You mean: Where did you learn all this?  Or how
did you end up entering Pingwot seven years ago?”

“Time travel.  Answers both questions, wouldn’t you
agree?”

I studied Raymond’s face and concluded he wasn’t joking. 
I’ve met too many brilliant eccentrics in my day, and a fair
portion of savants who had passed from eccentricity to
dementia.  He believed he’d come from another era… I
found it most disturbing, since he was otherwise so
rational. 

“Any chance of returning?” 

“Ah, no.  Now that I’ve had a chance to reconstruct my
equipment, and do some more experimentation, I’m convinced I can
only go forward, not backward.”

I nodded, as calmly as I could, suppressing an urge to ask him
why Second Man allowed their technology to ruin them… As if he were
their envoy to us; as if he were actually from that
time.  I needed to get out of there.

“Well.  As I said before, perhaps one of us will come up
with a good compromise by dawn.”

cal, but close enough that I could figure it out after a couple
of games.  After midnight, Dinsmore showed me to a room with a
bed, a plain table and chair, and a window that allowed me to gaze
out at the lights.  After staring at them for a few minutes I
begrudgingly went to sleep.  

 










Chapter 6
Ignosce Mihi, Pater: Quia Peccavi


Instead of my
guest-room, I headed straight for the city gates. I told Dinsmore
I’d concluded business with Raymond and was prepared to bring a
positive report back to the Chancery, and he bid me
farewell.   Unfortunately, the Andrian patrol that found
me at the bottom of the trail wasn’t as accommodating.  They
brought me straight to Rickard. 

The Major stared at me with beady eyes across his desk, hands
wrapped around his baton, allowing the awkward silence to stretch
out before rewording his first question.

“And you just walked out of the city?”

“Yes.”  I tried keeping exasperation out of my
response.  I don’t think I did very well.  “But as a
condition I promised them I would not share intelligence with
you.”

“I must know how many men they have defending the wall, at what
times they change watches, and what weaponry they possess.”

I shook my head, flabbergasted.  “I just told you: I
can’t—”

“The Empire has given you free passage here.  One of the
core principles of our siege has been violated.  I think a bit
of intelligence is only fair, in exchange for my not
throwing you in a cage.”

As badly as I wanted to demand an audience with General Burz, I
held my tongue.  After the earlier humiliation I’d triggered,
Rickard might have made arrangements for my quiet disappearance.
 Or perhaps, in the privacy of his office, I might
‘accidentally’ bounce my head off his baton a few times. 

I slumped and ran a hand through my hair.  “May I have some
paper?  And a quill with some ink?”

“I can see to that.”  The Major likely intended me to
receive his tooth-baring expression as a smile.  He rose,
boots clogging on the floorboards, and opened his office door.
“Langholt!” he screeched.  “Stationery!” 

The chess matches with Raymond reminded me that sometimes you
must sacrifice a piece to win the match.  While giving Rickard
intelligence would technically be political tampering, something
that could get me into a lot of trouble, I needed the paper. I’d
memorized a lot during my time in Pingwot and it wouldn’t survive
the long trip back to the Chancery.

“I’ll need some time alone.”

The Andrian opened the door, admitting a junior officer with an
armful of rolled parchment.  “Feel free to use my quill and
ink.”  As he swaggered down the hallway, he paused to murmur
something to a guard, who nodded and turned to give me a jaundiced
look.

I thanked Langholt, a stocky and plain-faced man who could not
have been shaving for more than a couple of years. Immediately, I
dunked quill into bottle and scratched it against the parchment,
recording what I’d learned in my morning conversations with those
who crafted Raymond’s components. 

The young officer watched me in silence before asking: 
“What are all those symbols?”

“Diagrams, my son, and…um, recipes of a sort.  If you’re
interested, you’ll need to enter the seminary.  Only there can
you receive the education necessary to comprehend this.”

“Sorry, Father.  I don’t think I’d make a very good
priest.”

I smiled but didn’t look up from my etchings.  I’d come to
Pingwot with a knowledge of the principles, but any good engineer
will tell you that without proper materials, nothing works. 
The research arm of the Diocese had been trying to refine the
manufacture of filaments for generations.  We’d cobbled
together prototype after prototype of an electric motor without any
success.  The advances in chemistry that Raymond had enabled
could replace years of experiments. 

The artisans of Pingwot, oblivious to how important each of
their tiny component tasks were, had unwittingly given me all of
the secrets that their wizard possessed and I didn’t.

Langholt watched me write, oblivious to the tremendous amount of
money the Church stood to make from these notes.  Money that
represented far greater power than military might could ever
bring. 

No, a simple Franciscan like myself has no need for
wealth.  But throughout our long history, the Church has come
to realize that it’s far more effective to buy good
behavior and peaceful international relations than it is to
actually convince people to do it out of the goodness of their
hearts.

By the time I’d filled the front of the scrap of parchment with
my notes, and flipped the page over to begin inking the back, the
Andrian could no longer overcome his boredom. 

“If you need anything else, Father, just tell the guard down the
hall.”

“If it’s not too much trouble: perhaps some tea?”

He left me in Rickard’s office, and though I welcomed the
solitude, with it came a pang of guilt.

In the era of Third Man, the Church’s monopoly over science had
thus far prevented its misuse.  That knowledge didn’t make my
deceit in the presence of Raymond and my theft of his ideas any
easier to forget.  I’m supposed to embody an ideal life free
of sin… But sometimes, for the greater good, you have to do what
must be done.

I continued transcribing my memories, hoping I’d survive the
trip back to Minaplas, where I could make my confession.
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